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  A never writer to


  an ever reader:


  News.




  Chapter One




  In which Pickleherring takes his pen


  to tell of his first meeting


  with Mr Shakespeare




  For instance, William Shakespeare. Tell you all about him. All there is that’s fit to know about Shakespeare. Mr William Shakespeare. All there is that’s not fit, too, for that matter. Who he was and why. Where he was and when. What he was and wherefore. And then, besides, to answer several difficult questions that might be bothering you. Such as, who was the Dark Lady of the sonnets? Such as, why did he leave his wife only his second-best bed? Such as, is it true he died a Papist, and lived a sodomite? Such as, how come he placed that curse on his own grave? All this, and more, you will find answered here. But better begin at the beginning, while we can.




  Who am I? Reader, I will tell you suddenly. My name is Robert Reynolds alias Pickleherring and my game is that of a comedian and believe me I was well-acquainted with our famous Mr Shakespeare when I was young. I acted in his plays. I knew his ways. I played Puck to his Oberon. To his Prosper, I was Ariel. I washed my hands sleep-walking too, as the Scottish queen. Why, once, at Blackfriars, the man was sick in my cap. I loved the lovely villain, ladies and gentlemen.




  By the time I have finished I think you will have to admit it. There is no man or woman alive in the world who knows more than old Pickleherring about the late Mr Shakespeare.




  I call to mind as if it was just yesterday, for instance, the first time I ever clapped eyes on the dear fellow. He was wearing a copataine hat. You won’t know those hats now, if you’re under fifty. They were good hats. They wore good hats and they wrote good verse in those days. Your copataine hat was a high-crowned job in the shape of a sugar-loaf. Some say the word should be GOPOTINK and that it comes from the Dutch. I call a copataine hat a copataine hat. So did Mr Shakespeare, let me tell you. I never heard him say that his hat came from Holland. And in his tragical history of Antony and Cleopatra he has the word COPATAINE. Which part, friends, he wrote first for your servant: Cleopatra. I never wore a copataine hat myself, but then I was only a boy at the time we are speaking of.




  I was living in those far-off but never to be forgotten days in a cottage made of clay and wattles just outside the north gate of the city of Cambridge. That cottage stood by a fen. Fatherless, motherless, I was being looked after by a pair of sisters, whiskered virgins, Meg and Merry Muchmore, two spinsters with long noses for the smelling out of knavery.




  It was the pleasure of each of these ladies in turn to spank me naked while the other watched. I think they liked to see my little pintle harden. Meg’s lap smelt of liquorice but there was no pleasing Merry. I had a well-whipped childhood, I can tell you.




  All their long lives these two weird sisters had dedicated themselves to piety and good works, and I, the bastard son of a priest’s bastard, conceived in a confessional, born in a graveyard, was one of the best of them. I mean, what better work than Pickleherring?




  I was a posthumous child. Of my father, I heard from my mother only that his mouth was so big and cavernous that he could thrust his clenched fist into it. How often he performed this trick for her amusement I know not. I know only that he could do it, and that also he had some interest in the occult. That is an interest which I do not share.




  Reader, don’t get me wrong. I believe in ghosts and visions. I pray only to be spared from seeing them.




  My mother died when I was seven years old. She smelt of milk and comfrey fritters. She used to tell me tales by the chimneyside. It was from her sweet lips that I first heard of Tattercoats and of Tom-Tit-Tot and of Jack and his beanstalk. She sang to me, too, my mother - all the old English songs.




  I remember her singing me to sleep with a ballad called 0 Polly Dear. But she died of a fever and then there was no more music. My bed was under thatching and the way to it was up a rope ladder.




  I had never before been spoken to by a man in a copataine hat. Mr Shakespeare was tall and thin, and he wore that hat with an air of great authority. He had also a quilted silken doublet, goose-turd green; grey velvet hose; and a scarlet cloak. Never believe those who tell you he was not a dandy.




  This first meeting of ours took place in the yard of a tavern called the Cock. A small rain fell like brightness from the air. Ah, what a dream it seems now, seventy years away.




  One thing I can tell you that you’ll perhaps not learn elsewhere. Mr William Shakespeare never minded a bit of rain. He sat under the springing mulberry tree that grew in the middle of the Cock’s back yard. He had a damask napkin over his knee and a little knife of silver in his hand. He was opening oysters.




  As for me, I had climbed up on the red-brick wall to keep him in my sight. My friends mocked me. One of them said the man was from Wales, and an alchemist. They said he could make gold, and fly in the air. They said he was in Cambridge for blood for his lamp. I pretended not to care. I did not want his art, but I had no father.




  ‘Pickleherring’s mad again!’ piped my playmates.




  Then they all ran away and left me on my own to face the necromancer.




  Mr Shakespeare must have seen me watching him. But I don’t believe that his eyes ever left the oysters.




  His voice was soft and gentle when he spoke. But it was the sort of softness that you stop and listen to, like the sound of the theorbo.




  ‘Boy,’ he said, suddenly.




  I nearly fell down off the wall. Instead I said, ‘Yes, sir?’




  I was shaking in my boots.




  ‘Say this, boy,’ he said. ‘/ am afraid, and yet I'll venture it.'




  What kind of spell was this?




  I looked at Mr Shakespeare.




  He looked up from his oysters and looked at me.




  Something in his look made me take him straight. So I forgot all about spells and I said the words he said. I said them simply. I do not think I can say that I said them well. But I said them more or less as he said them, which is to say that I spoke the speech trippingly on the tongue, not mouthing it, not sawing the air with my hand.




  It was, as I learned later, the way he liked it. He never could abide the ranting sort. Truth to tell, I had never then acted in my life, so I knew no worse. Also, I was afraid, which helped me to say that I was as though I meant it.




  My performance seemed to please Mr Shakespeare.




  He took off his hat to me.




  ‘Good,’ he said. And then, ‘Good, boy,’ he said. And then again, after a little while, ‘Good boy,’ Mr Shakespeare said finally.




  He swallowed an oyster.




  ‘Say this,’ he said. ‘Say that.’




  I mean, I can’t remember now all Mr Shakespeare bade me say then. He sat there downing oysters while I recited. Sometimes he said ‘Good’ and sometimes he said ‘Good, boy’ and once he said ‘Good boy’ again and more than once he said nothing but just wiped his mouth with his napkin.




  I do recall that he asked me at last to sing.




  So I sat down on the wall and I sang for Mr Shakespeare.




  I had a good voice in those days.




  I sang for him the ballad of 0 Polly Dear.




  The sweet rain fell and the drops ran down my face and I sat there in the rain, legs dangling, singing O Polly Dear that my mother used to sing to me.




  Mr Shakespeare listened with his eyes as well as his ears.




  When I finished he nodded and he clapped his hands three times together.




  It was the first applause I ever had.




  Then at Mr Shakespeare’s instruction I jumped down off the wall.




  Chapter Two




  In which Pickleherring makes strides


  in a pair of lugged hoots




  The first part I ever played for Mr Shakespeare on the London stage was that of young Prince Arthur in his play of The Life and Death of King John. That’s why he asked me to say I am afraid, and yet I'll venture it. It is what that poor boy says before he kills himself by jumping from the battlements of the castle where he is confined.




  When I jumped down off the red-brick wall and into the back yard of the Cock Tavern, Cambridge, Mr Shakespeare stopped eating his oysters and he asked me my name and where I lived and who my father was. So I told him of the cot beneath the thatch and my fatherless fate.




  As I spoke to him of fathers, I saw tears run down his cheeks. I thought it was rain.




  ’O my poor Hamlet,’ Mr Shakespeare said.




  Like a fool, I repeated the four words.




  Mr Shakespeare flushed. His face was all at once a crimson rose. He blinked at me in anger through his tears. I think he thought that I was mocking him. Then he must have realised that I’d mistaken what he said for another speech to try. He pinched his nose between the thumb and the first finger of his left hand, shaking his head a moment as he did so. When he looked at me again his eyes were clear.




  ‘Do you have perfect pitch?’ Mr Shakespeare asked me.




  I told him that I had. (It was a lie.)




  Then Mr Shakespeare took my hand, unsmiling, and he promised me that if I chose to come with him to London and join his company he could make me a player like himself.




  My heart thumped in my breast. I felt as if I had suddenly grown taller by an inch.




  Well now, my dears, it happens that this part of Prince Arthur might contain the key as to why Mr Shakespeare first noticed me and thought to give me employment as a player.




  I think perhaps that I put him in mind of his son.




  I was wearing, do you see, a pair of lugged boots. Those boots were all the rage that year of our first meeting. They were boots of soft leather, hanging loose about the leg, turned down and fringed. I think they called them lugged because the fringes looked like ears.




  Be that as it may. I learned later that young Hamlet Shakespeare begged for a pair of these boots to wear as he lay dying. He was eleven years old. It was Mrs Shakespeare herself who told me that she got them for Hamlet to wear as he tossed on his death-bed. He never so much as walked in them anywhere.




  So it might be that my lugged boots were what caught Mr Shakespeare’s eye.




  But then (you ask me), what has this to do with that other boy Arthur in King John?




  Permit me to tell you.




  Little Hamlet died not long before I first met Mr Shakespeare. I think that Mr Shakespeare was still writing King John in his head that day in Cambridge, and that in any case he was thinking of his own son when he has Queen Constance in Act III Scene 4 lament the fate of her son Arthur in these lines that follow:




  

    Grief fills the room up of my absent child,


    Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,


    Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words,


    Remembers me of all his gracious parts,


    Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form:


    Then have I reason to be fond of grief


  




  Of course, I could be wrong. My linking of the writing of this speech with what Mr Shakespeare may possibly have felt about the loss of his own (and only) son might deny the man’s imagination or at the least insult it. Or it could be that I mistake or misconstrue the way the mind of a poet works upon the things that happen in the poet’s life.




  I confess that I never dared to question Mr Shakespeare directly in the matter. But I remember a night at the Mermaid when having recited those tender lines which he gave to Queen Constance, I expounded my theory and quizzed his fellow playwrights as to what they thought.




  Mr Beaumont said I was right, and wiped away a tear.




  Mr Fletcher said I was wrong, and that my supposition accused Mr Shakespeare of a want of heart, or a want of imagination, or of both wants together, and only went to prove my mediocrity.




  Mr Ben Jonson said nothing, but belched and hurled a flagon at my head.




  It was an empty flagon, naturally.




  Ladies and gentlemen, Beroaldus (who was a wise doctor) will have drunkards, afternoon-men, and such as more than ordinarily delight in drink, to be mad. I am of his opinion from my own experience. They are more than mad, much worse than mad.




  Speaking of which, before we quitted Cambridge finally Mr Shakespeare saw fit to try to teach me the joys of tobacco. He was not one of those who suppose that plant divine in its origin or its powers. But he liked his white clay pipe. He gave me sweetmeats also, and called me his doxy. It was not for such things that I loved his company.




  As to why Mr Shakespeare liked mine, if he did, who now can rightly say?




  I suggest only that the least that can be supposed — leaving lugged boots and young Hamlet out of it - is that the great man was pleased when he found that rainy afternoon that I said his lines plainly and true even when perched upon a red-brick wall. And perhaps it pleased him further when he discovered that I had some rudimental feeling for the shape of English verse. The Sisters Muchmore had taught me rhythm on the arse with their striped tawse.




  For whatever reason, or none, Mr WS took me along with him like a prize bull-calf when he went back to London to rejoin his company of actors.




  They were called the Lord Chamberlain’s Servants* and they played at that time at the playhouse called the Curtain, in Shoreditch. Our master was Mr James Burbage, a stubborn old man with an anchor on his thigh, who died of a surfeit of lampreys the Easter after I made my first entrance.




  I wore my lugged boots and I made great strides.




  * The threefold nature of the name of the company of actors to which WS belonged has not always been well understood. Here, then, let me spell it out that the Lord Chamberlain’s Servants had formerly been known (before my time) as Lord Strange’s Men, and that after the accession and patronage of King James I we were proud to be known as the King’s Players.




  Chapter Three




  Pickleherring’s Acknowledgements




  I was thirteen years old in that long-ago summer when I first met Mr Shakespeare and made my entrance on the London stage. I am 81 now, or maybe 82, or 83. I can’t remember, and it does not matter. Besides, I may not be so old at all. I may be a 13-year-old boy wearing an 83-year-old mask. That’s how I feel sometimes. You think about it. How old would you be if you didn’t know your age?




  Here I am, at all events, a little wearish monkey in a red cotton night-cap.




  The last time I looked in a looking-glass what did I see?




  I saw a wretched elf with hollow eyes and cracked rawbone cheeks. I saw a pantaloon with a blubber-lipped mouth. I saw a sickly visage, and a shrivelled neck like a chicken’s.




  Sometimes I wear a false beard, but not today. One does not put on a false beard to write the Life of William Shakespeare. I have pointy ears, though, and I wear long pointed slippers that curl up at the toes. My belly bulges from the stomach down. Once I could pull it in like everybody else, but not any more. I can only see my sex by bending over. It must be a good twelvemonth since I bothered.




  If I still had a mirror what would I see in it? A white worm, that’s what.




  But enough about even imaginary mirrors. My grandfather the bishop used to say that looking in the mirror made you go mad. I submit, gentlemen, that I have a subject which is not myself, and mighty. I aver, ladies, that you will not have long to bear my less than charming company.




  Let me put it this way: I am one who has in his possession a vast argosy of tales about Mr Shakespeare. A thousand stories, ladies. A thousand and one, good sirs. And if it pleases you, gentles, Pickleherring will tell them all.




  I shall tell you stories to beguile you.




  I shall tell you tales to keep me alive while I do so.




  Not all these tales and stories will be my own. I mean that a book like this might be said to be long in the making, and to have enjoyed the intercourse of many several begetters. My mind is what Mr Shakespeare said of his Dark Lady. It has been a bay where all men ride, and it has been the wide world’s common place. Yet in the end I am no whore, but our Shakespeare’s true and loyal servant. I served him first on the stages at the Curtain and the Globe. I put myself now upon the stage for him again. This book is my theatre. The play’s not done.




  Before I begin my story proper, I wish to express my thanks to all those who have helped me (even unwittingly) in the gathering of the matter for it. You see, although the writing of this book has come late in my life, I think I was preparing for it all along. It is the outcome of a lifetime of labour, and testament to a lifetime’s love as well. From King John on, I worshipped Mr Shakespeare. I thought him more a god than a mortal man. And so it was that I lapped up all there ever was to learn about him. Like Autolycus in his Winter’s Tale I was littered under Mercury and have been likewise a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles. (In that play, though, I played the part of Hermione.)




  Chief among my memorists and informers have been my fellow actors in the theatre, now most of them dead (and God rest their souls every one). Therefore it is a pleasure to me now to recall and name first in pride of place the leading members of our company as it stood at the death of Mr James Burbage, all of whom gave me something of our Shakespeare that was their own: Mr Richard Burbage (old James B’s younger son, and a Protean actor - the first Hamlet, the first Othello, the first Lear); Mr Thomas Pope; Mr John Heminges (the original Falstaff); Mr Augustine Phillips; and Mr George Bryan. I might mention even that flame-haired ticklebrain Mr William Kempe, though Mr Shakespeare never much liked him on account of his habit of working in jokes of his own when on stage and being generally too conceited in his jigs.




  Then, also, and no less, in the years that followed, these men, the principal actors, besides myself, in all of Mr Shakespeare’s later plays: Mr Henry Condell (one of WS’s closest colleagues, remembered in his will); Mr William Sly; Mr Richard Cowley; Mr John Lowin (the original Henry VIII, now landlord of the Three Pigeons Inn at Brentford); Mr Samuel Cross; Mr Alexander Cooke; Mr Samuel Gilburne; Mr Robert Armin (a far better clown than Kempe); Mr William Ostler; Mr Nathan Field; Mr John Underwood; Mr Nicholas Tooley; Mr William Ecclestone; Mr Joseph Taylor (who took over Hamlet when Dick Burbage died, and if anything surpassed him in the part); Mr Robert Benfield (played kings and old men); Mr Christopher Beeston; Mr Robert Goffe; Mr Richard Robinson; Mr John Shank (who was a gentle dancer); and Mr John Rice.




  These were my fellow students of our Shakespeare. They went to school with me in the universality of his wit. Each of them told me something about the man, or confirmed perhaps a tale I had heard from another. All of them taught me a part of what I had then to learn as a whole for myself. Just remembering them now, and reeling off their names, renews for me the pleasure of their company and our fellowship. They were my companions in comedy and tragedy alike, on stage and off. They were my fellow players. They were also my friends.




  I acknowledge too the assistance (and sometimes the obstruction) I have been given over the years by the late Mr Shakespeare’s rival playwrights, chief amongst them these notables: Mr Francis Beaumont; Mr George Chapman; Mr Henry Chettle (whom Mr Shakespeare prized for one sweet song); Mr Samuel Daniel; Mr Thomas Dekker (fond of cats); Mr Michael Drayton; Mr John Fletcher; Mr John Ford; Mr Thomas Heywood (whose boast was that he had had a hand or at least a main finger in 220 plays); Mr Ben Jonson (who said that Mr S lacked art, but was author of the chief eulogy in the Folio of 1623); Mr John Marston (red hair and little legs -and became a priest); Mr Philip Massinger (Papist); Mr Thomas Middleton; Mr Anthony Munday (became a playwright after being hissed off the stage as an actor); Mr Samuel Rowley; Mr George Ruggle; Mr Thomas Tomkis; Mr Cyril Tourneur (whose nature was as lovely as his name); Mr John Webster (kept a skull always by him); Mr George Wilkins (wrote the first two acts of Pericles, and much of Timon of Athens); Mr Arthur Wilson (a great dueller until he risked his life to save a laundry maid from drowning, took up mathematics, and died a Puritan).




  For personal information regarding Mr Shakespeare I am also much indebted to the Poet Laureate, Sir William Davenant. Sir William is certainly Mr Shakespeare’s godson. I do not believe (as Sir William himself has sometimes claimed late at night) that he is also Mr Shakespeare’s natural son. His Ode in Remembrance of Master Shakespeare may assuredly be commended as a remarkable production for a boy of twelve. I am sorry that he lost his nose to the pox.




  I suppose that I am grateful to the late Dr Simon Forman for his horoscope of Mr Shakespeare imparted to me privately. I glanced at this before I threw it away.




  Nextly, I wish to mention all those in Mr Shakespeare’s native county of Warwickshire who submitted to my importunate interview of them after his death, telling me tales of his boyhood and early manhood, and then his later years spent in retirement in Stratford-upon-Avon, the town of his birth. Principal among these is his widow, Mrs Anne Shakespeare, born Hathaway, a woman whose serene silence on the subject of her husband should have taught me at least to hold my tongue when I am not sure that I know what to say. Mrs Shakespeare, despite her reticence, might be counted my main source of understanding of the home-life of the poet. She was a woman like no other I have ever known. Expressionless, for me she expressed wisdom. On one occasion which I remember with especial feeling she drove me from the Shakespeare residence at New Place, Stratford, with a stout birch broom in her hands. Admittedly at the time I was dressed in her second-best petticoats.




  I have then as well to thank another redoubtable woman, Mr Shakespeare’s sister Joan, latterly Mrs William Hart of Stratford, who regaled me in her final years with many sweet remembrances of her brother. The poet’s daughters Susanna (Mrs John Hall) and Judith (Mrs Thomas Quiney) were also most generous to me with their memories, especially the former, whom I always found to be a woman (as her tombstone now declares) witty above her sex. Mr Shakespeare’s son-in-law, Dr John Hall, of Hall’s Croft, Stratford, and then New Place, was a mine of information on matters medical and religious, as well as concerning Mr Shakespeare’s gout, and the day that he died. On a small personal note, I owe also to Dr Hall the cure of my scurvy by means of his Scorbutick Beer.




  Others who assisted my enquiries in pursuit of anécdota in Warwickshire include Mr Shakespeare’s granddaughter Elizabeth, now Lady Bernard, and her husband John, of Abington Manor, near Northampton, to whom I am also grateful for hospitality. Concerning Mr Shakespeare’s domestic life while he was working in the theatre I am indebted to details furnished long ago by his landlord Mr Christopher Mountjoy, in whose house on the corner of Monkswell and Silver Street near St Olave’s Church in Cripplegate ward the poet sometime had his London residence.




  It is a great privilege and pride to acknowledge at all points in what follows the influence upon my own writing of the work of my friend and patron the late Sir Thomas Urquhart, of Cromarty, translator of the immortal Rabelais and author in his own right of Logopandecteision, a scheme for a universal language. It has been said that Urquhart’s Rabelais is not exactly Rabelais. But I say that it is exactly Urquhart. Besides, it reproduces the spirit of the original with remarkable felicity and force. I love it as I loved the man himself. Never let us forget that he died laughing.




  As to my wife Jane, I acknowledge that without her I would not be as or where I am today.




  Finally, I may say that all I perform in these pages that follow is what I was taught to do in the theatre. Namely, to hold a mirror up to nature. Take it or leave it, my motive in writing this book cannot be better expressed than it was by my old comrades from the tiring-house Mr Heminges and Mr Gondell when introducing the volume of Mr Shakespeare’s works which they gathered together and published after his death. That Folio sits to my right hand now on the table where I write, just beside the tattered pile of my own actor’s copies of Mr Shakespeare’s plays. Here is what they say in their preface, Mr Heminges and Mr Gondell — that they work without ambition either of self-profit or fame’, but only to keep the memory of so worthy a friend and fellow alive as was our Shakespeare.




  So now do I. No more. No less.




  But a word as to the manner of my writing. Apart from the exemplar of the admirable Urquhart already noted, this wretched style of mine has something (I think) in common with the playing of Mr Armin, our company’s clown, author of Fool upon Fool, or Six Sorts of Sots besides. He created Feste in Twelfih Night, as well as playing the part of Dogberry. An excellent round man, and a pupil of the great Tarlton.




  Armin could not only act the fool like a wise man. He would ask the audience to shout out a subject, and thereupon produce a poem out of his head, composing extemporarily. He was what the Italians call an improvisatore. Mr Shakespeare made good use of this talent in his comedy called As You Like It, where Armin took the part of Touchstone. When Rosalind (your author) appears with Orlando’s verses, Touchstone (Armin) retorted with a few more of his own, composed on the spot, made to the moment, a different set each night of the 20-night run. It was doggerel, of course, but it made you laugh. t That’s just what I do, ladies.




  I play the fool, gentlemen, yes. And like a good clown in cap and bells I make it all up as I go along. I write a sort of motley, though this motley I make up has been formed and informed by the many wise men and women acknowledged in this chapter.




  But enough of Pickleherring.




  It is high time I started to give you my Life of Mr Shakespeare.




  Chapter Four




  About John Shakespeare and the


  miller’s daughter




  William Shakespeare was born in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon on St George’s Day, Sunday the 23rd of April, 1564. His father was a butcher. His father’s name was John, JOHM SHAKESPEARE said the sign over the door of his shop on the northern side of Henley Street, Stratford, JOHM SHAKESPEARE: BUTCHER & WHITTAWER. It was a busy crowded omnium gatherum of a shop, the sort of place where people like to stand and pass the time of day. Dealing in skins and leather as well as meat, Mr John Shakespeare was master of his trade, and a popular man.




  Our hero’s mother was born Mary Arden. She was a farmer’s daughter, and she grew up under the apple-boughs in the sweet village of Wincot, which lies three miles to the north-west of Stratford in leafy Warwickshire. But this Mary was almost not Mr Shakespeare’s mother. How so? It came about like this.




  Near by John Shakespeare’s butcher shop, on a small tributary of the River Avon, there stands a mill. It is ruined now, that mill, another casualty of the late Civil Wars. The place closed down for a lack not of corn but of men who knew how to grind it, in the old ways, to the ancient specifications, with water and stones, furrows and thumbs. In Shakespeare’s day there was always a miller there.




  The miller’s taste was in his thumb. The art, on the other hand, is in the stone. It looks crude, it looks easy, two girt stones grinding together, what could be simpler? But in the cut and clarity of the furrow, the way the miller marks his stone, or the miller’s man, his amanuensis, there you have it, the whole lost art.




  When he opens the gate the stream runs straight. If he opened it full it would bring the mill down. So he opens it half, and the water flows through, the green water, and round and round the wheel goes, and the chalky walls shake and you can smell the flour fly, the oatmeal in the air, in the low gloom, though it’s a long while now since they bore sacks up the thin stair, spread corn to warm on the worn stones, lit the fire under, and let the wind spin the chimney as it would. When you look up it still moves slightly, that chimney, then the whole twisted roof moves, and you’re lost. Have you noticed millers always have bad breath?




  Now when young Mr John Shakespeare was first making his way in the butchery business, the miller in that mill had a beautiful daughter. She had long silky hair and her lips pressed together like two red rose petals. Her name was Juliet, wouldn’t you know. John and Juliet did not marry because their fathers spoilt it. How did they spoil it? By plotting matrimony.




  ‘Listen, John,’ said his father to him, ‘I want you to marry the miller’s daughter.’




  Juliet, listen,’ her father said to her, ‘I want you to make a good catch for yourself- that John Shakespeare, the butcher boy, for instance.’




  ‘Speak nicely to her,’ said Shakespeare’s father’s father.




  ‘Be agreeable to the man,’ commanded the miller.




  Next day the would-be lovers met.




  ‘Mr Shagsper,’ said Juliet, ‘my father told me to marry you.’




  ‘Is that so?’ said John Shakespeare. ‘Well, in that case I think we should sleep together first to find out if we’re suited.’




  The miller’s daughter did not demur or delay. That night they lay together in her bed above the mill wheel. The air was salty with flour. His eyes pricked. She gnawed her lower lip in the blue darkness.




  ‘Mr Shagsper,’ she whispered at last.




  ‘Yes, my love?’ John whispered back.




  ‘Did you come round the mill pond by the dovecots?’ Juliet asks him.




  ‘Yes, my darling,’ John says, panting.




  ‘And did you notice a great big heap of dung under the wall?’ asks Juliet.




  ‘I did,’ John Shakespeare answers, somewhat surprised by the question.




  ‘Well,’ says Juliet, ‘that’s mine.’




  ‘Yours?’ John Shakespeare said.




  ‘I did it,’ Juliet told him, ‘every bit.’




  The miller’s daughter was a lovely lovely creature, but she did have the one shortcoming which makes me glad she was not our hero’s mother - she lacked conversation.




  Chapter Five




  How to spell Shakespeare and


  what a whittawer is




  So Mr John Shakespeare married Mary Arden But before we get into that I’d better say something about the way Juliet the miller’s daughter said the family name.




  Shakespeare is a not uncommon surname in Warwickshire and the counties round about, along with little variations on its martial music: Shakelaunce and Brislelaunce, Lycelance and Breakspear. One of the tribe last-named, Nicholas Breakspear, even became Pope, the only Englishman to have sunk so low, calling himself Hadrian IV when he sat down in the papal chair.




  What the miller’s daughter said - Shagsper - is just one possible spelling and pronunciation of the name. Both in Stratford and in London people say it variously, and I have come across it in many different forms. Here are a few of them:
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  The saying and the spelling being so mutable, you might conclude that all this speaks of a quality of mystery in the man himself. I’d not deny this. But I spell it SHAKESPEARE. Why? Because that’s how Mr Shakespeare spelt it himself in the printed signatures to the dedications of his two narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, when his mind must have certainly been on the job. It is in fact the form in nearly all the printings of his plays in my possession. And it is also the way his name is spelt in the text of all the legal documents relating to his property that I have seen, and in the royal licence granted to him in 1603 in his capacity as a player.




  So while I must admit that you could find his father’s name spelt 16 different ways in the Council books at Stratford (the commonest being Shaxpeare), it is my firm conclusion that all these variaments express the way that other people said the family surname. As such, each variance bespeaks how these others perceived a member of the family. (Shagsper, for instance, tells what the miller’s daughter had in mind.)




  But, in sum . . .




  SHAKESPEARE is how our poet wrote it (for the most part).




  SHAKESPEARE is also how he said it.




  SHAKESPEARE is finally how I always knew and called him.




  Quod erat demonstrandum, gentlemen.




  Ladies, you may take it that SHAKESPEARE is how to spell Shakespeare.




  By the way, a whittawer is a white-tawyer, which is to say one who taws skins into whitleather. (I love these old country words.) This tawing was the second side of the senior Mr Shakespeare’s trade in Henley Street, though in his later life it became his main line, so that some have spoken of him as a glover. The truth is that he was always a man with different coloured hands. For instance, he dealt in wool from the sheep he slaughtered, as well as their meat.




  I confess to a certain disease at having told you that the sign above his shop said BUTCHER & WHITTAWER. This seems to me unlikely, even though the building was quite commodious — in fact it was two premises knocked into one, as can still be seen. However, I have been assured of that BUTCHER & WHITTAWER wording by several ancient citizens of Stratford, including Mr William Walker, the present Bailiff, who is Mr Shakespeare’s godson, and who was remembered in the poet’s will with the gift of 20 shillings in gold.




  The disposition of having meat and leather for sale in the same shop is scarcely salubrious. But then things were ordered differently a hundred years ago, and not always for the better. Perhaps all that needs to be remarked, for our present purpose, is that Mr John Shakespeare made such a success of his various trades in the first two acts of his life that he rose to be Bailiff himself in 1568, and then in 1571 Chief Alderman. It was while he was Bailiff, and his son William still a boy, that the players first came with their plays to Stratford, at the town’s expense. His fortunes declined in acts three and four, but more of that later.




  Wincot, let me also tell you, is the way that Mrs Anne Shakespeare used delightfully to say the name of the village her mother-in-law came from. I have retained that particular spelling in affectionate memory of the many happy hours I spent in her company while she divulged to me little or nothing concerning her late husband. The proper spelling of the place is Wilmcote. However you spell Mary’s place of origin, as an Arden she might have been descended from the Ardens of Park Hall, a family mentioned in the Domesday Book. Mary Arden was certainly something of a minor heiress, her father having left her lands at Wincot, as well as money, so we may suppose that it was not just the miller’s daughter’s conversational shortcomings which put off Mr John Shakespeare from her marrying.




  Speaking of the Domesday Book, and suchlike records, I have turned up a pretty pair of Shakespeares who managed to make their marks before our man. The first is one William Saksper, of Clopton, in Kiftesgate Hundred, Gloucestershire (about seven miles from Stratford), who in 1248 was hanged for robbery. At the other extreme, consider that Isabella Shakspere who was prioress of Wraxall Abbey at the start of the last century. There is no evidence whatsoever that either of these was related to our poet. Yet I must say I relish the fact of them.




  The late Mr Shakespeare remarked more than once in my hearing that he held within himself a devil and an angel, and that his life was their warring together, and his work the resolution of that war. So it pleases me to picture a young abbess picking apples in his family tree, her skirts kilted high to show a plump leg perhaps, while a robber dangles executed from one of the branches. Of such confusions is the best poetry made.




  Before we resume our story, permit me lastly to explain to you how I can write conversations which I did not overhear. (I anticipate your criticisms, madam.)




  The truth is Mr Shakespeare lessoned me. Do you think I learned nothing from all that playing in his plays? And had you supposed he listened to King Lear?




  Chapter Six




  About the begetting of William Shakespeare




  So Mr John Shakespeare married Miss Mary Arden. But just as Mary was nearly not William Shakespeare’s mother, so John was nearly not his father, or thought he wasn’t. How so? Listen and you’ll find out.




  It happened, you see, that John was a very jealous husband. He was so jealous that he couldn’t bear another man to be so much as looking at the ground where Mary’s shadow had passed. She had already borne her husband two daughters, though neither lived long after christening. John was still jealous. And he desired a son.




  One night in the year before our poet’s birth there was a great storm that raged across all England. It was unseasonably cold. Sleet blew in the wind. People lit fires and huddled in their houses. Standing at the window of the room over the shop in Henley Street, Mary calls to John to come and look out and see something else that’s strange in this unnatural night. A fine coach has turned over on the road below, its axle broken, its horses run off, harness trailing.




  Then there’s loud knocking at their big front door.




  John Shakespeare goes downstairs and opens it.




  It’s a tall dark-haired man in a black cloak that’s asking for shelter. John says he can give him food and a bed for the night.




  The man is obviously of gentle blood. Some say it was Edward de Veré, the young Earl of Oxford. (I doubt this myself- the Earl was too young at the time.) Whoever, the man has great presence, and fills the room up with his charm. He wears his hair long, with ribbons tied in it. His sword swaps between his legs like a monkey’s tail.




  As this man sits there warming his long thin hands by the fire and looking at the lady of the house, it comes into John Shakespeare’s head that anyone glancing in at the mullioned window just now would think what a splendid married pair they make, Mary and the stranger, and himself no more than an interloper thrown up by the storm where he doesn’t belong.




  You have to understand that the Ardens had for a long time been somebodies. The Shakespeares were not nobodies, but they were still over-eager to make that known. As for the stranger, Lord Oxford or not he was certainly a Somebody with a capital S.




  Now, as John Shakespeare rubs his temples with this line of thinking, the stranger leans back his head and yawns. He has an uncommonly pretty red mouth and a most artful style of yawning. The next moment, almost as if to answer him, Mary yawns too.




  ‘It’s a sign,’ thinks John Shakespeare to himself. ‘It’s a secret sign between them that they want to go to bed. She must have known this rogue before I married her, when she was Mary Arden.’




  He sits furiously in the chimney corner. He is still and passionate, nursing his grief.




  Now if Mr John Shakespeare had met a former lover of his wife’s on the road or in the tavern, he could have cut him dead or knocked him down. But this elegant fellow with the raven locks and pink mouth has come to him cunningly, in search of sanctuary from the storm, and is now a guest within his house. You can’t cut guests, and neither can you throttle them.




  They eat their venison pie, the three of them, with gravy, by the hissing fire, with little speech, and none of it from John. He sits sullen. He looks sunken in his skin.




  When the stranger has disappeared upstairs with his candle (and out of this book), John Shakespeare goes to the old sea-chest and takes from it a hank of hempen rope. His wife he gathers by the wrist. ‘Come,’ he commands. And he leads her out into the dark.




  Mary is frightened. Going out through the door she has thrown on her cloak, but it’s small enough protection against the storm.




  ‘What is it?’ she cries. ‘What is it you’re wanting with me?’




  ‘Love,’ shouts mad John Shakespeare. ‘I want love, and I want the simple truth.’




  ‘But you have them both,’ cries Mary. ‘My dear, you have always had them.’




  ‘And I mean to keep them,’ promises her husband. ‘I mean to keep you true, madam, which means not opening your legs for that old flame of yours who’s up in the house.’




  His wife holds up her hand in the wind and the rain. ‘I swear to you,’ she cries, ‘by my own hope of heaven, I am innocent of this sin which you say is mine. I never saw that man before in my life!’




  ‘Strumpet!’ roars Mr John Shakespeare. ‘If that’s true, then weren’t you the quick one to be making the signs of lust — smiling between your fingers, yawning when he yawned, and all the wicked rest of it.’




  He’s in a fury now, our Mr Shakespeare’s father, the bold butcher and whittawer. His fingers burn as he fashions a noose in the end of the rough hempen rope. His wife cannot believe what her eyes are seeing. He drops that noose about her neck, and pulls.




  John leads Mary through the dark towards the Forest of Arden.




  The wind is dropping but it still blows hard enough. They are bent in their struggle to reach the ragged trees.




  As they go, John and Mary Shakespeare, a noise of wild wings goes with them. It’s a flock of small birds, fluttering against the ends of the storm, whirling above their heads where they bend into the wind.




  And the moon rides out. There’s a pool of moonlight now for them to move through, like people underwater, as they reach the first tree of the forest. John Shakespeare throws his rope over the lowest bough.




  Up goes the rope, and it crosses the branch, but it does not lodge there.




  The birds are there first, you see, hopping and dancing, and the rope slides when it hits their beating wings, and it snakes away, and it falls back to his hand.




  John Shakespeare curses. Then he tries again.




  Up goes the rope, the birds’ wings beat once more, down falls the rope without purchase.




  They’re beating off his rope with their small wings.




  ‘We will go,’ proclaims William Shakespeare’s father, ‘to the next tree in the forest. It’s an oak, if my memory serves me right, which will be the more suitable.’




  With a tug at the rope, he leads his wife on by the neck.




  Mary weeps as she walks there behind him.




  But when they reach the great oak, the two Shakespeares, the same thing happens that has gone before. The birds are there. The rope is repulsed by the beating of their wings.




  John Shakespeare drags his wife from tree to tree.




  But it’s the same scene at every tree he tries. The birds are there before him. They fly through the night, in the howling storm, and their wings repulse the rope each time he throws it.




  His face black with anger, Mr John Shakespeare shouts: ‘Madam, I know one tree where your friends the birds can’t save you!’




  What he means is the gallows. That hanging tree stands at the dark heart of the forest, where all the ways meet to make a crossroads.




  Mary Shakespeare’s weeping without ceasing now. Mary Shakespeare knows he means the gallows.




  Her husband drags her on through the black wood.




  When they reach the gallows John Shakespeare coils the end of the rope and then hurls it. It goes up. It seeks purchase on the crosstree. But even as the rope is snaking and looping through the air, the air is suddenly full of wings and the moon spills on them. And the moon spills on the gallows too, and on the man hanging there, and John Shakespeare sees the flock of little birds fly down once more in a bright cloud, and settle on the crosstree, so that his rope won’t rest there. And this time there are more birds than ever, scores of them, hundreds, centuries of birds, the air’s all birds, and birds all over the dead man too, sitting on his skull and on his twisted shoulders, swallows mostly, but fieldfares and martens as well, and blackbirds and thrushes, rooks and red-legged crows, throstles and bunting larks and ouzel cocks, pigeons and turtle doves, crows, sparrows, choughs, finches, blue wings and black wings in the swing of the moon, birds falling off and hanging in the air, birds fighting for places, birds perched on every spar and splinter of the gallows, birds, birds, birds, their small bright wings a-flicker in the night, so that it might as well be water the rope is trying to hold, it might as well be the Avon or the sea.




  John Shakespeare was a fool, but he’s not an idiot. He knows a miracle when he’s witnessed one.




  He lets loose the rope from round about Mary’s neck. He falls down on his knees. He kneels before her and the gallows in the moonlight.




  ‘Forgive me,’ said John Shakespeare. ‘Forgive me, wife. It is I who have sinned against you.’




  Nine months later, to that very night, the poet William Shakespeare came into the world.




  Chapter Seven




  All the facts about Mr Shakespeare




  It has been said that all the facts about Mr Shakespeare’s life could be written on a single page. Here they are then:
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  These twelve facts are all that there is to be known for sure about William Shakespeare from the public records. But a man’s life does not just consist of facts. Least of all, the life of our Shakespeare.




  Chapter Eight




  Which is mostly about choughs but has no choughs in it




  When in the last chapter but one I named some of the birds that helped save Mr Shakespeare’s mother from the hanging tree I must admit that I took a few of their names from his plays and his poems. Why not? How else could it be when you think about it? My mind is printed with his words and phrases. (Sometimes I think he dreamed me.) I was his page, sir. Now the page writes the book.




  Remember, madam, I am an ancient actor. I strutted in my time on the ivory stages.




  To be an actor, what is that to be? It is to be a man who turns himself into all shapes like a chameleon. But the whole damned craft is strange, and rooted in mystery. Why does one man’s yawning make another man yawn? How, when standing in the jakes, should one man’s pissing provoke a second? These are questions impossible to answer except in terms of some common nerve of human sympathy. But what if that sympathy be betrayed by art? What if your first man is not tired or pissy? He is your actor. He pretends a yawn he does not have in his jaws. He peacocks a piss when there’s nothing in his bladder. In all this he’s as false as those witches and old women that can bewitch our children. The forcible imagination of the one party moves and alters the spirits of the other. And behind the phantom of the player stands the god of the playwright. I was myself created by Mr Shakespeare. My real name is Nicholas Nemo. I am no fowler or ornithologist, no catcher of birds or discourser upon their several kinds and conditions.




  And yet not all is art. It is plain fact and verifiable that I have seen with my own eyes in the country around Stratford-upon-Avon certain among those birds I mentioned. For instance, finches. But others I know only from my trusty Folio - the chough, for instance, which I believe is not an inland bird at all, but more probably to be discovered at the sea-coast of Cornwall, where it builds its nest in the cliffs.




  Reader, my procedure is to give you the warp and the weft of Mr Shakespeare’s world. His mind held choughs, and his verse found places in it for those birds to fly, therefore it seems to me right that they should be here in the tale of his begetting in the night of the great storm.




  Instances are on record of choughs being taught to speak, but Mr Shakespeare appears to have entertained no great opinion of their talking powers. He speaks in All’s Well that Ends Well of ‘chough’s language, gabble enough, and good enough’, and then in The Tempest the usurping Duke of Milan, talking of lords that can prate’, says




  

    I myself could make




    A chough of as deep chat.


  




  Falstaff, in the scene with the Prince and Poins, when they are met to rob the travellers at Gadshill, speaks of the victims as Tat chuffs’ - no doubt from their strutting about with much noise.




  By the by, Mr Shakespeare sometimes says choughs when I think he means jackdaws. For instance, in the second scene of the third act of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, where in my part of Puck he had me speak of




  

    Russet-pated choughs, many in sort,




    Rising and cawing at the gun’s report.


  




  Russet here is the French gris, a fine grey, and the head of the jackdaw about the neck and ear-coverts is precisely that colour. The head of the chough, like the rest of its body, I believe to be perfectly black.




  But if you ask me our poet certainly means the cliff-haunting chough, your chough graculus or Pyrochorax, when he has Edgar at Dover in King Lear pronounce




  

    Come on, sir; here’s the place: stand still. How fearful




    And dizzy ‘tis to cast one’s eyes so low!




    The crows and choughs that wing the midway air




    Show scarce so gross as beetles; half way down




    Hangs one that gathers sampire, dreadful trade!


  




  Sampire did you know is the herb of St Peter (San Pierre)? It was used in the old days for pickles. But I digress.




  For instance, carp is a muddy fish.




  For instance, old Mr Burbage had an anchor on his thigh.




  For instance, I anchor my mind fast upon Mr Shakespeare.




  (One must needs scratch where it itches.)




  So if I tell you now of some of the things in the country-side about Stratford, my dears, you may take it as read that I speak of what I have seen with my own eyes.




  No choughs in this chapter.




  The country about Stratford is pretty, well-watered, and uninteresting. A few miles away rise the Cotswold hills. These have a bold beauty, very pleasant after the flatness of the plain. The wolds towards Stratford grow many oaks and beeches. Farther east, they are wilder and barer. Little brooks spring up among the hills. The nooks and the valleys are planted with orchards. There are grey farm-houses and little grey villages. There are sheep.




  Michael Drayton called Warwickshire the heart of England. (And I heard Mr Shakespeare once call Michael Drayton seven sorts of an ass.) Other wise men remark that none of our counties is richer in truly English features, and that none has more verdant or more pleasing meadows than you can discover in the neighbourhood of Stratford. Certainly the Avon is an agreeable river. There are always the swans.




  This famous Shakespeare country, then, is what? Let me spell it out in his own words, as I did with the birds. It is all lady-smocks and cuckoo-buds, and it is oaten straws and cowslips’ ears. Marigolds. Mary-buds. Undulating farm-lands broken with coppices, I say.




  Soho! Soho! So how did Mary Arden’s garden grow?




  How do you think? The same as any other for miles around.




  She planted it when the frost broke in March. She set out thyme and hyssop, garlic, parsley for stuffing rabbits, saffron to colour her pale pies.




  Rank fumiter grows in the hedgerows round about her village of Wincot, its flowers sometimes yellow, sometimes waxy red — as red that is to say as sealing-wax.




  Idle weeds choked the corn in the bad days: hardokes, hemlock, nettles, cuckoo-flowers. (And quite what those hardokes were I have no idea. In the Quarto of Lear the word is printed hordocks. But he always made me say it out as hardokes. Yes, madam, Pickleherring played Cordelia.)




  Well, I think that’s quite enough pastoral for one night. The truth is I’ve got little to say about the country. The country doesn’t exist, so far as I’m concerned. It is Nothing turned inside-out and painted green in spring and golden in the autumn. It is all illusion. All the same, I like it. I also like the town. Pickleherring is not hard to please, you see.




  As for Mr Shakespeare, I once heard him give his opinion of Stratford-upon-Avon in four words. Three of them were Stratford-upon-Avon. The other was a verb he never used in his plays.*




  But today I feel scurrile - idle, dull, and dry. Reader, you cannot think worse of me than I do of myself.




  What am I? I am an antic actor now turned writer to be thought a polymath and get a paper-kingdom. This book is my common theatre. The subject of my discourse: William Shakespeare.




  I remember a night not long after I first came to London in Mr Shakespeare’s company. We were eating carp quick cooked in butter. I spilt some of their shitty grease on the front of my shirt. Instantly, seeing my embarrassment, Mr Shakespeare thrust the forefinger of his right hand into the hot dish and smeared the front of his shirt to look like mine. I never dreamed of such courtesy before. I have not seen it very often since.




  Mr Shakespeare’s face was always full of the vivacity of his mind. His habitual look was that of an aloof but sunny spirit. He was a man alive to his fingertips.




  I was a witness to some of Mr Shakespeare’s life. I was not much of an actor in any of it. Nor am I exactly his bard, though of course he is mine. He has been my guiding spirit all my days.




  He was my master, and my genius. I am a dwarf. He was a giant. Yet a dwarf sitting or standing on the shoulders of a giant may see farther than the giant himself. So, telling you Shakespeare’s story, I tell you at least one story which Shakespeare could not tell.




  O my tautologies. O my toys and fopperies.




  All that’s too bold, though. (Not like the pancake country round about Stratford.)




  This chapter has been a rhapsody of rags gathered together from several dung-hills. The next one should be better. In it I’ll have the birth of our hero for my theme.




  * Though he does have Sir Hugh Evans allude to it punningly in The Merry Wives of Windsor; where he asks ‘What is the focative case, William?’ Mr Shakespeare informed me that this character he based on his Welsh master at the Stratford Grammar School.




  Chapter Nine




  About the birth of Mr WS




  The Misses Muchmore always used to claim that April was the cruellest month. I don’t know why. Meg would speak of memory, and Merry of desire. 'Pinch him!’ Meg squeaked. ‘And burn him!’ squealed Merry. Then they would strip and spank me in their parlour.




  It was in April, cruel or not, that Mr WS was born and christened. Here’s how it happened.




  The first nightingale sings each year in the Forest of Arden on the 23rd of April. It was in the late evening of that day in the year of Our Lord 1564, after a day when all day April had been unpicking the blossoms on the whitethorn, a day when expert April had been unlocking the earliest blossoms on the whitethorn, a day when April with shy smiles had been unclenching the first fists of whitethorn blossom, that William Shakespeare, our hero, son of John, was born at Stratford-upon-Avon, in the shire of Warwick.




  It was a Sunday and St George’s Day.




  At the coming forth of the babe the town clock stopped. The small hand pointed to heaven, the big hand to hell. It was half an hour before midnight when the bard was born.




  The midwife, whose name was Gertrude, and who hailed from the neighbouring village of Snitterfield, cut the birth-cord with a sword she kept close for the purpose.




  Then she kissed the caul that covered the baby’s head.




  ‘Here’s one who will be fortunate,’ she noted.




  Then she kissed the black spot, no bigger than a sixpence, on the infant’s left shoulder.




  ‘And he’s of the devil’s party too,’ she said.




  This Gertrude was a small woman, plain and eager, an intense little mouse living in hope that a big tom-cat would one day jump on her. Blissfully shy, tremulously silent except when telling stories, suffering from piles and a need to be loved, she quivered through what passed for life in Warwickshire wearing a gown with a pattern of faint-green moss on it, her hair drawn up and coiled at the back of her head in a shape which suggested a bun, mittens on her paws, the eyes behind her spectacles on sharp look-out for symptoms of insincerity, moral facetiousness, or otherwise offensive brilliance in those she met.




  She was serious and fussy, this Gertrude, liking sunsets and waterfalls, the kind of person afflicted with aphorisms in the presence of either - and that is all your author intends to say about her for now.




  That’s a good word that BUN though. Have you noticed it’s the simple words, the words we take for granted, that are strangest when you stare at them? Nobody really knows where bun comes from. Bugnets is French for little round loaves - lumps made of fine meal, oil or butter, and raisins. The Frogs eat them during Lent, but then France is a dog-hole. Still, there’s an old French word bugne, meaning swelling, and this might have led to a puffed loaf (a bugnet), and thence to our good plain English BUN.




  But as I say it’s doubtful. One thing I do know for certain: In Scotland buns are sweeter. They put more sugar and spice in them there, the Scotch being sourer to start with.




  It was Mr Shakespeare awakened me to language. But I think you won’t find a bun in his plays nor in his poems. I like a buttered specimen myself to my breakfast.




  Mary Shakespeare’s labours had lasted seven days and seven nights. Her women were about her at the birth, but her husband busied himself outside in the shed where he sometimes cobbled slippers from his surplus whitleather. He was always on the make was Mr John Shakespeare. Now as he watched he saw the house catch fire and burn in flames that spired sky-high. He ran to the Avon with a bucket for water. But Gertrude came to the door of the house and cried: ‘Be still, the child is born.’ The house was not burned, neither had a single flame harmed the inmates. John Shakespeare was dumbfounded, until he took thought and remembered his Bible, how Moses saw the burning bush - the flames that burned yet consumed nothing. (Exodus iii. 2-4.)




  Gertrude placed salt in the child’s cradle and sewed a speck of iron into the seams of his blouse. The child was sained then. Tallow candles were lighted and whirled about the bed in which mother and infant lay. This whirling was done three times, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, and in the direction in which the sun moved round the house.




  A word about cauls. The old wives used to think they stopped you drowning. They used to sell them to sailors if they could. Haly how, sely how, a lucky cap, a holy hood, which midwives like Gertrude called a howdy or a howdy-wife.




  According to some, and not all of them fools, the keeper of a caul would know the health of the person who was born in it. If firm and crisp the caul, then he (or she) alive and well. If wet or loose or slack, then dead or ill. The colour of the caul was important also. Black caul, bad luck. Red caul, all that is good. Diadumenus was born with a caul. He became emperor.




  The poet William Shakespeare came veiled into this world, then, for his head, his face, and the foreparts of his body, all were covered with such a thin kell, or skin.




  John Shakespeare, seeing this, and being as I have told you a man much given over to jealous fantasies, convinced himself that the local vicar, the Reverend John Bretchgirdle, must be the real father of Mary Shakespeare’s son. It was so like the clergyman’s cowl, that caul on baby William.




  So on the Monday morning up jumps John Shakespeare bright and early hammering on the vicar’s door and threatening to kill him with his little cleaver.




  ‘Warlock!’ he shouts. Tat villain! Whoreson upright rabbit! I’ll caul you! I’ll puncture your testicles!’




  ‘God’s mercy!’ protests the priest. ‘But I am an innocent man, Mr Shagspierre. Sit down upon this hassock, sir. I will pray for you while you wait.’




  John Bretchgirdle, oh yes, the Reverend John Bretchgirdle, for the best grin through a horse collar, John Bretchgirdle always won first prize at the Stratford Fair. His eyes were the colour you see otherwise only in a mountain lake, an intelligent clear colour. His complexion was perfect gallows. He was given to winking, not blinking, strong on charity, hard on heresy. His hair was very dark brown, so dark as to appear almost black. In his youth this same Bretchgirdle had been anxious to distinguish himself by committing new sins. He had sat brooding at Christ Church, Oxford, trying to work out exactly what the sin against the Holy Ghost might be, so that he could commit it, never be forgiven, and become immortal in the memory of men as a saint-in-reverse. (Unless the sin against the Holy Ghost is writing blank verse and concealing it in prose, then your author doubts if even he has committed it.)




  On the occasion of his first visit to the house in Henley Street this venial vicar did not address a single word to Mary Shakespeare, and when at John’s request he dined there two days later the only notice he took of the lady of the house was to command her to sit at the same table.




  Bretchgirdle’s condescension in allowing her to share the dinner she had cooked for him did not go unremarked by Mary, although his habit of rejecting his meal from his stomach and chewing it over again, as a cow the cud, some twenty minutes after its original ingestión, caused her no little wonder.




  It was Bretchgirdle’s pleasure to continue this second chewing for no more than an hour, after which he would always counsel against both Puritans and the tyranny of the Pope.




  It fell to the Rev. John Bretchgirdle to christen William Shakespeare. This act he performed in his parish church at Stratford, with John Shakespeare watching his every move with a beady eye.




  After the christening feast had come to an end, and the godfathers and godmothers of the child had eaten and drunken lustily (as was the country custom in those days), all set forth on their way homeward. But the night was wet, and they were weary, and they minded not all their steps to be careful of them. And so it came to pass that one of the godmothers carrying the child (it was the wife of WS’s uncle Harry) caught her foot upon a stone and fell into the ditch with little William in her arms. She and the baby came out all covered with mud. But as weeds cannot so easily come to harm, the child was not hurt, though he looked like a soot-black imp.




  When they got home, Mary washed her child clean in good hot water.




  Thus was William Shakespeare in one day three times christened. First, according to the prayer book. Then in the mud of the ditch. And at last in sweet warm water.




  So it is always with poets, I have heard. Even in their infancy, strange and wonderful things foreshow their future greatness.




  Chapter Ten




  What if Bretchgirdle was Shakespeare’s father?




  But what if the Reverend John Bretchgirdle really was our poet’s father? Could that be possible? Let us consider the facts.




  Bretchgirdle became vicar at Holy Trinity Church, Stratford, in January 1561, three years and three months before the poet’s birth. He was a portly man, and a comfortable one, and a man of parts, made B.A. at Oxford in 1545 and M.A. some two years after. Before he came to Stratford this shrewd prelate was curate at Witton in Cheshire, serving also as master of the school there. Bretchgirdle never taught in the Grammar School at Stratford, but one of his brightest pupils at Witton, John Brownsword, loved him so well that he followed him like a little dog to Stratford to schoolmaster there. More of that in a minute.




  Visitations by Bretchgirdle to the house in Henley Street followed regularly upon each other after the occasion already chronicled - when he ate his dinner twice, and condemned both Pope and Puritans. Truth to tell, hospitality was offered him more in duty than through any liking, and neither John nor Mary Shakespeare warmed to their vicar until one Sunday post-Communion afternoon when the butcher and whittawer, in the act of handing a cup of sherris sack to his guest, regretted that his latest apprentice had run away.




  ‘Then I will help you,’ the Reverend Bretchgirdle said, with every assumption of impulsiveness. ‘I know nothing of butchery, but cobbling comes naturally to me,’ he added, ‘and at the least I can do as well as one of your adolescent labourers.’




  John Shakespeare thought that the fat ecclesiastic might be joking. So he did not reply. But later when he witnessed his guest trotting out to the shed and attaching insoles to the bottom of a pair of wooden lasts and fastening the whitleather down with lasting tacks, he had no choice in the matter -speech proved beyond him.
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