A DREAM OF JOHN BALL
AND A KING' S LESSON




CIP

/ —
2005. 3
ISBN 7 —88050 -270 - X
I. II. III. — — IV. 1299 -3
CIP 2005 187966

850mmx1168mm 1/16
2800

43 000

2005 4 1

1 -5 000

ISBN 7 —88050 -270 - X
5800. 00 290



A DREAM OF JOHN BALL

CHAPTER |

THE MEN OF KENT

Sonetinmes | amrewarded for fretting nyself so nmuch about present
matters by a quite unasked-for pleasant dream | nean when | am
asleep. This dreamis as it were a present of an architectura
peep-show. | see sone beautiful and noble buil di ng new nade, as
it were for the occasion, as clearly as if | were awake; not
vaguely or absurdly, as often happens in dreans, but with all the
detail clear and reasonable. Sone Elizabethan house with its
scrap of earlier fourteenth-century building, and its later
degradations of Queen Anne and Silly Billy and Victori a,

marring but not destroying it, in an old village once a clearing
am d the sandy woodl ands of Sussex. O an old and unusually
curious church, nmuch churchwardened, and beside it a fragnent of
fifteenth-century donmestic architecture anongst the not

unpi cturesque lath and plaster of an Essex farm and | ooking

nat ural enough anong the sleepy elnms and the neditative hens
scratching about in the litter of the farmyard, whose trodden
yel | ow straw cones up to the very janbs of the richly carved

Nor man doorway of the church. O sonetines 'tis a splendid

col | egi ate church, untouched by restoring parson and architect,
standing am d an island of shapely trees and fl ower-beset
cottages of thatched grey stone and cob, ami dst the narrow
stretch of bright green water-neadows that wi nd between the
sweeping Wltshire downs, so well bel oved of WIIliam Cobbett. O
sone new seen and yet fanmiliar cluster of houses in a grey

vill age of the upper Thanes overtopped by the delicate tracery



of a fourteenth-century church; or even sonetines the very
bui | di ngs of the past untouched by the degradation of the sordid
utilitarianismthat cares not and knows not of beauty and
history: as once, when | was journeying (in a dreamof the night)
down the well-renmenbered reaches of the Thanes betw xt Streatley
and Wl lingford, where the foothills of the Wite Horse fall back
fromthe broad stream | came upon a clear-seen nmedi aeval town
standing up with roof and tower and spire within its walls, grey
and ancient, but untouched fromthe days of its builders of old.
Al'l this | have seen in the dreans of the night clearer than |
can force nyself to see themin dreans of the day. So that it
woul d have been nothing new to nme the other night to fall into an
architectural dreamif that were all, and yet | have to tell of
things strange and new that befell ne after | had fallen asleep

| had begun ny sojourn in the Land of Nod by a very confused
attenpt to conclude that it was all right for ne to have an
engagenent to |l ecture at Manchester and Mtcham Fair G een at
hal f - past el even at night on one and the same Sunday, and that |
could manage pretty well. And then | had gone on to try to nake
the best of addressing a | arge open-air audience in the costune |
was really then wearing--to wit, my night-shirt, reinforced for
the dream occasion by a pair of bracel ess trousers. The
consciousness of this fact so bothered me, that the earnest faces
of ny audi ence--who woul d NOT notice it, but were clearly
preparing terrible anti-Socialist posers for nme--began to fade
away and ny dreamgrew thin, and I awoke (as | thought) to find
myself lying on a strip of wayside waste by an oak copse just

outside a country village.

I got up and rubbed ny eyes and | ooked about me, and the
| andscape seenmed unfamiliar to nme, though it was, as to the lie
of the land, an ordinary English | owcountry, swelling into

rising ground here and there. The road was narrow, and | was



convinced that it was a piece of Ronan road fromits

strai ghtness. Copses were scattered over the country, and there
were signs of two or three villages and hanl ets in sight besides
t he one near ne, between which and nme there was sone orchard-

| and, where the early apples were beginning to redden on the

trees. Also, just on the other side of the road and the ditch

which ran along it, was a small close of about a quarter of an
acre, neatly hedged with quick, which was nearly full of white
poppi es, and, as far as | could see for the hedge, had also a
good few rose-bushes of the bright-red nearly single kind, which
I had heard are the ones from which rose-water used to be
distilled. Oherwise the |land was quite unhedged, but all under
tillage of various kinds, nostly in small strips. Fromthe other
side of a copse not far off rose a tall spire white and brand-
new, but at once bold in outline and unaffectedly graceful and

al so distinctly English in character. This, together with the
unhedged tillage and a certain unwonted tri mess and handi ness
about the enclosures of the garden and orchards, puzzled ne for a
m nute or two, as | did not understand, new as the spire was, how
it could have been designed by a nodern architect; and | was of
course used to the hedged tillage and tunbl edown bankrupt-1 ooki ng
surroundi ngs of our nodern agriculture. So that the garden-like
neat ness and tri mess of everything surprised ne. But after a
mnute or two that surprise left ne entirely; and if what | saw
and heard afterwards seens strange to you, renenber that it did
not seemstrange to ne at the time, except where now and again |
shall tell you of it. Also, once for all, if |I were to give you
the very words of those who spoke to ne you would scarcely
understand them al though their |anguage was English too, and at

the tine | could understand them at once.

Well, as | stretched nyself and turned ny face toward the

village, | heard horse-hoofs on the road, and presently a nan and



horse showed on the other end of the stretch of road and drew
near at a swinging trot with plenty of clash of nmetal. The man
soon canme up to nme, but paid nme no nore heed than throwing ne a
nod. He was clad in arnour of ningled steel and | eather, a sword

girt to his side, and over his shoul der a | ong-handl ed bill-hook

H s armour was fantastic in formand well wought; but by this
time | was quite used to the strangeness of him and nerely
muttered to nyself, "He is coming to sumon the squire to the
leet;" so | turned toward the village in good earnest. Nor
again, was | surprised at nmy own garnents, although | night well
have been fromtheir unwontedness. | was dressed in a bl ack
cloth gown reaching to nmy ankles, neatly enbroidered about the
collar and cuffs, with wide sleeves gathered in at the wists; a
hood with a sort of bag hanging down fromit was on ny head, a
broad red leather girdle round ny waist, on one side of which
hung a pouch enbroidered very prettily and a case nade of hard

| eat her chased with a hunting scene, which | knew to be a pen and
ink case; on the other side a small sheath-knife, only an armin

case of dire necessity.

Well, | came into the village, where | did not see (nor by this
time expected to see) a single nodern building, although nany of
them were nearly new, notably the church, which was |arge, and
quite ravished nmy heart with its extrene beauty, el egance, and
fitness. The chancel of this was so new that the dust of the
stone still lay white on the m dsummer grass beneath the carvings
of the windows. The houses were alnost all built of oak frane-
work filled with cob or plaster well whitewashed; though sonme had
their |ower stories of rubble-stone, with their w ndows and doors
of well-moul ded freestone. There was nuch curious and

i nventive carving about nost of them and though sone were old

and nmuch worn, there was the sane | ook of deftness and trimess,



and even beauty, about every detail in themwhich | noticed
before in the field-work. They were all roofed with oak
shingles, nostly grown as grey as stone; but one was so newly
built that its roof was yet pale and yellow. This was a corner
house, and the corner post of it had a carved niche wherein stood
a gaily painted figure holding an anchor--St. Clenment to wit, as
the dweller in the house was a blacksmith. Half a stone's throw
fromthe east end of the churchyard wall was a tall cross of
stone, new |like the church, the head beautifully carved with a
crucifix ami dst leafage. It stood on a set of w de stone steps,
oct agonal in shape, where three roads fromother villages nmet and
fornmed a wi de open space on which a thousand people or nore could

stand together with no great crowding.

Al this | saw, and also that there was a goodi sh nany peopl e
about, wonen and children, and a few old nmen at the doors, many
of them sonewhat gaily clad, and that nmen were coning into the
village street by the other end to that by which | had entered,
by twos and threes, nost of themcarrying what | could see were
bows in cases of linen yellowwith wax or oil; they had quivers
at their backs, and nost of thema short sword by their left

side, and a pouch and knife on the right; they were nostly
dressed in red or brightish green or blue cloth jerkins, with a
hood on the head generally of another colour. As they cane
nearer | saw that the cloth of their garnments was somewhat

coarse, but stout and serviceable. | knew, sonehow, that they
had been shooting at the butts, and, indeed, | could still hear a
noi se of nmen thereabout, and even now and again when the w nd set
fromthat quarter the twang of the bowstring and the plunp of the

shaft in the target.

| | eaned against the churchyard wall and watched these nen,

some of whom went straight into their houses and sone |oitered



about still; they were rough-1ooking fellows, tall and stout,
very bl ack sonme of them and sone red-haired, but nost had hair
burnt by the sun into the colour of tow, and, indeed, they were
all burned and tanned and freckled variously. Their arns and
buckl es and belts and the finishings and hens of their garments
were all what we should now call beautiful, rough as the nen
were; nor in their speech was any of that drawling snarl or thick
vul garity which one is used to hear fromlabourers in
civilisation; not that they tal ked |ike gentlenen either, but
full and round and bold, and they were nerry and good-tenpered
enough; | could see that, though | felt shy and tim d anongst

t hem

One of them strode up to ne across the road, a nman sone six feet
high, with a short black beard and bl ack eyes and berry-brown
skin, with a huge bow in his hand bare of the case, a knife,

a pouch, and a short hatchet, all clattering together at his

girdle.

"Well, friend," said he, "thou | ookest partly mazed; what tongue

hast thou in thine head?"

"A tongue that can tell rhynes,"” said I

"So | thought,"” said he. "Thirstest thou any?"

"Yea, and hunger," said I

And therewith ny hand went into ny purse, and canme out again wth
but a few snmall and thin silver coins with a cross stanped on
each, and three pellets in each corner of the cross. The nman

gri nned.



"Aha!" said he, "is it so? Never heed it, mate. It shall be a
song for a supper this fair Sunday evening. But first, whose nan

art thou?"

"No one's man," said |, reddening angrily; "I amm own nmaster.”

He grinned again.

"Nay, that's not the custom of England, as one time belike it
will be. Methinks thou conest from heaven down, and hast had

a high place there too."

He seened to hesitate a nonent, and then leant forward and
whi spered in ny ear: "John the MIler, that ground small,

small, small," and stopped and wi nked at me, and from between ny
lips without my mind fornming any neani ng cane the words, "The

king's son of heaven shall pay for all."

He et his bowfall on to his shoul der, caught ny right hand in
his and gave it a great grip, while his left hand fell anong the

gear at his belt, and I could see that he half drew his knife.

"Wl l, brother," said he, "stand not here hungry in the hi ghway

when there is flesh and bread in the Rose yonder. Cone on."

And with that he drew nme al ong toward what was clearly a tavern
door, outside which nmen were sitting on a couple of benches and
drinking neditatively fromcuriously shaped earthen pots gl azed

green and yellow, some with quaint devices on them

CHAPTER 1 |



THE MAN FROM ESSEX

| entered the door and started at first with my old astoni shnent,
with which I had woke up, so strange and beautiful did this
interior seemto ne, though it was but a pothouse parlour. A
quai ntly-carved side board held an array of bright pewter pots
and di shes and wooden and earthen bow s; a stout oak table went
up and down the room and a carved oak chair stood by the

chi mey-corner, now filled by a very old man di meyed and white-
bearded. That, except the rough stools and benches on which the
conmpany sat, was all the furniture. The walls were panelled
roughly enough with oak boards to about six feet fromthe floor
and about three feet of plaster above that was wought in

a pattern of a rose stemrunning all round the room freely and
roughly done, but with (as it seened to ny unused eyes) wonderfu
skill and spirit. On the hood of the great chimey a huge rose
was wrought in the plaster and brightly painted in its proper
colours. There were a dozen or nore of the men | had seen coming
along the street sitting there, sone eating and all drinking;
their cased bows | eaned against the wall, their quivers hung on
pegs in the panelling, and in a corner of the room| saw half-a-
dozen bill-hooks that | ooked made nore for war than for hedge-
shearing, with ashen handl es sone seven foot long. Three or four
children were running about anmong the | egs of the nen, heeding
themmghty little in their bold play, and the nen seened little
troubled by it, although they were tal king earnestly and
seriously too. A well-made conely girl |eaned up agai nst the
chimey close to the gaffer's chair, and seemed to be in

wai ting on the conpany: she was clad in a close-fitting gown of
bright blue cloth, with a broad silver girdle daintily wought,
round her loins, a rose weath was on her head and her hair hung
down unbound; the gaffer grunbled a few words to her fromtine to

time, so that | judged he was her grandfather



The men all | ooked up as we canme into the room ny nate | eading
me by the hand, and he called out in his rough, good-tenpered
voice, "Here, ny masters, | bring you tidings and a tale; give it

meat and drink that it nmay be strong and sweet."

"Whence are thy tidings, WIIl G een?" said one.

My mate grinned again with the pleasure of nmaking his joke once
nore in a bigger conpany: "It seeneth from heaven, since this

good old | ad hath no nmaster," said he.

"The nore fool he to come here,” said a thin man with a grizzled
beard, amidst the laughter that followed, "unless he had the

choi ce given himbetween hell and Engl and. "

"Nay," said I, "I come not from heaven, but from Essex."

As | said the word a great shout sprang fromall nouths at once
as clear and sudden as a shot froma gun. For | mnust tell you
that | knew somehow, but | know not how, that the men of Essex
were gathering to rise against the poll-groat bailiffs and the
lords that would turn themall into villeins again, as their
grandf at hers had been. And the people was weak and the |ords
were poor; for many a nmother's son had fallen in the war in
France in the old king's time, and the Bl ack Death had slain a
many; so that the |ords had bethought them "W are grow ng
poorer, and these upland-bred villeins are growing richer, and
the guilds of craft are waxing in the towns, and soon what wl|
there be left for us who cannot weave and will not dig? Good it
were if we fell on all who are not guildsmen or nmen of free
land, if we fell on soccage tenants and others, and brought both

the |l aw and the strong hand on them and nade themall villeins



in deed as they are now in nane; for now these rascals nmake nore
than their bellies need of bread, and their backs of honespun,
and the overplus they keep to thensel ves; and we are nore worthy
of it than they. So let us get the collar on their necks again,
and make their day's work longer and their bever-time shorter, as
the good statute of the old king bade. And good it were if the
Holy Church were to look to it (and the Lollards m ght help
herein) that all these naughty and weari some holidays were done
away with; or that it should be unlawful for any man bel ow t he
degree of a squire to keep the holy days of the church, except in
the heart and the spirit only, and | et the body | abour neanwhile;
for does not the Apostle say, 'If a man work not, neither should
he eat'? And if such things were done, and such an estate of
nobl e rich men and worthy poor nen uphol den for ever, then would

it be good tinmes in England, and life were worth the living."

Al this were the lords at work on, and such talk | knew was
common not only anong the |lords thenselves, but also anong their
sergeants and very serving-nen. But the people would not abide
it; therefore, as | said, in Essex they were on the point of
rising, and word had gone how that at St. Al bans they were
wel I nigh at blows with the Lord Abbot's soldiers; that north away
at Norwi ch John Litster was wi ping the woad fromhis arnms, as who
woul d have to stain themred again, but not with grain or nadder;
and that the valiant tiler of Dartford had smitten a poll-groat
bailiff to death with his lath-rending axe for mshandling a
young naid, his daughter; and that the nmen of Kent were on the

nove.

Now, knowi ng all this | was not astonished that they shouted at
the thought of their fellows the men of Essex, but rather
that they said little nore about it; only WIIl G een saying

quietly, "Well, the tidings shall be told when our fellowship is



greater; fall-to now on the neat, brother, that we nay the sooner
have thy tale.”" As he spoke the blue-clad dansel bestirred
hersel f and brought ne a clean trencher--that is, a square piece
of thin oak board scraped clean--and a pewter pot of liquor. So
wi t hout nore ado, and as one used to it, | drew ny knife out of
my girdle and cut nyself what | would of the flesh and bread on
the table. But WII| G een nocked at ne as | cut, and said,
"Certes, brother, thou hast not been a lord' s carver, though but
for thy word thou m ghtest have been his reader. Hast thou seen

Oxford, scholar?"

A vision of grey-roofed houses and a | ong wi nding street and the
sound of nmany bells cane over ne at that word as | nodded "Yes"
to him ny nouth full of salt pork and rye-bread; and then |
lifted ny pot and we nmade the clattering nugs kiss and | drank
and the fire of the good Kentish nmead ran through ny veins and
deepened ny dream of things past, present, and to come, as

said: "Now hearken a tale, since ye will have it so. For |ast
autumm | was in Suffolk at the good town of Dunwi ch, and thither
cane the keels fromlceland, and on them were sone nen of
Iceland, and nany a tale they had on their tongues; and with
these men | foregathered, for I amin sooth a gatherer of tales,

and this that is now at ny tongue's end is one of them"”

So such a tale | told them long familiar to nme; but as | told it
the words seened to quicken and grow, so that | knew not the
sound of ny own voice, and they ran alnost into rhyne and neasure
as | told it; and when | had done there was silence awhile, till

one nan spake, but not | oudly:

"Yea, in that |and was the sumer short and the winter |ong; but
men |ived both sumrer and winter; and if the trees grewill and

the corn throve not, yet did the plant called man thrive and do



well. God send us such nen even here."

"Nay," said another, "such nen have been and will be, and belike

are not far fromthis same door even now. "

"Yea," said a third, "hearken a stave of Robin Hood; maybe that
shal | hasten the coming of one | wot of." And he fell to singing
in a clear voice, for he was a young nan, and to a sweet wld

mel ody, one of those ballads which in an inconpl ete and degraded
formyou have read perhaps. M heart rose high as | heard him
for it was concerning the struggle against tyranny for the
freedomof life, how that the wildwood and the heath, despite of
wi nd and weat her, were better for a free man than the court and

t he cheapi ng-town; of the taking fromthe rich to give to the
poor; of the life of a man doing his own will and not the

wi Il of another man commandi ng himfor the conmandnent's sake.
The nmen all listened eagerly, and at whiles took up as a refrain
a couplet at the end of a stanza with their strong and rough, but
not unnusi cal voices. As they sang, a picture of the w | d-wods
passed by ne, as they were indeed, no park-1like dainty glades and
| awns, but rough and tangl ed thicket and bare waste and heat h,

sol ermm under the norning sun, and dreary with the rising of the

evening wind and the drift of the night-long rain.

When he had done, another began in sonething of the sane strain,
but singing nore of a song than a story ballad; and thus nuch I

renmenber of it:

The Sheriff is made a nighty |ord,
O goodly gold he hath enow,
And many a sergeant girt with sword
But forth will we and bend the bow.

We shall bend the bow on the lily |lea



Betwi xt the thorn and the oaken tree.

Wth stone and line is the burg wall built,
And pit and prison are stark and strong,
And many a true nan there is spilt,

And many a right nman doormed by w ong.

So forth shall we and bend the bow

And the king's wit never the road shall know.

Now yeonen wal k ye warily,
And heed ye the houses where ye go,
For as fair and as fine as they may be,
Lest behind your heels the door clap to.
Fare forth with the bowto the lily lea

Betwi xt the thorn and the oaken tree.

Now bills and bows | and out a-gate!
And turn about on the lily |ea!
And though their conpany be great
The grey-goose wi ng shall set us free.
Now bent is the bow in the green abode

And the king's wit knoweth not the road.

So over the nead and over the hithe,
And away to the wild-wod wend we forth;
There dwell we yeonen bold and blithe
Where the Sheriff's word i s nought of worth.
Bent is the bowon the lily lea

Betwi xt the thorn and the oaken tree.

But here the song dropped suddenly, and one of the nmen held up

his hand as who would say, Hist! Then through the open w ndow



came the sound of another song, gradually swelling as though sung
by men on the march. This tinme the nelody was a piece of the
pl ai n-song of the church, fam liar enough to nme to bring back to
my mind the great arches of sonme cathedral in France and the

canons singing in the choir.

Al'l leapt up and hurried to take their bows fromwall and corner;
and sone had bucklers withal, circles of |eather, boiled and then
nmoul ded i nto shape and hardened: these were sone two hand-
breadths across, with iron or brass bosses in the centre. WII

G een went to the corner where the bills | eaned agai nst the wall
and handed themround to the first-coners as far as they woul d
go, and out we all went gravely and quietly into the vill age
street and the fair sunlight of the cal mafternoon, now beginning
to turn towards evening. None had said anything since we

first heard the new cone singing, save that as we went out of the
door the ball ad-singer clapped me on the shoul der and sai d:

"Was it not sooth that | said, brother, that Robin Hood shoul d

bring us John Ball?"

CHAPTER 11|

THEY MEET AT THE CROSS

The street was pretty full of men by then we were out init, and
all faces turned toward the cross. The song still grew nearer
and | ouder, and even as we | ooked we saw it turning the corner

t hrough the hedges of the orchards and cl oses, a good clunp of
men, nore arned, as it would seem than our villagers, as the | ow
sun flashed back from nmany points of bright iron and steel. The
words of the song could now be heard, and amidst them!| could

pick out WIl Geen's late challenge to ne and ny answer; but as



I was bending all ny nind to disentangle nore words fromthe
musi ¢, suddenly fromthe new white tower behind us clashed out
the church bells, harsh and hurried at first, but

presently falling into neasured chine; and at the first sound of
them a great shout went up fromus and was echoed by the new
comers, "John Ball hath rung our bell!" Then we pressed on, and

presently we were all mingled together at the cross.

W1l Geen had good-naturedly thrust and pulled ne forward, so
that I found nyself standing on the | owest step of the cross, his
seventy-two i nches of nman on one side of me. He chuckled while I

pant ed, and said:

"There's for thee a good hearing and seeing stead, old lad. Thou
art tall across thy belly and not otherw se, and thy wi nd,

belike, is none of the best, and but for ne thou woul dst have
been ami dst the thickest of the throng, and have heard words
muf fl ed by Kentish bellies and seen little but sw nky wool |l en

el bows and greasy plates and jacks. Look no nore on the ground,
as though thou sawest a hare, but let thine eyes and thine

ears be busy to gather tidings to bear back to Essex--or heaven!"

I grinned good-fellowship at himbut said nothing, for in truth
my eyes and ears were as busy as he would have themto be. A
buzz of general talk went up fromthe throng ami dst the regul ar
cadence of the bells, which now seened far away and as it were
that they were not swayed by hands, but were living creatures

maki ng that noise of their own wlls.

I 1 ooked around and saw that the newconers mingled with us nust
have been a regular arnmed band; all had bucklers slung at their
backs, few | acked a sword at the side. Sone had bows, sone

"staves"--that is, bills, pole-axes, or pikes. Moyreover, unlike



