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WILLIAM SHARESPEARE
Born on St. George’s Day, April 23rd, 1564 ;
Died on St. George’s Day, 1616.
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SKETGH BY A DUTGCH VISITOR TO LONDON, IN 1596,
OF THE STAGE OF ATHEATRE THERE.
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WHEN SHAKESPEARE WAS A BOY
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ILLIAM SHAKESPEARE was the eldest son of Johi:
Shakespeare, a glover in Stratford-on-Avon(a small markettown
in Warwickshire), and his wife Mary Arden, one of the
daughters of a neighbouring farmer. He was baptised on April 26,
1564, and was educated at the Stratford grammar school (where he
learned the little Latin and less Greek which Ben Jonson said he
knew);at eighteen and a half he married a woman of twenty-six, one
Anne Hathaway, probably a husbandman’s daughter, and in February
1585, before he was twenty-one, he found himself with three children
and a wife to keep.

In 1586 his father, who had before been an alderman and a person
of some importance in the town, was deeply in debt, and was deprived
of his aldermanship. So, probably in 1586 or 1587, Shakespeare went
to London, and there gradually prospered, being patronised by Lord
Southampton, Lord Pembroke, the Queen, King James, etc.
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He saved money, bought New Place, the best house in Stratford,
and other properties, made a gentleman of his poor old father, by
getting him the grant of a coat of arms, married one of his daughters to
a tradesman, and the other to a doctor, of Stratford, died there on
April 23, 1616, and was buried in Stratford Church on the 25th,
where you can still see the stone over his grave, and the monument
with his bust in the chancel.

Though his fame took long to grow, he is now acknowledged to be
the King of Literature, the greatest genius the world has yet seen, the
pride of England, the bond between her and all the nations who speak
and understand her tongue.

Now, what kind of life did the boy Shakespeare, and the middle-
class boy of his day, live? Let one of his contemporaries tell us,
Francis Seager, in his verse, “Schoole of Vertue and booke of good

Nourture for chyldren,” printed in the year 1557, seven years before
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When a boy woke, he was to say his prayers, then rise early (at
six o’clock, says Rhodes), put on his clothes, cast up his bed (not
letting it lie), go down-stairs, salute his parents and family, wash his
hands (and his face, says Rhodes), comb his head, brush his cap,
put it on (though taking it off when speaking to any one), fasten his
shirt-collar round his neck, and his girdle round his waist, rub his
hose,— thick drawers worn as trousers,— see that his shoes were
clean and that he had a napkin (handkerchief, says Rhodes) to wipe
his nose on, pare his nails (if need were), clean his ears, wash his
teeth, and have his old clothes mended.

Then he was to get his satchel and books, and hasten to school
with them, and pen, paper, and ink, calling for other boys on the way,

and taking off his cap to the folk he met, and to his master at school.
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Then he was to go straight to his place, take his books out of his
satchel, and work hard at his lesson.

When the school was over, the boy was exhorted to walk home
orderly with another boy, “not running on heaps as a swarm of bees,”
or doing such foolish things “as commonly are used in these days of
boys, as whooping and halloing as in hunting the fox,” but walking
soberly, and doffing his cap to all he met.

(We may be pretty sure that young Will Shakespeare made things
lively as he came back from his grammar school to his father’s house in
Henley Street, Stratford.)

On getting home, the boy was to salute his parents humbly and
reverently, and then wait on them at their meal.

(Recollect that forks were very rare articles in Shakespeare’s days.
He probably never used one in his whole life, but helped himself with

his fingers — which were made before forks — and spoon, and had
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Well, the boy’s parents (and guests, if any) being seated, the boy
was to hold up his hands, say grace, curtsey to the folk at table, and
say, “Much good may it do you!” Then he was to put their food on the
table, spilling none of it on the sitters’ clothes, and having spare
trenchers and napkins ready for incomers, and voiders (plate-baskets)
to empty the bones and dirty trenchers into.

When the broth and meat were done, the boy was to cover the salt
(which was generally in a fine vessel), carry off the dishes, put into a
voider the trenchers and napkins on which the eaters had wiped their
greasy fingers, sweep the crumbs off with a napkin, and then put on
cheese, fruit, biscuits, and wine or ale or beer.

These eaten and drunk, the boy was to fold up the cloth, spread a
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clean towel on the table (using the cloth if he had not a towel), and bring
a basin and jug for the diners to wash their hands, then take the table off
its trestles, to let the folk withdraw, and make them a low curtsey.

Having thus waited on his elders, the boy might get his own meal.

He was to help himself to salt with his knife, and eat his broth
with his spoon, not speaking to any one with his head in his cup.

He was not to smack his lips, “as commonly do hogs,” or gnaw
his bones, “as it were dogs”: “such rudeness abhor! such beastliness fly!”

He was often to wipe his dirty fingers on his napkin, and his
mouth before he drank out of his cup. He wasn’t to talk or stuff too
much, or pick his teeth at the table; nor was he to spit excessively:
“this rudeness of youth is to be abhorred.” He was to laugh only
moderately, and learn all the good manners he could.

Neither Seager nor Rhodes says anything about a boy’s breakfast or

supper; but as there was no tea, coffee, or cocoa about then, boys
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At schools, a good deal of flogging went on. “Spare the rod and spoil
the child” was the axiom. Even in 1704 E. Coote’s “English School Master,”’

in a piece of nine verses, repeats four times the threat of whipping:

“If you forget a Scholar’s part,

Then must you sure your points untye” [to get flogged ].

As late as 1833, I, a little boy in a private school in Surrey, saw
the first class of a dozen boys birched twice on their bare skins in one
hour because none of them could translate two words in a Virgil lesson.

Many a warming did I afterwards get, and 1 dont doubt that
Shakespeare had more. Girls got beaten too, though we know very little

of their school life — if they had girls’ schools, other than convent
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ones — in Shakespeare’s youth.

As to games, Shakespeare would play at hoop, tops, marbles,
hide-and-seek, leap-frog, more-sacks-to-the-mill, chasing, jumping,
swimming, bow-and-arrow shooting, hockey, football, birds’-nesting,
haymaking; he’d have fun at harvest-homes and sheep-shearings, at
May Day, Christmas, and New Year’s Day; he’d run with the harriers
and foxhounds — for Shakespeare dearly loved a horse and hound —
and have other country amusements.

And whatever fun or mischief was going on, depend on it that
young Will Shakespeare, with his chestnut hair, blue eyes, and rosy
cheeks, was in the thick of it. Only think what good company he must
have been, and what jolly stories he told the boys he was with!

Don’t you wish you’d been one of them, even if you did have to
put your meat in your mouth with your fingers instead of a fork? I do.

Some boys and girls feel it rather hard that Shakespeare did not put
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But the boys and girls of this generation must recollect that Englishmen
in the sixteenth century were not, on most points, so enlightened as they are
now. They hadn’t then learnt the real value of boys and girls, and didn’t
properly appreciate the blessing and the virtues of them.

Besides, most plays wanted villains or sinners in them; and of

course no boy or girl was a villain or a sinner. If Shakespeare could but

come to life again now, he’d assuredly put plenty of boys and girls into
his new plays. We mustn’t expect too much of a man who lived so very
long ago. He did his best, and an uncommonly good best it was; so

let’s forgive him for only using his boys as girls.
BY DR.F.JFURNIVALL, M.A.

WHERE SHAKESPEARE WENT TO SCHOOL..
THE GRAMMAR SCHOOL., STRATFORD-ON-AVON.
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