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I wish to tell the legend of my life and hope its telling will not be unprofitable to any soul as one day might read it. Some folks will say it is extraordinary, some will say it cannot be true. But as God is my witness, this was the way of its happening.

Its history is begun by God’s grace in a time long ago when I was a youth, ever walking forwards through a landscape of gladness and opportunity. Now I am old and my skin wears the marks of many years lived, but my mind is free of wrinkles and for the sum of my days I have laid down my thoughts on wafers of paper. Now, as I review my chronicles, I know the length of my days has given me deeper understanding, and at last I am compelled to order my thoughts and lay before you the story of my life …

The start of my tale is on Saint Giles’s day in the fortieth year of the reign of our king Edward. We lived in a house on the land at Crown Croft, some dozen miles from the town of Badeswell, in the shire of Derby. The house was built with timbers from the Whittaker woods, many generations ago. Originally a two-roomed cottage, it now boasted a house-place, a solar, three bedchambers, a cooking shed and a pentice for the pigs. We owned the house and all the land about, as far as sight would allow.

We had twelve acres arable and twelve acres mead, and our ploughland was rich and in good heart; lands quenched for a thousand years by the majestic River Crown. There was no rod of land without its crop and no stretch of mead without its beast. Over summer, our fields and strips would gather up every slant of light cast down by the sun. Not a morsel was wasted; every beam to become an ear of corn or a blade of barley. And each year by the will of God, the soil restored itself, content to yield its bounty. It was a land created by the Good Lord so far back in time, that time itself could not recall its beginnings. The pasture was so fertile that in antique times, they used to call it the ‘Pure Land’ or the ‘White Acre’: now it is called Whittaker; and I am Alwin of Whittaker.

We lived a good life back then; Mother, Grandfather and me. At eighteen summers I had thriven well; healthy and sun-washed I was. I recall a dose of chin-cough as a young boy, as many had hereabouts, but nothing worse than that. And from height to sole I was above middling; Mother called me tall; Grandfather called me adequate. But although I was above middle stature in height, I was wanting in breadth of shoulder and power of arm, and not even the merest flaxen down graced my cheeks and covered my lips. But despite my lean build, and my youthful appearance, Mother had bred me up to be active and strong. When other lads were still charged with stone-picking and weeding, I was already at the plough from morning till dusk and I never shirked my toil. No fat lay on my bones. Of skin and muscle I was built, nothing more, nothing less. Hale and trim I was, which even Grandfather could not deny.

We lived in a routine of comfortable monotony; church every Sunday, seed time and reaping, labour and rest, day and night. We brewed our own ale and spun our own butter. Mother weaved and baked. Grandfather and I shouldered the heavy work, and of that I took the larger share. Sweet and fair the days were, sweet and fair the life, and it was all such great liking to my heart.

That particular Saint Giles’s day where I begin my tale, was one of those rare days that falls between the seasons, when the harvest is over but it is not yet time to lay up firewood for winter, when summer’s labouring is done and the morning is slack, no birds on the wing – some already gone to their nests underground to hibernate for winter – no motion to the air. The harvesting of our barley, oats and maslin, begun on Lammas, was now done; a tenth of our crop to be paid to the church. Grandfather would be taking the cart to the tithe-barn in Badeswell later that day to pay our dues and would not be back until the following afternoon, and Mother was resting up.

I suppose most folks would take such an opportunity to lie abed till noon, stay long in sleeping, rest awhile before the hardship began again. But I awoke just as the sun was up-rising, a feeling of anxiety stealing sleep from me, which I could not account for. I experienced a desire deep inside me to wander the lanes, walk the uplands and glades, climb to the heights where the hill-streams rushed, and walk alongside the River Crown where the waters, gliding fleet and clear, would be studded with gems of sunlight.

I dressed, washed my face, hands and feet, and slid the shutter open in my bedchamber. I sat on the sill for some moments and watched the daylight expanding on the horizon, its glow casting rods of yellow light across the fine Whittaker lands, the shadows long and reaching out towards the house-place below. I always loved to watch the old house at sunrise; the timbers drinking in the hue of daybreak, taking on the colour of the day.

My room looked out onto a small garden where peonies and gromwell grew, where the scent of honeysuckle and lavender wound upwards through the window all summer long. There was a narrow herb-bed beyond – awash with tansy, rosemary, thyme and sage – which then flowed down to the meadow with its grasses tawny and sere from the summer sun, and went on to meet with the River Crown, where dabchicks and moorfowls oared themselves through the waters, and widgeon and coot were busy about the river’s brink.

More than ever before, I felt as though I must be out there, I must walk along the September lanes and green glades, I must climb the hillsides raddled with the rising of the sun, tread the open pasture and feel the soil beneath my feet.

So, I stepped out into the morning, silver vapours drifting low above the meadow, and I fed forage and fodder to the oxen and milch cow. Then I made my way to the ewes and lambs; made sure they were all in good plight. But all the time there was a feeling of apprehension accompanying me, like a day that bodes rain but it never sets in, or a song you know but you cannot call the tune; always there but just out of reach.

It stayed with me all day: when I sharpened the coulter on the plough; when I repaired the furrow-board, and even when I walked through the far meadow, where three weeks since the whole field was tall and upright, stippled with purples and yellows, crimsons and blues, the entire meadow ornamented with wink-a-peeps and cornflowers. Mother always said it was where once a rainbow fell and left its colours in the grass. Now its grasses were withering on the stem, burdened by dew.

Despite my anxieties, I felt such an abiding love of the land on which I dwelt and also sensed more keenly the changing of the season and sadness of summer’s end. But even with that melancholy feeling inside me, I had such a love of life that I knew I could have no complaint come the day the Good Lord called on me to quit it.

Strange and rare the day continued as I walked along the sheep-tracks and strolled through the woods, until at last I sat down and rested on a rock. Mother said the boulders thereabouts were as old as time itself, placed here and there by the hand of God to offer up a place for the weary to rest, a reward when toil and strife were done. From that vantage point, I could see for miles and look down on land and tracks that stretched away to the horizon. I had never spent a deal of thought upon the world that lived outside my own domain, and hardly a stranger crossed our doorsill from one year to the next, except for pedlars and tinkers. The ones that did stop by for ale and bread only told of the calamities that had befallen them, so it seemed to me the lands beyond the Whittaker woods were surely a fearful, brutal place.

I had not been there long before I saw Grandfather in the distance on the road to Badeswell, walking alongside the loaded cart, prodding the shoulder of the nearside ox with his goad. As he was intending to remain overnight in Badeswell and I would not see him until the next day, I might have troubled the air with a shout and had him turn to me, but I was disinclined to do so. For the whole of my life the man had been all grutch and grumble with me; it was always sour weather with him as far as I was concerned, and however much I pondered on the matter, there was never any good reason for him to be so, at least not as I could come to.

In the interests of equity, I cannot lie; he worked as hard as I did on the land and always acknowledged the contribution I made. But he was not a friend to me; he was cold and distant. Yes, he cultivated within me a rich knowledge of all farming matters, but he offered no tenderness to me, nor gentle kindness. In the deeps of my mind, I half suspected he might know of my deformity; but Mother always assured me the secret of it remained between just me and her.

You see, I was born in the year the Great Plague came on very violent in our county, when purple and blotch stained the skin of all England and corruption of the air was all about. Distemper spread its rage on the land and an abundance of folk did perish. Doomed souls were dying at a rate quicker than they could be laid to rest. Once the tokens of the disease showed themselves on their bodies, by a single turn of the sun and the moon, they would succumb to the pestilence and be dead. My mother’s brother and their own mother fell in such a manner, and before the last heat of plague had cooled its wrath, it cast its eye in my direction and the violence fell on my tiny body.

A grain arrived in my groin with the stealth of black smoke and within a week it had grown to the size of a pigeon’s egg, its malignant intent to destroy the organs that marked me out as a boy; the ones God gives to all sons of Adam. Once emasculated, then it would surely have carried me off to death. But it had not reckoned on my desire for life, nor my will to dwell on the Whittaker lands and be a fine son. It may have left me as an incomplete man, but it could not take my life.

Whenever I asked Mother if my deformity were the reason why Grandfather could never skim off the bitterness of his temper towards me, she told me no and said I must not take it to heart, and that a young man like me should not shoulder the burden of such sadness. Of course, she was right; especially at that time of year. Our harvest was as good as any. Our barley crop in August stood as tall and full-headed with grain as any I have ever witnessed. And soon I would be out there with my oxen again, the clink of the ploughshare biting into the ground, earthy scents rising about me. Why, any man should have been as glad as a pie.

But I was not glad and at first I could not place the feeling. It had been with me all day. In fact it had been shadowing me since Mother’s health first declined; for her haleness fell away after springtime and by midsummer’s day she was no better than middling. Since then, there had been a gradual decline in her soundness.

Daily she reported to me a list of her infirmities. She could no longer tend the geese, nor walk the pigs. I began to pay a penny a week for our neighbour’s daughter, Alice of the cornfield, to tend to the fowls, but she could not come after Michaelmas. And at that time of year, Mother would usually be filling the storeroom with fruits, and drying lavender on the rafters, but she was not even able to fettle the homestead.

Now she said she must abide in bed and so she was mewed up in her bedchamber from daybreak till night. She bore the distemper with dignity, but it despised all physic and I began to wonder if there were venom in the pipes of her skin.

I convinced myself she would gain strength as soon as the harvest was in. And I treated her well; I always told her of the gains I had made during the day, told her what a fine son she had, just as I had been brought up to do. And I never cost her pain by vices or profanities.

When first she took ill, I asked Grandfather what might be ailing her and he told me women are the weaker of our species and they succumb to distemper more readily than men. He also told me women are made frailer still by the dog days. I had not heard of such a thing, so he went on to explain that from the onset of July to the middle of August, when the Dog Star rises and sets with the sun, it makes women more feeble than they naturally are. It makes the dogs unsettled, too, and can also bring pestilence, and make maladies more virulent.

But the dog days were over, so I was certain Mother should start to acquire more strength. In fact, I prayed to God that it would be so. Right there and then, as I sat upon that rock, inside my head I sent up a silent prayer to God, to ask that if Mother’s flesh were made ill from the planets in the sky, then it was high time for the planets to move on and leave her be; let her go back to weaving hazel skeps for the bees; let her return to the vigour of her youth.

At the end of my prayer, I did not find solace. In point of fact, guilt burned hot inside me, and I recognised that the dread I had carried with me all day was neither apprehension nor anxiety; it was selfishness; it was fear. It grieved me sore to look at Mother and so I had run away, pretended to myself the land needed me more than she did.

I rose to my feet and turned, pressing forward in all haste. Then I was away through the woods, the breeze building in strength around me. I pushed on at a swift rate over meads and pasture, the grass greyed by the gathering clouds, the day fast changing to twilight. The skies had forgotten all remembrance of summer brightness, and the darkling hour came early that day.

As I neared our homestead, the winds continued to stir up, the air as cold as Janiveer, and before my eyes the glow of a storm slid above the horizon, the clouds the colour of mustard and pitch, the air swollen and heavy.

I was mightily relieved to put my hand to the latch on the door and close it safely behind me. For a moment, I stood, leaning my back against the timbers, breathing long and deep. The shutters were pulled to already, clean napery and plate had been placed in the cupboard, the floor litter was freshly rushed and herbed and the logs were burning orange in the hearth. In fact, the whole room was clean and all in fit order: the girl Alice must have seen to it.

I took up a knife with the intent of cutting some bread from the loaf that Alice had left on the table, but my own appetite had decayed of late, and Mother could no longer suffer victuals to come near her. I laid down the knife and looked about the room. Everything looked the same, but it was different. It was all so still, that is what it was. It was Mother’s vigour and activity that was missing. She was always busy as a bird, ever glowing with rays of kindness. No chick was small enough for Mother not to care for, no lamb frail enough for Mother not to feed. Now, the house and the land all about seemed so still and quiet, as though holding its breath.

Softly, I ascended the narrow stairs and drew aside the curtain that gave on to Mother’s bedchamber. There she lay as quiet as a daisy, overcome with fatigue, pale of skin, her hair unbound and let loose about her shoulders. I paused a few paces from her bed, looked at her face, and such sorrow it fetched to my heart to see her brought so low.

As to her exact age, I could not know; past the middle of life was all she would ever tell. But she must have been old – beyond the age of forty – because she could remember the years when the harvests failed and folks all around took their subsistence from leached acorns and groundsel.

It was a worn and sorrowful face she wore that evening, her youthfulness grown drawn with the passing of years and torment of her disease, her likeness softened and lengthened with pliant skin. Then her eyes opened slowly and from that tired, soft face, came tired, soft words: ‘Alwin, lad? Is it you?’

Her voice was hoarse. The fevers scorched her so, and of late the slightest chills seeped into her chest and made her breath weak, her body at last yielding up to the malady. Those last two weeks, the distemper hollowed her eyes and puckered her skin as never before. It ravaged her frame from the inside, scoured her, discarded all that made her human and alive, until all that was left was an ashen husk of a woman.

‘Mother,’ I said, then I walked across the chamber to greet her. I knelt beside the bed, the candle on the table shivering as I moved.

With breath no louder than the rubbing of grass stalks, she began to speak.

‘You are a handsome lad now, Alwin, and so tall and strong. You always grew like barley; stinted at first then a rush towards the sky come summer. And now look at you; my boy, my pride and joy.’

There was a thick silence after she stopped speaking, then in the distance a grumble of thunder sounded. I stood, with the intention of unbinding the rope and letting the shutter down on the window, but Mother said, ‘Let it be, Alwin. A tempest is coming and there is nothing we can do to stop it. Time out of mind the rafters of this house have stood firm between a Whittaker and God’s elements. The storm will pass over and you will be safe, lad. But soon, my time and eternity will become one.’

‘What are you saying, Mother?’

I knelt beside her again and took her hand, pale and cold as clay, into my own, red chaps on my fingers, grown rough through dint of exposure to the weather. She frowned, as though from far in the background of her recollection memories were coming forth, scant and obscure at first, then growing larger and clearer.

‘There are secrets, Alwin,’ she said. ‘I have kept them for many years, but now they will not let me rest and—’

‘Mother. You are gravely ill. Grandfather will not be home until tomorrow, so let me fetch Father Oswald—’

‘No … no. Father Oswald cannot help me now … there’s no time—’

‘Mother. You must rest.’

At first her eyes made a gesture of acquiescence and a shallow sigh escaped her lips. Then she stared at me as though I were an obscure speck at the end of a very long path. Her head lay deep in her pillow, her clouded eye searching the rafters in the roof, and she seemed to be at peace.

Then, from the heavens above, the bark of a thunder-dint cut through the air and the skies burned bright with thunder-light. For many a heartbeat the clouds fought a battle, exchanged many flashes and rumbles. The disturbance roused Mother and, when the storm at last held its breath, her eyes opened wide, and she held my hand as tightly as her weakness would allow.

‘Alwin. This night I shall die.’

‘No, Mother. The dog days are over, you shall recover—’

‘This night I shall die,’ she persisted. ‘And once I am dead, I cannot protect you. I am certain he purposes to … harm you.’

‘Mother. Lie easy now. The distemper is inside your head, you know not what you say—’

‘Alwin. If he knows I am dead and he finds you still here tomorrow, he will not allow you to stay.’

‘Who, Mother?’

‘Your grandfather.’

At that moment, a thunderclap ruptured the air and rain began to fall so heavily that it blurred all other sounds, hissing as it fell, rapid and sharp. Over and again the clouds swelled then burst, and huge blots of rain fell hard and heavy.

All I could do was look at Mother; see the pity and sorrow in her eyes; know that what she spoke must be the truth, for she could talk but sparely, each word costing her a power of pain. The air was suddenly stagnant about us, a swollen sigh between thunderclaps.

‘But why, Mother? What did I do?’

‘You did nothing, my boy. All blame must lie with me … and with your father.’

‘But he died before I was born. How could—’

‘Alwin, your father is not dead.’ Her words came broken and fast, their meaning compressed and sudden. She coughed, her skin now withered with the furrowed lines of bodily distress. ‘There is not enough time for me to explain. You must trust me, Alwin.’

As I looked at her ailing frame and pleading eyes, I thought back on the manner in which she had nurtured and directed me throughout my life. She had a story for every vice to deter my young mind, and the taint of her characters’ misdemeanours was more than enough to set me on the right path. How frequently I had been grateful for her wisdom. So, ignoring the torrent of questions and doubts that flooded my mind, I took a deep breath and, believing her word as I had always done so before, I said, ‘I trust you, Mother. What shall I do?’

That credence had a calming effect on her, her grip grew slack and she was easy again.

‘The answers lie in a village faraway, Alwin,’ she began in a whisper, the words clear and practised in her mind. ‘In Walsingham, in the county of Norfolk.’

‘You mean where the Holy House is, Mother?’ I said. ‘The shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, of which Father Oswald has spoken? The place where the pilgrims go?’

I waited for Mother to answer, but the effort of speaking had robbed her of vitality and she could do no more than stare at me with vacant eyes, as though her mind had begun to sleep.

‘Do you mean for me to go to Walsingham, Mother?’ I tried. But she was too tired to reply. I sat in the silence and thought about the implications of such a journey; all I could do was think how many miles must lie between Crown Croft and the county of Norfolk.

The thought of Grandfather wishing me gone was somehow not entirely unexpected, as vile a thought as it was. And the word ‘father’ to me was no more important than the word ‘tomorrow’ or ‘yesterday’; it was indefinable, distant and elusive. My mind was entirely dominated with the thought of a land wholly strange to the one upon which my soul had been nourished. And the prospect of leaving Mother, the house and the land I loved so well, caused me to blench and quiver.

With agony of mind and my voice uncertain, I blurted like a child: ‘But what of our tillage season? The lambs must be weaned before the feast of Blessed Mary. And who will feed the oxen when I am gone?’

For the first time in my life, those silent words no man should ever speak broke forth from my eyes, and I wept long and hard into my upturned hands. Till that point, my thoughts and actions were like a character in one of Mother’s stories; somehow a little flatter than reality and missing the raw feelings of a human being. Suddenly, I was immersed in the cold realisation of how matters truly stood and it grieved me sore.

Mother regained her lucidity, studied me for a moment, then said, ‘We cannot stop the will of God, Alwin. I have laid up a store of silver coins for you. They are in a purse beneath my bed. And have my pearl ring. You will know what to do with it when the time comes. You must go to Father Oswald and—’

Her breath failed her and she fought to draw air in and expel it again. A shiver engulfed her. I pulled the coverlid over her, but it made no difference; pale beneath the shadow of death she was. I knew at last she was beyond all aid and cure, and time’s fatal wrack was on her. For a while she fell to slumbering, but I believe she slept to no purpose.

Then in a broken whisper, she said, ‘Alwin. I cannot help but recall your deformity, the one that did strike you as a babe. The image of it haunts me.’

‘Forget about times past, Mother. Rest yourself, now. Let sleep come.’

At last, her features grew slack, as though she had been disburdened of a heavy weight and all her cares had been blunted. I abided with her all the night, but she barely moved again, so shrunken and infirm she had become, her whole frame depleted. Just once she spoke and the words did not make sense to me: ‘I did bear false witness against you … I lied,’ she said. ‘It was not the plague, dear boy … I … I brought it all about … and great harm will grow from what I did … forgive me—’

It stung to the quick of my heart to hear her so confused.

‘You could never harm me, Mother,’ I said, gentle, emphatic. ‘Have no worries. I shall leave at sunrise and go to Walsingham. Have no cares.’

She looked at me in confusion and issued her last thoughts in a whisper: ‘Forgive me—’ was all she could reply. She spoke those last words with great compunction and then her voice was to be heard no more on this earth.

Her breath loitered briefly and her features foretold of her final deliverance. She looked at me one last time, then her eyes grew dark and her lids slowly closed, all toils softened, all pains relieved, her life’s labours done. After all she had suffered, that final parting agony came and went in silence. And so, in the mid of night, she went out of this world, quick as a dream. Just as the season had slipped away, so had her life and at last she was gathered in the arms of Christ, her soul surrendered to God. I stayed with her, but nothing was left, everything was gone; her warmth, her voice, all stolen away in a moment, her name now only to be spoken in sad reminiscence.

The aspect of my world had changed forever and the ache of it did bind me sore. Much rain fell that night and the winds never ceased. But time was not one for waiting and it hastened away till morning, the clouds weeping their might on the roof until dawn. I outwore them all with my sorrow and at morning, with the blend of darkness and day, I prepared for my journey.

I looked out of the window. Summer had drawn her final breath and where before green foliage clung thick to every branch, and grasses stood tall and swaying, now the verdure was slack with dew, the leaves already beginning to yellow and curl. Since the crops were in, even the fields looked sad, all bereaved of their bounty, left to mourn the loss of those long summer days. The morn was bleak, the sky much darked even after sunrise, and mist hovered above the skin of the river, the waters below deathly black.

I wearily rigged myself out in my best outfit; Mother always said I cut such a fine dash in my tunic and chausses, but, of course, she was no longer there to say so. Such ruth it was that I must leave her alone after death, but Mother was so certain I should go before Grandfather returned. I determined to seek out Father Oswald immediately and have him attend to Mother’s burial, that she would not lie alone for long. I packed a bag of wearing clothes and some provisions. Then I gathered up my knife, sword, candles, flask and bedsheet.

After that, I stood by the gleeds of the fire, just staring and thinking. I wondered if it might all be a misunderstanding. Perhaps the fever made Mother’s mind rave. Perhaps she had slept and gained her strength. I climbed the steps, at once saw her cold, colourless shape, and knew for certain Mother had gone away for good and left the house all grey and drear in her wake.

‘Dominus be with you, Mother,’ I whispered, then I turned, collected up the bag of silver coins, the pearl ring and my parcel of belongings, and I took my sorrow with me and departed with it.

I tacked and saddled up the larger of our two palfrey-horses and filled two bags of oats for the mare’s forage. Then, in silence, with no mother to bind me to careful regard, I left our lands and would not return for many a while. With no real care as to whether I travelled to Tartary or Persia or to the man on the moon, I rode one last time to the water’s brink.

I stood tall in my stirrups and stared down at the mighty River Crown. The waters were in commotion; last night’s storm had defaced the surface, the strong rains had goaded a roar from the old watercourse, and it raged as it frothed over boulders and rocks. I turned, drenched in my grief, and took one last look at the house as it sank gently into the mists, then I left, to begin a journey that would reshape my life, alter my world forever, change my very soul.
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