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A Travel Guide to the Middle Ages

‘A Travel Guide to the Middle Ages is an exhilarating and erudite combination of historical learning and imagination, which guides the reader on a wondrous journey through the real and fantastical worlds of the late Middle Ages. By offering encounters with pilgrims, traders, adventurers and soldiers, Bale reminds us – wisely and wittily – how, then as now, we always take ourselves with us on every journey. As we are guided through the pilgrimage and trade routes of the medieval Europeans who headed into richly symbolic but often contested lands, Bale reveals the humanity, mundanity and marvels of travel, from brothels and latrines to statues and spectacular sites’ Elizabeth Boyle, author of Fierce Appetites

‘A global Middle Ages for our times. Journeying from a monastery in Wiltshire to Ethiopia, India and China, Anthony Bale reinvents and redefines the period through its intrepid travellers … A joyful, erudite book’ Jerry Brotton, author of A History of the World in Twelve Maps

‘Anthony Bale’s fascinating book immerses us in all the experiences of medieval travel. We join pilgrims, diplomats and merchants as they learn languages and negotiate hostels … their accounts, from stinking latrines and travel-sickness to the heights of spiritual revelation, capture the great diversity of medieval experience. This is an enthralling journey into the past and across the world, packed with incidents that any reader will find deliciously exotic, yet wryly familiar. Like the most memorable journeys, this book takes us to barely imaginable places – but the most remarkable thing we find may be ourselves’ Seb Falk, author of The Light Ages

‘This is a gorgeous and fascinating storybook and a richly satisfying journey into the medieval mind. Anthony Bale offers travel hints you’ll be grateful never to need, like taking enough chickens and enemas. He shows how travel was always a matter of stories as well as what your eyes saw, fitting strange new worlds into the official worldview. All this rests on his prodigious knowledge of the least expected sources. Bale opens a whole scholarly library of smells, tastes and terrors, and makes a living parade of them’ Michael Pye, author of The Edge of the World

‘Anthony Bale tells us that the medieval world was known to some as the ‘Earthapple’, and many were the questors, explorers, pilgrims, merchants and crusaders who wanted to take a bite and pass on its delights, wonders – and its dangers. Intrepid, entertaining, unfailingly curious, Bale has now travelled far and wide in their company; balancing sympathy with scepticism, he marvellously reconfigures the contours of our forebears’ knowledge’ Marina Warner, author of Inventory of a Life Mislaid

‘Anthony Bale’s A Travel Guide to the Middle Ages ingeniously offers the reader two experiences at once. We travel with Europeans of those centuries as they travelled across the Eurasian landmass, and sometimes beyond; but we also travel to them, to their workshops, homes, libraries, towns squares, where they imagined and prepared for travel, and where they told their tales upon return. Bale seems transformed by his prodigious scholarship and travel, and this edifying and entertaining book is the proof’ Miri Rubin, author of Cities of Strangers

‘This endlessly delightful book replicates the promises and pleasures of real travel, as we bump into and then lose sight of familiar faces in unfamiliar places. Anthony Bale is an adroit, companionable and non-judgmental host on the road; he wears his deep knowledge lightly’ James Simpson, Professor of English at Harvard University

‘Vivid, exciting and astonishing, Anthony Bale’s medieval world is one populated by marvels and fantasies. Bale’s exploration, told through the many travellers’ texts produced in the later Middle Ages, is beautiful, gripping and fascinating, and informed always by gentle and empathetic reflection upon what it means to be a fragile human being in motion through strange lands, both then and now’ John Arnold, Professor of Medieval History at the University of Cambridge
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Preface

In studying the history and culture of medieval travel, I have spent many years wandering in the company of travellers from the past, people moving through a seemingly different world. Through the travel guides and reports of medieval people, I’ve been able to follow the practicalities, the pleasures and the perils of going on a journey back then. I have sat in hushed libraries in monasteries and palaces, from Oxford to Istanbul, reading in medieval manuscripts about travellers’ journeys. And I have packed my bags and followed medieval travellers’ itineraries through the streets and churches of Rome and Jerusalem. I have been soaked in the rain of Aachen and Ulm and got lost at night in Beijing. I have struggled with food poisoning, sweated with heat exhaustion, panicked over a tick bite and laboured with coronavirus in places I barely know. I have felt abandoned and despondent as I missed the last boat off an atoll in the Maldives. I’ve paid fees and surcharges, arrived at ports during strikes, had countless plans changed at the last minute and had to buy various permits, documents and certificates to travel.

In this book I take medieval travel guides and travellers’ reports as my sources. The reader will encounter a wide range of medieval travellers, who step in and out of the following pages; like the people we meet when travelling, they may make an impression but not stick around for long. In what follows, I evoke the world as medieval people thought about it, conjuring locales that were frequently written about but not always visited. The travellers we meet may not always be sympathetic to our tastes, but that is often true of those we encounter when we are on the road.

In the European Christian imagination, the notion of travelling the world was fundamental. We see this reflected in the mappae mundi (world maps) made in cathedral cloisters, in pilgrimages to saints’ shrines, in the idea of the soul’s pursuit of the Earthly and Heavenly Jerusalems and in the turning of early globes. To travel is to expose oneself to new knowledge, and yet travel makes sovereign the traveller’s perspective. We often long for travel and far-off lands when we are at home, and it’s at home that the pleasures and rewards of travel seem most apparent. Travel is endlessly seductive, but the reality can rarely live up to the stories we tell about places.

Writing about travel in the Middle Ages crosses genres: autobiography, nature writing, encyclopaedism, confession, history, diary, ethnography and more. These works also often have a dose of self-regard and contain misunderstandings, including fantastical creatures (ants as big as dogs, women with gems for eyes, griffins – half eagle, half lion – strong enough to carry off a horse) and places (the Fountain of Youth, the Island of the Amazons, even the Earthly Paradise itself) that were heard about but never seen or visited. To travel, in the Middle Ages, was to move between truth and fiction. Besides these elements, travelogues are necessarily highly subjective, partly because travel often involves encounters with the unprecedented and partly because authors come with all the errors and negative portrayals of others bequeathed by their cultural and individual assumptions.

Travel, as a cultural phenomenon, is imbued with much more than movement through space. The term ‘wayfarer’ could encompass anyone on the move: a traveller, a vagrant, a transient person or a pilgrim. Forced migration; expulsion from a town or country; being told to go on a journey for an employer; conscripted into a distant battle: such things are movement or mobility, not travel. Travelling usually engages a sense of place and involves a purposeful or chosen trip, an encounter with difference that is willed, mobility that is voluntary or considered. To travel is to make a journey from which one plans or hopes to return home, to choose to uproot oneself (temporarily) from one’s own world, to desire some kind of knowledge from the journey.

The Codex Calixtinus (c. 1138–45) is one of the earliest identifiable travel guides, an anthology of advice for pilgrims to Santiago de Compostela: which relics the pilgrim should visit, where they will find fresh water, how to avoid wasps and horseflies, how to pray correctly at the saints’ shrines. Written travel guidebooks were well established in Europe by c. 1200, and as pilgrimage became widespread, from about 1350 the genre (sometimes called the Ars apodemica, the genre of travel-advice literature) became a dominant way of writing about the inquisitive self. Medieval travel writing was one of the places where the narrator’s ‘I’ emerged, where curiosity about the world was formed into stories about observed places and individual experience. Travel writing was not, in the Middle Ages, an established genre; rather, it emerged haltingly alongside the growing practice of travel, but it was mostly addressed to those who did not or could not travel at all. Travel texts were for those who had an appetite for the exotic and anomalous, for distant and unvisitable corners of the world.

Journeys are very frequently the vehicles for intense self-reflection or, as the travel writer Alain de Botton calls them, ‘the midwives of thought’. On the one hand, thoughts are fostered in the internal conversations which come to mind as we sit in a carriage or a boat, in the introspective waiting time of the journey, the long moments suspended between departure and arrival. On the other hand, travel stimulates thought through the encounters we enjoy, or suffer, that challenge us in their novelty and strangeness, their lack of familiarity. In the following chapters, we will travel across and around the medieval world, seeing the values, pleasures, fears and desires rooted in travel. We will see the intellectual and spiritual development offered by travel, and how people responded to the familiar stimulus to write and record their travels for future generations to consider.

Even in the twenty-first century when so many people frequently venture great distances – sometimes out of necessity, sometimes out of desire – travel is never a straightforward transaction but usually dances between excitement and exhaustion. Moreover, all travellers exist in unbalanced relationships with the places to which they go, because of differences in financial interdependence, structures of racism and exploitation and general miscomprehension. As Elizabeth Bishop writes in her poem ‘Questions of Travel’:


Continent, city; country, society:

the choice is never wide and never free.



We take ourselves, our values and our demands with us, wherever we go, and these limit and constrain us even as we seek freedom.

In what follows, I invite you on a journey through the landscapes that awaited the medieval traveller. These are sometimes physical places, locatable, identifiable, some visitable today, and sometimes landscapes of the mind. I have mostly transliterated names, including place names, according to their most common forms. I have given parenthetical names when the medieval name is significantly different from the modern one – e.g. the modern Azov (Russia) as opposed to the medieval Venetian Tana. I have not standardized some reported distances, given that there was a wide range of measurements of a ‘mile’. I hope the reader will allow for some inconsistency in this regard, as we travel across shores of shifting power and variety. For the purposes of this book, I have drawn on sources from the ‘later Middle Ages’, roughly 1300–1500, a period of dynamic efflorescence in technologies and cultures of travel. In particular, this was a period when travel became profoundly connected with reading and writing. In other words, a culture of travel developed alongside the lived history of travel.

Starting with a focus on western European culture, A Travel Guide to the Middle Ages then fragments, diversifies and puts down roots across the world as it was known to medieval Europeans, from England to the Antipodes. I don’t claim to offer a complete itinerary of the medieval world: we could have embarked for other destinations – to Compostela, Salamanca and Toledo, Novgorod and Samarkand, Zanzibar and Great Zimbabwe – but one always has to choose a route. In what follows, as was often the case, a pilgrimage to Rome and Jerusalem gives way to a voyage of curiosity and exploration. I invite you to roam through space and place, through these sojourners’ writings, which both disturb and expand notions of humanity, experience and knowledge.





A medieval mariner’s windrose

The windrose developed as a kind of compass, in order to predict the weather and to navigate the sea correctly. The names of the winds were usually given from the position of the Ionian Sea, between Sicily and Greece, at the crossroads of maritime Europe.

(N) Tramontana, tramontane: the north wind, from beyond the mountains

(NE) Greco, gregale: the strong north-east wind, from Greece

(E) Levante, levanter, subsolan: an easterly wind, from where the sun rises
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(SE) Scirocco, sirocco, siroc: a hot, strong wind, blowing from northern Africa

(S) Ostro, auster, mezzogiorno: the weak south wind, bringer of rain

(SW) Libeccio, garbino: the gusty south-west wind, from Libya

(WSW) The zephyr, a mild west wind

(W) Ponente: the dry west wind, from where the sun sets

(NW) Mistral, maestro: a strong, cold north-westerly wind blowing from the south of France, following the master shipping route from Venice to Greece





1. The Shape of the World in 1491; or, A Preamble with Martin Behaim

Nuremberg

Iron beams. Wooden hoops. Buckets of mashed linen paper. A loam mould. Paints and inks in many colours. The hands and sweat of master craftsmen – smiths, printers and a bell founder. From these materials a sphere emerges, about two feet wide. It is the year 1491, in the German city of Nuremberg, and work is under way on a magnificent and unusual piece of sculpture.

The craftsmen are industriously engaged in making a globe: a model of the whole world as they know it. Their work is guided by a map which has been printed especially for this purpose.

Once the hollow sphere is completed, it is covered in gypsum whiting, a chalky glue. Parchment strips are placed on the spherical shell. Then a world map, based on the printed map, is drawn and painted on to the globe by a local illustrator over a period of fifteen weeks. The whole thing is paid for by Nuremberg’s city treasury, including wine and beer for dinners during the painting process. Once it’s finished, the Globe is placed in one of the reception rooms of Nuremberg’s Rathaus, the magnificent Gothic town hall at the city’s centre, for the enjoyment and edification of the city’s rulers. The Globe promises future riches, as it purports to identify where precious gems, harvests of pearls, exotic woods and the best spices are to be found: a whole world of trade for the people of Nuremberg to exploit.

In charge of this laborious undertaking is Martin Behaim (1459–1507), a merchant, traveller and navigator. Since the later 1480s he has been court geographer to the Portuguese king, João II (d. 1495). King João is keen to drive forward Portugal’s trade and its nascent empire in the Atlantic, in Africa and in the east, and Behaim sees himself as crucial to this enterprise. Indeed, Behaim is famous in Nuremberg for having, according to his own boast, ‘circumnavigated one third of the world’.

Behaim’s Globe is one of the earliest surviving European attempts to represent the whole world on a physical globe. It shows us how a group of travellers, craftsmen, scholars and merchants conceived the world in the early 1490s, on the eve of Europe’s encounter with the Americas.

Behaim’s Globe, now displayed in the German National Museum in Nuremberg, looks like a modern globe. It is intricately decorated in many colours, with countries, rivers, peoples, place names, mountains, animals and elaborate text. The Globe bears about 2,000 place names, a hundred illustrations and over fifty long descriptions, so it is both a sculpture of planet earth and a kind of encyclopaedia to be read. The Globe has weathered and darkened with time (and been subject to several clumsy restorations). At first it’s hard to make out what’s on the surface. But, as one’s eyes adjust, continents and islands and seas and tiny drawings emerge then become vivid: a world busy with details and destinations.

[image: ]
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Martin Behaim was born in Nuremberg, and his Globe is a product of that particular time and place. As Behaim was supervising the making of the Globe, Nuremberg was one of the greatest merchant capitals of Europe and a place of immense wealth. The Behaim family’s money came from trading in mercery – luxury textiles – a line of business that was international to its core: cottons, silks, ribbons, and tapestry, damasks and tabbies, from the Middle East, Persia and even China, traded via Venice across Europe. Nuremberg – like Augsburg, Bruges, Cologne, Florence, Frankfurt, London, Lübeck and Paris – was one of the rapidly growing entrepôt cities of medieval Europe, outward-looking and well connected. Martin’s wealthy father, also named Martin, was a merchant at Venice, then the most cosmopolitan city in Europe; the family surname means ‘of Bohemia’. Medieval Nuremberg’s wealth came from its status as the main marketplace in central Europe; its markets included goods coming from the east, especially spices, and the city was the focus of the European trade in highly prized and expensive saffron – used not only in food but also in medicine, dyeing and fragrance. The merchants of Nuremberg were active across a huge area, from Scotland to the Crimea, and had trading relationships with the Genoese of Constantinople and the Tatars of Tana.

It is then no surprise that Behaim’s own life ranged far from Nuremberg too. In his early career he adopted the European custom of taking a Wanderjahr (a ‘wandering year’). The journeyman (paid per day, per journée) moved from town to town before settling, once a trade had been acquired, in a guild. This was not a form of aimless travel, but a travelling apprenticeship. As a young man from one of Nuremberg’s patrician families, Martin went into the cloth trade, working between a network of great trading cities, in Mechelen, Antwerp and Frankfurt; he visited Lisbon too, and Portugal became the base for much of his later life. He married a Flemish-Portuguese woman, Joanna, who had grown up on the island of Faial in the Azores where her father was the settler-governor.

In the later 1480s, Martin travelled widely at sea, on expeditions to Guinea in west Africa and to Cape Verde, and perhaps beyond, and he lived for many years in the Azores. He died at Lisbon in 1507. He had visited some of the more remote corners of the known world, places that appear on his Globe.

Behaim and his Globe are poised, at the centre of Europe, between east and west: eastward-looking in the trade that had made Behaim, his family and his city wealthy, westward-looking in his activities in Portugal and his claims of navigating the African coast and the Atlantic Ocean around the Azores.

The information written on Behaim’s Globe combines facts of international trade with gossipy folklore. The Globe tells us that in Seilan (Sri Lanka) people go about naked. We read that in the Neucuran (Nicobar) Islands east of India people have canine heads. We learn that the people of Iceland are handsome white people who sell dogs at a high price, who abandon their children to foreign merchants in order to control the population, who eat dried fish instead of bread (as corn doesn’t grow in Iceland) and can live to the age of eighty without ever once tasting bread. We are told that it is they who catch the cod that makes its way to the dining tables of Germany. How do we know which of these things is true or false, rumour or fact? If we – like most people in fifteenth-century Nuremberg – have never been to Sri Lanka, India or Iceland, we have only others’ reports to tell us what’s there.

In the chapters that follow, we shall visit many of the places mentioned on Behaim’s Globe and we shall loosely follow the itinerary given by one of his main sources, the Book of Marvels and Travels attributed to Sir John Mandeville (c. 1356). Mandeville remains a shadowy figure whose actual identity is not conclusively known, but his Book was one of the most popular medieval travelogues, translated into a wide range of languages and circulating in many manuscripts and printed editions. He described a journey which started as a pilgrimage from England to Jerusalem but became a voyage of curiosity and discovery, all the way to the Far East; his spirit runs through the chapters that follow. As well as being popular, his account of his varied journey represents some key facets of medieval travel. Perhaps most importantly, it narrated a journey that was frequently read about but had not happened. Sir John says he travelled from England to China and claimed that his book had been ratified as ‘true’ by the pope. But no such ratification had taken place. Mandeville’s book, written in a monastic library rather than on the road, is a repository of wonderful stories that stretch credulity far beyond breaking point; the main place from which he departed was the realm of truth. That is not to discredit him as a source for understanding what it meant to travel. For Mandeville and for his readers like Behaim, the whole world was an encyclopaedic story book of diverse landscapes and societies, a living atlas of fantasy from which anthropological, scientific and moral lessons could be learned.

‘Many people take great pleasure and comfort’ in hearing and reading about unfamiliar things, wrote Mandeville. Contemplating distant lands was intended to inspire wonder at the variety of God’s creation and the marvellousness of the world (even as wondering at the world is another way of saying one does not fully understand what one has seen). To travel was to read, to read was to travel: places and travel narratives were understood via the intermediate agency of older books or other travellers’ reports or remote witnesses who had long ago written something about the world. In medieval travel writing, truth was alloyed with untruth, eyewitness testimony sitting alongside antique fantasies. Both Mandeville’s Book and Behaim’s Globe allowed their reader/viewer the chance to ‘visit’ places, via narrative and images. For the craftsmen in Nuremberg and for Behaim’s family – such as his sisters Elsbeth and Magdalena, cloistered in Nuremberg convents – Behaim’s Globe was going to be the only possible way to see the world, and so whether or not its places were ‘real’ was less important than how they spoke to their audiences.

The shape of Europe on Behaim’s Globe is recognizable today. It includes the delicately drawn outlines of the British Isles, with Scotland extending almost to the Globe’s top. France reaches out to the sea with the long arm of Brittany, and the island of Jersey appears, oversized, beyond Finistère, just one of many places to have been called the end of the world. The Iberian peninsula is neatly marked out, along with the Balearic Islands, the Azores and the Canary Islands, with the flags of their rulers showing who controls them, like a military general’s tactical map. In Denmark, a king sits on a throne with his sceptre. The Italian peninsula reaches down into the Mediterranean, next to Sicily, Corsica and Sardinia. The Baltic and the Black seas, Cyprus and Iceland are all present. Scandinavia is ill-formed, disappearing towards the northern edge of the Globe, and what is now Russia appears largely empty apart from its rivers.

Nonetheless, Behaim’s Europe is clearly identifiable to someone from the twenty-first century who is used to looking at a map. Likewise, the coastlines of the Middle East and of north Africa are still familiar to a modern viewer: the Nile flowing through Egypt, the Red Sea, the Sinai and Arabian peninsulas.

However, to Martin Behaim and his men labouring over his Globe, the idea of the world’s shape was quite different from ours. Once we look beyond Europe, Behaim’s Globe parts company with our view of the world.

Most conspicuously, the Globe has only three continents: Europe, Africa and Asia. It has almost nothing at its poles. At the Arctic north, there is open sea, bordering the northern edge of Russia. In the Antarctic south, Behaim’s artists filled the space with the Nuremberg eagle, the city’s symbol, with the Virgin Mary’s head and the flags, arms and ensigns of Nuremberg and Europe. Beyond the reaches of Tatary and Cathay (broadly, Russia, central Asia and China), Behaim’s world fragments into a succession of islands, many of them unnamed, as if the continents had become jetsam, floating on the vast seas of the rest of the world. There are two main oceans in Behaim’s world – the Western Ocean, which starts at Europe and reaches across to ‘Cipangu’ (Japan); and the Indian Ocean, which starts somewhere under Arabia and ‘Taprobane’ (Sri Lanka) and reaches across to near Java. A further ocean, the Eastern Ocean, starts east of Java and south of Japan, meeting the Western Ocean (that is, where we would now place the Pacific Ocean).

It is easy to infer from such ‘errors’ that Europeans had little understanding of their planet. Yet Behaim’s Globe represents the culmination of hundreds of years of discovery and enquiry about the shape of the world and the marvels to be found around it. It is worth stating very clearly that in general people in the Middle Ages did not believe the planet to be flat: they knew the world was spherical but they did not yet know how to circumnavigate it. One geographical work known to any educated western European was the Tractatus de Sphaera (Treatise on the Sphere) of John of Holywood (or Sacrobosco). This treatise, influenced especially by Aristotle, Ptolemy and translations of Arab astronomers, was the most popular elementary textbook of astronomy from the thirteenth century (it was part of the quadrivium, the higher level of the medieval curriculum). Holywood avowed the spherical nature of the earth, based on observing how the sun, moon and stars appear at different times for ‘orientals [and] for westerners’. He also described the ‘approximately round’ nature of the seas. Holywood asserted the existence of the Antipodes and reiterated the theory of climatic zones, following the influential template given by Macrobius (c. 400). This described a world divided into five zones or circles: northern and southern frigid zones (Arctic and Antarctic), a torrid equatorial zone which was uninhabitable and barely passable ‘because of the fervour of the sun’, and the northern and southern temperate zones. Behaim’s Globe marks this torrid zone with its Equatorial Line and a legend explaining that ‘day and night are there always 12 hours long throughout the year.’ Equatorial southern Africa, according to the Globe, is a ‘sandy, burned-up country called torrid zone, thinly peopled’. Beyond this zone, north or south, any landmasses of the ‘temperate’ zones would, therefore, reasonably be assumed to be habitable. Rumours of distant lands like those on Behaim’s Globe, and its detailed descriptions of trading contacts with the islands and kingdoms in the region of Java and Sumatra, suggested not only that such land was habitable but also that it was inhabited. The roundness of Behaim’s globular world and the extent of human habitation show that his globemakers were educated by an up-to-date body of knowledge.

Many august authorities in ancient geography and philosophy had speculated about the existence of habitable land, a fourth continent, beyond the torrid zones and separate from the known continents of Africa, Asia and Europe. Cicero’s ‘Dream of Scipio’ (54–51 BCE), which circulated widely in medieval Europe with its commentary by Macrobius, described inhabitants of the distant southern lands of the rising or setting sun, a human world well beyond the small northern portion of the world inhabited by ‘Romans’ (i.e. the Mediterranean). In Cicero’s account, the people of the southern zone (‘who plant their feet in the opposite direction to [ours]’) could have no connection whatsoever to the northern zone of Europe, yet Behaim’s Globe innovatively connects everything on one sphere. St Augustine (354–430), in his City of God, had accepted the possibility of antipodean land but thought it ‘too ridiculous to suggest that some men might have sailed from our side of the earth to the other, arriving there after crossing the vast expanse of ocean, so that the human race should be established there also by the descendants of the one first man’.

Many geographers and mapmakers assumed that the Indian Ocean was a kind of ‘lake’, surrounded by land, with a landmass at the south of the planet that encircled the sea. By the fourteenth century, the terra incognita of the southern zones was broadly accepted as existing, contiguous with known places and somehow reachable, although its precise features and location were subject to debate. It became understood that the torrid zone was to some extent passable. Behaim’s Globe, following Holywood via Mandeville, reported on how the lodestar or Pole Star was not visible from the Antipodes, and this is represented on the Globe at ‘Candyn’, an island east of Java. At Candyn and Java and in the islands thereabouts, Behaim’s Globe points out that the North or Pole Star is no longer visible but another star, ‘called Antarcticus’, the southern Pole Star, is visible. This is because this country is ‘foot against foot’ with ‘our’ land, that is, it is at Europe’s Antipodes.fn1 Guillaume Fillastre (d. 1428), a French cardinal and a keen geographer, wrote that ‘they who live in the furthest parts of the east are antipodeans to those who live in the furthest parts of the west’. Thus by Behaim’s day it was widely assumed that there were reachable but as yet unknown parts of the world, potentially full of people waiting for the Christian gospel to be preached to them and to trade with the west.

At the same time, the information on (if not the format of) Behaim’s Globe follows the standard medieval arrangement of the world, into an orb of three continents, essentially following what is now called a ‘T & O’ map. This Christian arrangement of the continents – a letter T set within a letter O – was a dominant idea of the earth until around 1500. It placed Asia in the top sector, Europe in the bottom left, and Africa in the bottom right. The T was formed by three bodies of water (usually the Don, the Nile, the Mediterranean) and the O represented the Great Ocean surrounding the known world, the ecumene (the community of the known inhabited world). Behaim’s Globe is likewise dominated by the three continents of Africa, Asia and Europe, all connected by the oceans.

The Globe was known in German as the Erdapfel – the Earthapple, both ‘Orb’ and ‘Apple’ of the planet earth. The name Earthapple reflects the medieval understanding of the planet in the form of an organic fruit, a living circle. This was God’s bounty in His perfect creation, reflecting a world traversed with routes that travellers – including Behaim himself – had taken, and all the territory that travellers could expect to find beyond the seas. This is similar to the tiny T & O sphere, held like an apple by the baby Jesus in a fourteenth-century fresco in Florence (like Nuremberg, a ‘world city’ of trade and wealth in medieval Europe). The infant Christ has the whole world in His hand. Here the T of the T & O is inverted, perhaps to suggest God’s perspective, looking down from the top of the world.

The T & O map presented the world as a complete trinity, segmented by God’s handiwork into neat continental portions. This followed the biblical statement that all people were descended from Adam (Genesis 9) via Noah’s three sons. In this ethnographic theory, Shem’s progeny lived in Asia, Ham’s in Africa and Japeth’s in Europe. If Christianity was to be spread to ‘all nations’, as enjoined by Jesus (Matthew 28:16–20), then a globe like Behaim’s was a way to represent and connect the whole habitable world, in which the gospel and trade might reach those places beyond the torrid zones, once considered unreachable.

The receipt from the Nuremberg city treasury which paid for Behaim’s Globe notes that it was for the enjoyment of the powerful city council (in Nuremberg, the city council rather than guilds managed the city’s trades). As they turned the Globe, the wealthy burghers of Nuremberg might have remembered journeys they themselves had made. The Nuremberg city councillor Georg Holzschuher (d. 1526), who instigated work on the Globe and supervised the council’s expenditure on it, had himself travelled to Egypt and Jerusalem in 1470 as a merchant and pilgrim. Georg Glockenthon (d. 1514), who illustrated the Globe, had made maps of the Romweg, the route to Rome for German pilgrims. Some would have thought about more intrepid destinations they had visited or longed to visit. They might have thought about the origins of the goods that had made them rich. They might have reflected on the news of Portuguese discoveries in Africa that were, month by month, revolutionizing European knowledge of the world (and in which various members of the Behaim and Holzschuher families would take an active part over the coming years). They might also have thought about fantastic destinations, pricking their curiosity, taking them to places in their imaginations that they could only know about from books and pictures.

[image: ]
3.

Where the place name ‘Nuremberg’ should appear on the Globe the label says ‘Behaim’. The Globe was a status symbol, where the Nuremberg navigator’s knowledge of the whole world could rest in his hands. The Globe in effect gave Behaim and the good men of Nuremberg a God’s-eye view of the world. So the Globe suggests Behaim’s past and future mastery of space, the world authored through one man’s perspective at a specific moment in time.

When gazing on any world map it becomes easy to forget one’s present situation. Like photographs of a holiday, a globe can be the starting point for stories about what one saw on one’s travels, about where one went and the route one took. The globe could be useful for navigation and exploration, but its format, as a large, luxury, material item, does not lend itself to physical travel. Behaim’s Globe is a souvenir, a memento. One of its functions might be to make places present, in miniature and in the mind’s eye. Mastery of space is always easier to imagine than mastery of time; people believe they can own space, but they know they cannot own time. On the Globe, the world flickers by, subject to the viewer’s perspective, towns are made tiny and awesome coasts become ribbon-like outlines. In that moment, the temporal is less important than the spatial, and we seem to see, and know, it all.

Behaim’s Globe emerged at a key historical turning point, a caesura, one of the moments when, in Europe at least, what is often called the ‘medieval’ starts to look ‘early modern’: that is, on the eve of the European settlement in the Americas after 1492. There are similar moments – for instance, the First Crusade of 1096, the 1453 Ottoman capture of Constantinople or the promulgation from the 1520s of Protestant strictures against pilgrimage – that punctuate the medieval history of travel, when the nature of travel changed significantly. But can we even define travel?

Most medieval mobility was highly place-based: the sale and purchase of goods from a specific fair, or moving between a network of monasteries, or a journey to fight a battle in a specific locale. The dominant form of travel that emerged in the medieval west was pilgrimage, which usually encompassed an element of tourism. A pilgrimage involved departing, typically on an established route, for a desirable and cherished destination and returning home improved, renewed, transformed. Reasons and motives for pilgrimage were various – sometimes pilgrimage was voluntary, sometimes it was medical, sometimes it was imposed as a punishment, sometimes one undertook a pilgrimage on behalf of one’s community – but a pilgrimage was always a journey to a special destination. Such destinations included Walsingham, Canterbury, Aachen, Wilsnack, Cologne, Santiago de Compostela, Rome, Bari, Jerusalem. These locations, and many more, were all imbued with a charismatic holiness and were key shrines for Christian pilgrims. But, by about 1350, such journeys had the trappings and infrastructure of what we might now call mass tourism or even package tours: groups of travellers paid agents and suppliers to ensure degrees of comfort, safety and sociability, and on their behalf travel operators dealt with obvious obstacles such as language, transportation, currency exchange and the provision of food. Travellers were brought together in unpredictable social groupings, with the ensuing frictions and friendships that arose. The unfamiliar was muffled by knowing where one was going and, to some extent, who one was with.

Travel represents a search – for happiness, for redemption, for wealth – yet it is defined by the tedious practicalities of shipping, exchange, illness, discomfort, delays, cancellations. Travel has destinations and is supported by industries and infrastructure. Travel can be luggage and packing, boats and mules, passports and letters of safe-conduct, bewildering food and dubious drinks, pitiless hospitality, encounters with ancient and contemporary architecture, foreign toilets and frightening roads. Travel involves gawking at other people’s clothing and customs. Travel places one at the mercy of the weather and of one’s guide. Travel is sudden moments of friendship with people who don’t speak one’s language, or finding oneself petting stray cats or tame birds as if they will become lifelong companions. Travel gestures jarringly towards egalitarianism, in the many ways that travellers are brought together or forced into intimacy. It makes people dependent on industries that exist to support or fleece them equally. Travel solicits the unwarranted excitement of not-knowing, the promise of worlds not yet encountered. Travel brings the traveller unexpected experiences of dislocation and disconcerting moments of déjà vu. To travel is to try to escape accountability, drifting across continents and through languages, absconding from the errors and failings of being at home. Travelling is only occasionally epic, always personal, but holds within it memorable moments of exaltation, moments that are hard to render into words and are remembered or retold as extraordinary. Travel engages frantic generalization, unsubtle observation, random but strangely predictable experiences of misery, spite and longing. Travel stimulates the desire to go to places one has heard about from reports that are credible but not necessarily true. Travel engages mind and body, though not always together. Travel exercises the traveller’s active curiosity while paradoxically involving protracted periods of the traveller’s passivity: sitting, waiting, delayed, ill, bored. Most travel involves some kind of profit or pleasure, but the purpose of travel often changes during the journey. When one travels one often strives to gain the ‘right’ experience of travelling, the appropriate benefits and blessings of travel. Yet we forget how little our strides carry; the traveller’s real position, or disposition, often remains almost unchanged.

A definition of travel will always fail because, whether by design or by circumstance, each and every journey is unique. Taking the same route does not mean that travellers experience the same journey. ‘Travel’ is the stories we tell when we come home, not just the actual experience of moving inelegantly, painfully and grimily across the planet’s surface. Written travel guides often bear more than a passing resemblance to survival manuals; places are described in terms of how best to be endured rather than enjoyed. But accounts of misadventures are more useful to future travellers than complacent boasting of successful voyages. As we will see time and again, the fouler the journey, the richer the prose.


Wisdom for travellers: ‘he will be judged a very foolish traveller, who, while making his journey, admires a pleasant meadow and abandons the journey, having forgotten where he first intended to go.’

Proverb, Egbert of Liège, The Well-Laden Ship (c. 1023)


The illustrators of Behaim’s Globe faced a challenge that many earlier mapmakers sidestepped: they needed to depict the extent of the Atlantic world, reaching from Portugal to Japan, rather than leaving the Atlantic’s watery vastness to the imagination. On many medieval world maps the Atlantic was imagined as the ‘back’ of the map, but a globe allowed for the visualization and representation of the whole, yet largely unknown, seas connecting Europe, Asia and Africa.

In the middle of the Atlantic on Behaim’s Globe, somewhat to the west of Cape Verde, is the island of ‘Sant Brandan’. The tiny text on Behaim’s Globe records the following next to the island: ‘In the year 565 after Christ, St Brendan in his ship came to this island, where he witnessed many marvels, and seven years after, he returned to his country.’ The Globe here refers to the legendary Isle of St Brendan, to which the sixth-century Irish saint Brendan sailed in search of Paradise and the Promised Land of the Saints. Whoever added this to the Globe knew the legend of St Brendan but also hedged their bets and kept the description of the island vague.

In the widely read story of St Brendan (which was probably originally written in Ireland in the ninth century, but circulated in Latin and other versions), the Isle of St Brendan was a lushly forested utopia, where it was always daytime and the sun never set. Its trees bore delicious, abundant fruit. Every pebble was a precious gem, and the rivers provided fresh water.

When Brendan and his companions left after a fortnight, the island was never seen again. And yet the Isle of St Brendan continued to be read about in stories and chronicles of travel, a fantasy of a non-place that, one day, might yet be visited. On Behaim’s Globe, to the north of the Isle of St Brendan four ships sail westwards, signalling European Atlantic exploration in Behaim’s time. Yet sailing alongside these ships is a hippocampus, a mythical sea monster, part horse part fish, from Greek and Roman mythology. The hippocampus travels westwards with the European boats, as the travellers take their ideas of the world, their myths and legends and preconceptions, with them on their journeys.

As is clear from its inclusion of the Isle of St Brendan, Behaim’s Globe shows more than Behaim’s eyewitness travels. The Globe comprises information from medieval and earlier travel guides: it gathers together the classical writings of Ptolemy of Alexandria, Pliny and Strabo, the earlier medieval accounts of Marco Polo and Sir John Mandeville, and the elaborate portolano shipping charts of the fifteenth century. All were substantial sources for Behaim’s globemakers. By combining these different sources side by side, Behaim’s Globe represents the way in which medieval travel must be understood as an admixture of ancient stories and eyewitness accounts, a beguiling assortment of folklore, history, geography, anthropology and rumour.

Travel usually involves some transaction of worldly power, conquest and domination. For Behaim, places like Japan and Sumatra are defined by the richness of their supplies of ‘moscat’ (nutmeg) and ‘pfeffer’ (pepper), desirable and luxurious spices traded through Nuremberg for the acquisitive merchant classes of medieval Europe. In fact, the Globe includes a detailed account of how spices ‘pass through several hands’ in ‘oriental India’ (the East Indies) before reaching ‘our country’: from small islands to Java, then to Sri Lanka and thereabouts, then to Aden, Cairo, Venice, with customs levied twelve times on the spices as they travelled across the Globe. The Globe was therefore one way of connecting the entire world in an interlinked chain of production and commerce, but Behaim’s Globe is also unsurprisingly Eurocentric and Christocentric. Throughout Tatary and Asia, people are marked out as ‘heathens’ who worship idols. In Africa, naked dark-skinned men rule from their tents, unlike the pale-skinned Christian rulers of Europe, who are depicted seated, robed, on their thrones.

It is easy to disparage, from our modern perspective, medieval travellers’ limited perceptions and misunderstandings of geography and place. But the world can never be fully known. As I write, erosion, flooding, wildfires, urbanization, earthquakes and extinction continually alter the planet’s aspect. Rivers alter their courses and seas become dry. Moreover, our sense of which destinations are desirable or important changes with dizzying speed. As Behaim’s Globe was made in southern Germany around 1491, there is no hint of the Americas, for such a place was unknown in Nuremberg. Columbus only made landfall in the ‘New World’ (probably in the Bahamas) in October 1492. Like that of mapmakers and travel-guide writers of all times, Behaim’s team’s work was out of date even before it was finished. Recent Portuguese discoveries in southern Africa are not included on the Globe and within ten years a similar map would be able to show north and south America, the Cape of Good Hope, the Indian coast and the Spice Islands of the Far East.

Behaim’s Globe was not necessarily concerned with accuracy and is not entirely honest about Behaim’s own travels. The text on the Globe suggests that, during his voyage leading a Portuguese caravel in 1484–5, Behaim had first charted much of southern Africa, discovering the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe and opening up the route to rounding the Cape of Good Hope. In fact, most of this journey had been charted well before Behaim, and the Globe is silent on the sensational news, widely reported in Europe, that in 1488 Bartolomeu Dias (d. 1500) had rounded the Cape of Good Hope.

The Globe fabricates Behaim’s importance and fame as a navigator and explorer, to his individual glory and to the glory of the city of Nuremberg. Any travel writing encourages travellers to see the world through their eyes, on their terms, and to fit their travels to their own image of themselves. And who hasn’t told a fib about how intrepid they have been on their travels? Who hasn’t embellished how incredible a place they visited was? The surface of Behaim’s Globe remains seductive, carrying upon it traces of many generations of travel, travellers’ lore and the desire to travel. Its iron axis and wooden hoops promise to spin into a wonderful orbit that reveals new worlds and counterbalances the inertia and confinement of everyday life.





Can I pay for that in plapparts?

Currency and systems of reckoning varied greatly throughout Europe. Currencies were often highly local, specific to a town or principality, and used various metals. From the thirteenth century, florins then Venetian ducats became widely accepted, and international banking started to develop. Most travellers had to rely on changing their coinage as they travelled, at very variable rates of exchange.

The changes of money between Canterbury and Rome, c. 1470.

First, one should get a letter of credit at Jacopo de Medici’s bank at London. The rate is

9 English shillings = 2 Roman ducats

40 English shillings = 11 Rhenish guilders of the Duchy of Burgundy.

Also change money at Bruges, where there is a bank.

1 Rhenish guilder = 21 Dutch plaks

1 Dutch plak = 24 mites

1 Rhenish guilder = 24 Cologne pfennigs

1 Cologne pfennig = 12 hellers

1 Bohemian ducat = 12 feras

1 guilder = 21 plapparts

3 plaks of Deventer = 5 Cologne pfennigs

1 brass penny = 2 halfpennies

1 Bruges lylyard = 3 halfpennies

1 old groat/grosso = half a groat plus a halfpenny

3 Netherlandish philippsgulden = 5 groats

1 Flemish stuiver = 1 plak 11 pence

1 lily-plak = 3 halfpence

1 korte = 2 mites

1 new plak = 4 pence

1 old plak = 2 pence

1 stuiver = 5 pence

6 Cologne pence = 5 stuivers

6 plaks = 3 stuivers (therefore 1 stuiver is worth 2 plaks)

1 Cologne lylyard = 2½ pence

1 Bohemian ducat = 3 creuzers, or 1 plappart

1 carlino = 4 bezants

1 papal groat = 4 bologninos

1 bolognino = 6 feras or 6 catherines

1 ducat = 28 Venetian groats/grossi





2. The Point of Departure, with Beatrice, Henry and Thomas

Irnham – London – Rye

In the year 1350, Dame Beatrice Luttrell (c. 1307–c. 1361) was in her manor house at Irnham in the Lincolnshire countryside, packing for a journey. (Her title, ‘dame’, signified both her noble standing and her role as mistress of her household.) Dame Beatrice was giving instructions and her maid Joan was doing the packing. Or, more accurately, Dame Beatrice was supervising and instructing, her maid Joan was passing on the instructions, and Henry, the groom and servant not yet fourteen years of age, was doing the packing.

Dame Beatrice’s husband Sir Andrew (d. 1390), recently returned from Gascony and the wars with the French, had inherited the family estates a few years previously. Dame Beatrice had grown used to running the household and living very well: it was a place of plenty, fragrant with the smells of roasting pig and baking bread. She had waited here while the recent plague marched through England, a pestilence that had carried off about a third of the population in its terminal embrace. Priests, servants, even bishops and the king’s daughter succumbed to the pestilence. Dame Beatrice had seen off the plague, her home had become a place of safety.

But her big house in the east of England, its grey stones squatting silently among solemn woodlands in the rain, was also a place of constraint. Dame Beatrice, over forty years old, remained childless. Perhaps a journey to Rome, via thronging routes, cities full of merchandise and storied shrines and altars, would give her the grace to conceive and deliver an heir. She would leave the manor house, where her bewhiskered husband would remain with the crows, the rabbits, the deer, the partridges and the pheasants. With his wife away, Sir Andrew could practise his archery at the butts, ride out with a falcon and glove and have his blood let, to restore his humours.

Beatrice and Joan ordered young Henry to and fro, snapping at him, their English mixed with their courtly English French, calling him gareson, boy. There was so much luggage for the young groom to deal with: bags and chests and packages, all overstuffed.

They were leaving on pilgrimage for Rome, but Beatrice and her family had made other pilgrimages before. Her family chose their pilgrimages depending on their needs and the amount of time they had. When she had toothache she sometimes travelled to the church at the town of Long Sutton (a few hours’ journey to the east). The church’s glass had a holy image of St Apollonia (who suffered the torture of having her teeth shattered with hammers and pulled out with pincers). Dame Beatrice gave a penny or two to the saint. A visit to St Apollonia always seemed to cure the toothache. When her father, the Lord Scrope, injured his hand during a jousting match, the family prayed to St William of York (a twelfth-century archbishop whose miraculous intervention was well documented and whose tomb sometimes gave off the sweetest of odours or from which flowed a healing oil). Thanks to St William, Lord Scrope’s hand then healed. So they made a pilgrimage together to York and took a beeswax effigy of Lord Scrope’s hand to St William’s shrine, and made an offering of the wax hand. Her recently deceased father-in-law, Geoffrey, had left money for the health of his soul to holy images all over the country, at London, Canterbury, York, Walsingham and Lincoln, reflecting pilgrim journeys he had made when his body was alive. Dame Beatrice had attached a couple of alloy badges to her cloak, signifying other journeys she had made. One badge showed the intricate cast of a cottage, recalling her visit to the Holy House at Walsingham (a structure said to have been miraculously transported from Nazareth to Norfolk).

And now, in late 1350, as the last two years of the great plague eased, this was an urgent time to make a pilgrimage. People said that the pestilence had been sent as a token of God’s vengeance. The moment had come for pilgrims like Dame Beatrice to express remorse, promise future good behaviour and make a public act of penance by leaving home. They must use travel to show their faith in God and the saints. Contrition, repentance, devotion, pilgrimage: this was what was said to be the best medicine for plague.

Henry the groom presented Dame Beatrice with her new leather walking shoes. She had ordered a modern style from a Lincoln shoemaker. The style was called the ‘Krakow boot’, quite high on the leg and with a long, pointed toe. She had also bought a little leather bag with a delicate filigree buckle. It was packed, so far, with a beautiful new rosary made of glossy jet beads; a knife, about the length of a finger; a mirror in an ivory case decorated with one of King Arthur’s knights on horseback; and there was a lot of cash in the bag too.

Dame Beatrice also had a small, wooden, lockable chest which was beyond full. She had utterly succumbed to the fanatical spending on the trivial that is a hallmark of preparing to travel. The trunk had two pairs of woollen stockings in it, along with a grey wool pleated mantle, a crisp new veil of the finest frilled linen, a new gown in a deep crimson with light-green sleeves and a collar made of soft miniver. There was also a silver bowl, some small jars and a little book of the psalms for which she had had a pretty silver case made. There was a good barrel of French wine in the trunk too, some small empty barrels and a piece of cheese, wrapped in linen, plus a quantity of hard, dry stockfish. And a couple of squares of linen to use as towels, for wiping things. And a new comb, made of some kind of bone, to keep her long hair in good order. There was also, at the bottom of the chest, an embroidered purse of blue and green silk. This contained Dame Beatrice’s gold ring on a ribbon. The ring showed St Christopher carrying the Child Jesus. It would, Dame Beatrice was told, protect her on her journey, especially from drowning. The purse had a secret set of coins in it, for unforeseen needs and wants.

The three of them – Dame Beatrice, her damsel Joan and the groom Henry – would travel together. Dame Beatrice had submitted a petition to the king asking for his letter and seal, permitting the three of them to go to Rome on pilgrimage without any obstruction or hindrance. For the first part of her route she would be accompanied by her chaplain (Brother Robert, a grave, reliable friar in his black gown, his fair hair neatly tonsured) and Godfrey, a silent, stoic yeoman from her household (a dependable associate of her husband’s who could act as a guard for the party).

Dame Beatrice’s journey was already very expensive, and she hadn’t even set off yet.

She knew that her journey to Rome would be perilous and long. But it’s 1350, a Jubilee year in Rome, the second ever such event (the first was in 1300, when Beatrice wasn’t even born). The Jubilee was a festival of forgiveness especially for pilgrims, giving every pilgrim the fullest of pardons for their sins, when even a life of the most vicious wickedness might be made clean and pure. It recalled the biblical yovel, the wondrous years when God’s mercies would be made especially manifest. Now Dame Beatrice could be one of the many people – something like a million from all over Europe – making their way to Rome to become pure in the eyes of God and to thank Him for the passing of the plague. The king had agreed to Dame Beatrice’s request to travel, and their names were on a notice sent to all the ports, giving permission for them to go overseas without hindrance; the list contained dozens of other names, some clerks, some knights, some widows, some serving boys, all of them pilgrims.

As her group prepared to set off in their caparisoned cart, Dame Beatrice deliberated whether to take a pet with her. Maybe a puppy or a cat, perhaps a squirrel.


Don’t forget! The two most essential items for any traveller are a staff (‘bourdon’) and a bag (‘scrip’).

Ash, tough but pliable, is the best wood for your staff. Make sure your staff is right for your body, a comfortable size for walking over rocky terrain. Your staff will be your support, but you’ll need it for self-defence too.

Your bag should be secure for coins and valuables. The best bag for travelling will have a buckle that closes securely, as this will protect your belongings from light-fingered companions. Your bag must have a shoulder strap long enough to be worn across the chest (so it cannot be snatched from you). For a pilgrim, a plain, leather bag is most fitting. Some people have the flap of their scrip decorated with embroidered fancywork, or adorned with pilgrim badges from previous journeys. Pilgrims should wear a simple cloak and a wide-brimmed hat, if they want to be recognized as sincere pilgrims.

If you’re taking a pilgrimage, you can have your staff and your scrip blessed by a priest before you set off. This is a prayer for a departing pilgrim:

‘Take this staff as a support during your journey and the toils of your pilgrimage, that you may be victorious against the bands of the enemy and safely arrive at the shrine of the saints to which you wish to go and, your journey being accomplished, may return to us in good health.’


In London, forty years later, another group of travellers was getting ready to depart. Henry Bolingbroke, Earl of Derby (1367–1413), the king’s cousin, had decided to undertake a crusade. He intended to go to Barbary, to convert – or wage war on – the long-bearded people (Henry called them ‘Saracens’) who ruled the land there. Land which, to Henry’s mind, should rightfully be Christian.

Alternatively, Henry considered making a crusade to the Baltic, to join the German knights leading the fight against the pagans there. He had heard that the pagans still worshipped altars of fires and gods in the trees. He wanted to show the other princes of Europe that, like them, or even more than them, he was a bold Christian warrior-prince, a new Crusader.

At the forefront of his mind, however, and his main motivation for going somewhere abroad, was his wish to escape difficulties at home. Just three years previously he had taken part in a violent rebellion against his cousin the king, Richard II. This rebellion started a cycle of vicious revenge killings. It was prudent for Henry to seek other battles, far from home. When one travels, errors and failings don’t cling the way they do at home.

Earl Henry was a wealthy aristocrat, an up-to-date prince, just turned twenty-three years old. At court they called him a ‘jolly robin’, a dandy. And so he would travel as such. His luggage could not be contained in a bag or a trunk; his luggage was a travelling palace, a display of his spending power, his sophistication, his magnificence and his powerful friends. He had set aside 24,000 Aragonese florins for the journey, brokered via his Florentine banker, Alberti, in London. Henry would travel as the best-equipped version of himself.

His travelling court included the following:

Several full sets of brand-new armour (including steel boots and hose, chainmail habergeons and breastplates and visors).

Large quantities of paper, ink and styluses (all stored in a special wooden document box, for the keeping of accounts).

Six new horses (a grey and a white; a sorrel, chestnut-coloured one; a bay, with a shiny brown coat and a long black tail; a ‘bald’ one, dark haired but with a flash of white covering its face; and a biddable little palfrey, the best kind of horse for riding. Not to mention saddles, ropes, oats for their food, braces, bridles, stirrups and halters. A farrier, Walter, accompanied the party; with him went a huge leather sack, full of horseshoes).

Six hides (large leather sheets, for covering Henry’s luggage).

Five lockable coffers (for money and valuables).

Impressive quantities of food and drink (bread, wine, salted fish, eggs, eels, ale, mead, linseed, butter, cheese, honey, sturgeon, bacon, mustard, an ox carcass, some lamb carcasses and much more).

Flags, bearing Henry’s arms (he intended to fly these when riding into battle against pagans or heathens).

A new featherbed (so Henry might sleep soundly).

Silverware and metalware (including new knives, a treacle box for medicaments, scales, salt cellars, racks for hanging cooking pots, and a roasting spit).

Backgammon and dice (to keep Henry’s men amused, and perhaps to make or lose some money, gambling, on the way).

Empty pots and bags and jars (Henry planned to spend a lot of money, and bring curios and precious goods back with him).

Henry’s family connections and the grandeur of his group would open city gates for him and gain favours; and the immense amount of money he had in his bags didn’t hurt either. He was accompanied by about twenty noble squires, three or four senior servants of his household, a priest, archers and foot soldiers (most of whom had been provided for free by Henry’s friends), and countless servants, grooms and domestics.

The Archdeacon of Hereford was appointed to travel with Henry in order to keep voluminous accounts of all the money spent and things bought. Reams of accounts were kept, of the money that flowed out of the royal coffers as the party made its well-appointed way across Europe.

In 1440, at the priory of the Holy Trinity Aldgate, beside London’s eastern gate, Brother Thomas Dane was readying himself to set off on the voyage of a lifetime – to Rome and, he hoped, to Jerusalem. He had been given leave of absence by his superior, Prior John Sevenoke, to be gone for 365 days, and no more. Brother Thomas didn’t (yet) have the same kind of money as Dame Beatrice Luttrell or Earl Henry, but he wasn’t (yet) as used to comfortable and fashionable living as them.

He planned to travel sparely. His heavy woollen cloak and tunic and his wide-brimmed leather hat would protect him from the weather. These garments, and his ash staff, would also demonstrate to people on the way that he was a simple, sincere pilgrim, a man of God and a soldier of the faith. The only large expense he had incurred was a fashionable new pair of shoes, made of dark leather and cut in the French style, what the shoemaker called a ‘bear’s paw’, with a rounded toe.

All his other belongings were stuffed in a neat calfskin bag: a tiny barrel for beverages, a stone cup, a little bit of money, some canvas undergarments, a small knife and a picture, painted on a scrap of parchment, of the Virgin Mary lamenting the death of Christ at Calvary, the towers and walls of Jerusalem in the background. Brother Thomas carried this image not only in his bag but also in his heart and mind.

Brother Thomas lived according to the Augustinian rule. Since his youth he had been searching for God everywhere, at all times. He was not entirely sure that he should be leaving his priory; he wondered, privately, if he should be looking within himself rather than wandering abroad. A friar or nun might better make a pilgrimage of the mind rather than of the body. But the monastery’s discipline itself had become somewhat lax, and there were many mutterings about Prior Sevenoke’s morals, his descent into detestable sins of lechery with the strumpets who gathered in the streets outside the priory. In the licence to leave the priory to travel, Prior Sevenoke had called Brother Thomas a man of praiseworthy life and honest conversation. Brother Thomas aimed to live his life in imitation of Christ. He looked forward to treading in Christ’s footsteps in Jerusalem, where the stones and streets were bathed in His sweet sweat and bloody tears.

The city of Jerusalem would be the greatest relic Brother Thomas had ever touched. He looked forward to suffering, thirsty and penniless and exhausted, in those very places where Christ had suffered.

Brother Thomas travelled poorly, meagrely. He was trying not to think about the journey ahead – about the grimy hovels where he would rest his head, the forbidding mountain passes, the inevitable seasickness – but he fixed his mind on the joyful destination. Like many travellers, Brother Thomas was setting off to confirm what he expected to find, to see a world he already thought he knew.

Not all human endeavours are directed towards extending one’s earthly life. A proper pilgrimage sought to heal the soul. When (or if) he reached Rome and Jerusalem, Brother Thomas would be cleansed of all his sins (there had, alas, been a few). Should he die, he’d be able to enter Heaven all the more quickly.

Luggage, expense, adventure, spiritual improvement, risk and pleasure. In the Europe of the later Middle Ages, people were packing their bags (or having their bags packed for them) and on the move. The travellers – people like Dame Beatrice, Earl Henry and Brother Thomas – were full of anticipation and hope, mixed with doubt. Their motives and reasons for setting off were many. The destinations were ambitious but, for many people, achievable. As they locked their travel chests and shut their doors behind them, each traveller was sweetly intoxicated by the world in front of them, a world waiting to be encountered, embraced, encompassed.

Travel is almost always fuelled by anticipation; the beckoning of the world before us is more seductive than the clicking of the latch as we leave. The voyage promises a new self. Yet packing for the journey is disheartening. Packing reminds us of the realities of travel. Our physical needs, the discomforts on the way, the spectrum of things that can go wrong and the myriad circumstances that we need to pack for: weather, theft, loss, breakage, the unexpected, the expected. Medicines. Intimate undergarments, stained rags, little towels. Toothpicks. Scratched hand mirrors. Bits of old soap and stumps of wax candles. A needle and thread. Many medieval travellers packed a sword, anticipating violence at some point on the way ahead.

And once the packing was done, one found oneself lumbered with a bag as heavy as an ox and about as big. Reality – in the form of a sackful of familiar stuff – trumping imagination and anticipation.

The traveller, especially the pilgrim, is sometimes said to sever his or her bonds with the everyday world, but their luggage follows them on their route like a reproachful shadow. People often lose their tempers when they are packing, or feel deflated, demotivated and depressed by the act. Through our luggage, we are reminded that we are always taking ourselves – our fallen, worldly selves – away with us on our travels.

The Milanese statesman and pilgrim Santo Brasca, who travelled to the Holy Land in 1480, concluded that a traveller always needs two bags: one full of money and the other full of patience. Other travellers said that one also needed a third bag: a bag of faith. But this third bag seems to have been the easiest to forget, or to lose.

For medieval travellers, the preparations for a journey depended on the traveller’s expectations. Preparing for travel was not just a matter of packing a bag. There were important additional matters that needed to be taken care of. First, one needed to get permissions to travel (permissions from one’s spouse, from one’s priest, from one’s ruler; and a written bill of safe-conduct to go through other rulers’ lands). A husband was expected to have the express permission of his wife, and vice versa, before undertaking a pilgrimage. Anyone living in an enclosed institution – like a monastery, a convent, a hermitage – needed permission from senior churchmen. One became an ‘alien’ the moment one left one’s own town or city. A safe-conduct, signed by the king and produced at moments of difficulty, would help to guarantee one’s safety.

Secondly, one needed to put one’s affairs in order. Everyone made sure they had dictated their last will and testament before they undertook a long journey. One couldn’t be sure of ever coming back to one’s worldly things.

And thirdly, one had to arrange one’s finances for the journey: the changes of money, the things one would need along the way.

Finally, many travellers took a written travel guide. This would include some itineraries to key destinations, giving the distances between them. It might include advice on where the best relics were to be seen. It would have word lists of handy vocabulary, and even some alphabets, and prayers for the traveller. And it might include some account and pictures of marvels and curiosities not to be missed.

A month into his journey, Brother Thomas had seen the places in England he had longed for. From London he had travelled north first, to York, to see the relics and shrine of St William (known as a good churchman treacherously poisoned by vicious rivals). Then he had travelled east, to the coast, to see the relics and shrine of St John of Beverley (known as a great bishop who loved the poor and renounced the world). Then he had travelled south, back via London, to Canterbury, to see the wonderful shrine of St Thomas Becket (known as a holy archbishop foully assassinated by impious knights). After that, he had made his way to England’s south coast, to the port of Rye, to sail for France and thence to Rome and, he hoped, Jerusalem.

In London, Brother Thomas had bought himself a guidebook for travellers from a bookseller.
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