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Dedication

Those who may have squatted in East London in the mid-to-late 1970s will recognise Longfellow Road in Mile End and the Grand Union Housing Co-op in Bethnal Green as the real-life models of Annandale Road and the Victoria Park Housing Co-op. However, while brief sketches of life on Annandale Road may touch on the descriptions of people who once lived on Longfellow Road, the actual characters, for the most part, are either based on composites or are entirely fictional. The details of the founding of the Victoria Park Co-op and the people involved in running it are also entirely fictional, as are most of its inhabitants.

If part of this journey was to address off-territory M’ikmaq identity, the other half was based on the often painful and deeply ambivalent ways that I grew to love London in the five years I spent there. In a very large way, this story is about London in different historical eras, and in the 1970s, a time when great crisis and change was being felt throughout English society. Living in London as an outsider in my late teens and early twenties shaped me; it changed me. Leaving it behind, it haunted me. In many ways, this book is dedicated to London, the source of such pain and ambivalent joy for so many colonised peoples.

More personally, I dedicate this book to my late mother, who when she was a young married woman travelled to London on a Red Cross boat, always at risk of being bombed or sunk by a U-boat, to meet up with my father; she lived in Essex during the Blitz and experienced a bombing raid before returning to Canada with her firstborn daughter. In her old age, she took me, her youngest daughter, with her on a very different journey—this time to Mi’kmaki, in search of her relations. Only partly successful in tracing her lineage and reconnecting with some of the people she had known as a child, she nevertheless reaffirmed her own Mi’kmaw identity in the process (and therefore left us with the task to recreate our own).

I also dedicate this book to the women of the Global Women’s Strike in London (formerly the Wages for Housework Campaign), and to Stephen Daly, Julia Clement, Wendy Meister, Thomas McCormack, and Paul Daly, for the good times and bad times we shared. I also want to acknowledge the casualties of the Thai heroin epidemic that ushered out the 1970s—in particular, the late Elaine Regan, and to Tony, Roy, and all the others whose deaths I can’t address here because as squatters, I never knew your last names.
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The idea of this novel came while reading Jace Weaver’s The Red Atlantic: American Indigenes and the Making of the Modern World, 1000–1927. His book spoke to two powerful sites of connection in my life—the Mi’kmaq world and England, or more precisely, London. Jace Weaver’s book provided the seed that this novel grew from.

The Mi’kmaw language, lnui’suti, was taught to me in our language classes in Toronto by Gabe Marshall of Eskasoni, Nova Scotia, so most of the words that I have used in this book are from the Eskasoni way of speaking, although other sources I have used utilize Listuguj ways of speaking. In our classes, we learned mostly phrases and vocabulary; the classes ended before we learned how to actually converse properly in Mi’kmaw. Hopefully, those who are fluent in Mi’kmaw will forgive frequent grammatical errors from somebody who is not a fluent speaker. The spelling we were taught was phonetic rather than the system now utilised by the Mi’kmaq Grand Council; I have tried to adapt as much as I could to the Smith-Francis orthography, but many of the words that I learned phonetically are spelled that way.

This history of Mi’kmaki told through fiction by those who live outside Mi’kmaki reflects my own positioning, as a mixed-blood Mi’kmaw person who has never lived in our homeland. My mother, Eveline Marie Anida Melanson, was born in Shediac, New Brunswick in 1916, the tenth child of Eloi Melanson, her Acadian father, and her mixed-blood Mi’kmaw mother, Cecile (Gallant) Arseneault. As a child, she experienced the ceremonies and connections that her mother had maintained with the people who remained in Shediac after the reserve was dissolved, and with those relations who had travelled to Shediac every summer from Lennox Island in Prince Edward Island to sell handicrafts to the tourists. However, when my mother was 12, the Mi’kmaq people gradually were driven from the region. Her family moved to Moncton after that. So my mother’s connections with Mi’kmaw culture were broken at a young age.

Because of this lack of connection with contemporary Mi’kmaw life as experienced in New Brunswick, I have created the fictional community of Kouchibouguac, inserted into a real landscape of southeastern New Brunswick First Nations as the modern setting for the book’s main character. Issues that are set in specific Mi’kmaq communities are written through a range of sources. The history of L’sutkuk was taken from Darlene A. Ricker’s book L’sitkuk: The Story of the Bear River Mi’kmaw Community, while I have relied on media accounts for information about past and present events at Elsipogtog. I have visited Elsipogtog with my mother, so that she could reconnect with friends from her childhood, but I have never been part of the life of that community.

The existence of a reserve at Shediac, the way it was broken up and its people relocated to Elsipogtog was told to my mother by Elder Peter Barlow, of Indian Island, New Brunswick when we visited him in the early 1990s. The efforts to free Donald Marshall Jr from prison after he was wrongfully accused of murder and subsequent efforts to clear his name after he was released is real; the individuals I described as involved in the process are fictional.

All of the information about the Mi’kmaq Grand Council is drawn from Mi’kmawey Mawio’mi: Changing Roles of the Mi’kmaq Grand Council from the Early Seventeenth Century to the Present, an MA thesis by Leslie Jane McMillan. I trusted this source because the author based her information on what was provided to her by the knowledge keepers, within the Mi’kmaq Grand Council in the 1990s.

Although I grew up hearing only about my mother’s youthful exposure to Mi’kmaw culture and ceremonies, the time that I spent exploring Mi’kmaw history in Siknikt and writing a fictionalised account of Mi’kmaw life in this region, has helped me to better understand the late 19th century off-reserve Mi’kmaw life in Siknikt that shaped my grandmother, and that my mother was exposed to as a child in the early 20th century.





Prologue


1974 Shoreditch – Joseph Callaghan

I have been spending a lot of time lately around the docks. From my bedsit in Shoreditch, I usually head down Commercial Street, and its extensions to Leman Street and Dock Street, straight to the old Ratcliffe Highway. Behind me are the Tower of London and the St Katherine’s Yacht Haven, which once used to be a commercial dock. Walking east, towards the London Docks, I pass the old Eastern docks and then reach the Shadwell Basin. Sometimes I walk along the lock gate, looking down at the scummy water on both sides, at the derelict buildings, and the line of lights along the edge that no longer light anything. Looking up and down the river, from this vantage point, I see a forest of old cranes reaching to the sky with nothing to unload, old abandoned barges, old railroad bridges, and empty warehouses. The rank smell of the water, the oil ponding along its edges from a thousand ship’s engines—I try to imagine what this place looked like in the 1950s when the docks were booming, crammed with men supervising the unloading of huge crates and bundles of goods from all over the world to the wharves, where other men stacked them on flats to be shipped away by dock railroads or canal boats. Sometimes I think about what it must have been like in the 1850s when steamships had not yet replaced sailing ships and the Pool of London was jammed with ships from all over the world, bringing in raw materials from every corner of England’s empires and shipping out their manufactured products to a global market. I think back to what it must have been like in the 1750s when the ships of the East India Company and the ships from the West Indies were flooding the legal quays with so much plunder from the colonial world that their warehouses were crammed to bursting. But around me, the docks stand silent and derelict.

Sometimes, I stroll down Garnet Street to the Wapping Wall, and stop in at the Prospect of Whitby, looking down at the Thames by Wapping old stairs. From there, looking further east, across the Thames, at Rotherhithe is the old Surrey Commercial Docks complex—including the Canada Dock, where for at least a century, ships sailing from Halifax, Nova Scotia—my home—docked. Now all I can see is a long pier that stands high over the water, some cranes and old buildings—one of which looks like a grain elevator, and a train bridge. No wonder I feel the ghosts of ancestors here. All around us are the visible signs of the wreckage of the British Empire. The same nation that once placed bounties on Micmac scalps is sinking fast. They planned to exterminate us. But looking around me, these deserted docks proclaim that the Empire is dead and gone. But we’re still here.

And yet this place has other ghosts for me as well. My English grandfather was a waterman, working these docks. He probably unloaded the grain, or the pine and cedar shipped from Canada; he may have loaded the barges that were towed up the Regent’s Canal where I sometimes walk. These docklands are in my blood, too. But it’s hard for me to imagine this because it’s my mother I’ve been closest to, and it’s her I resemble.

My mother is a Micmac Indian, from the Buctouche Indian band, which is not far from Shediac, New Brunswick. I’ve never been able to live there because legally I’m not an Indian—because my father is white. I was born in Moncton, a small coastal city in New Brunswick.

My mother was sent to the Shubenacadie Residential School when she was six years old. She never liked to talk to me about the place, but I know she had it hard there. She managed, despite punishment, to hang on to her language; however, she never taught it to me. She did tell me how they didn’t get a chance to get much actual schooling at the residential school—instead, they did the hard physical labour required to run the school, without pay. When she was 16, Indian Affairs persuaded her to begin domestic work in Halifax—she had wanted to be a nurse but they said that was not possible. And it’s true that many nursing training schools were not letting Indian students in at the time—but neither was Indian Affairs interested in changing that—to their minds, Indian women were ideally suited only for housekeeping and cleaning. They even set up organisations to find white women who wanted to hire Indian women as housekeepers. My mother went back to the reserve to look after her brothers and sisters when her mother got sick and emphatically refused to go back into domestic work afterwards. Indian Affairs was finally providing funds to train her to be a hairdresser in Moncton, New Brunswick, where she met my father.

My father is from London. He was still serving his apprenticeship in the Worshipful Company of Watermen and Lightermen when the war broke out. He was an only child and both his parents are now dead, so his line is gone. He probably has other relatives, but I have no idea where they are. I’m not sure they would claim me, an Indian, as theirs, in any case.

My father was a fighter pilot in the RAF, but, like all the RAF, he received his flight training in Moncton, during the war. He was shot down at one point but somehow survived. My father decided to immigrate to Canada when the war ended—my mother said it was the years of rationing after the war that drove him to it. Knowing Moncton well, he decided to move there while he took up commercial flying. That’s where he met my mother.

I got a chance to visit the Buctouche Indian reserve a couple of times whenever my mother went there to see her mother. My mother’s not allowed to live there either, even though she grew up there, because legally she is not an Indian either, because she married a white man. She still feels like Buctouche is her home, and hates the injustice of being forced to leave for marrying my father—even after the marriage ended while I was in high school. She wanted to move back to the reserve but being legally non-Indian, she isn’t allowed to. For me, though, being there for visits was very awkward. It’s so small and close-knit there—everybody knows who everybody else is—and everybody speaks Micmac. I was a baby when we moved to Toronto where my father was involved in testing the Avro Arrow, a Cold War interceptor aircraft, at Malton Airport. When the program was cancelled we moved to Halifax, Nova Scotia, which is where I grew up.

It’s strange—for centuries, Halifax was the port of departure for anything shipped to England. It was the biggest port in Canada for a long time—but, after coming to England, I see what a small colonial city Halifax is. England’s imprint is everywhere on our Micmac homeland.

I know that to Londoners, it must be a sad and depressing sight to see these old abandoned structures. But they fascinate me. Our history, in our Micmac homeland, is every bit as ancient as English history, but our civilisation did not make such a heavy imprint on the land. Our histories are contained in our stories. Here, histories are silent but tangible. The first known dock here was built in Roman Londinium, where Billingsgate Market is now situated. But they probably had a dock here when it was old Celtic Albion.

And yet while I’m looking at these docks which signify England’s demise, the spirits of my own ancestors overwhelm me at times. Sometimes I almost see the warriors who fought, grimly against the British for over 100 years; the emaciated mothers and children who died of starvation in the years after we signed the treaties or the countless Micmac men who served in so many of Britain’s wars. Our recent struggles for survival have all been in the face of Canada’s depredations. But most of our centuries of struggle to survive as Micmac people involved fighting the English.

In order to shake off the flood of images that almost seem like memories of those who came before me, I usually leave the docks at Wapping and cut up to Commercial Road, past the Sailors’ Home, to where the East India Dock Road begins; the West India Dock Road branching off from there. I turn north there, up Burdett Road, past blocks of council flats, with the Limehouse cut snaking out to the right. I pass a line of shops before I finally reach Mile End Road; crossing it quickly, dodging vehicles. I enter the tube there, catching the Central Line to Liverpool Street, and walking back from there to my bedsit in Shoreditch High Street. Wherever I walk, all around me is smoke-blackened brick; the smog of the old London fogs has left its mark on these old council flats. Everywhere I walk in the East End, there are more people around me—most of them poor—than we’d see in a week in Canada—even in Montreal which, when I was growing up, was the biggest city in Canada.

I’ve been in England since September when I began studying at Queen Mary College, the Mile End campus of the University of London. It was pleasant enough when I arrived, but since November, it seems there has been nothing but rain. We had 18 days of rain in a row at one point. It can chill you to the bone. I yearn for the crisp bright dryness of snow. And the bedsit that I rent in Shoreditch—we’d just call it a rented room at home—never seems to get warm. The gas heating is ‘pay per use’, you drop a shilling in the meter if you want the fireplace to light. But if you really want it to get warm and lose the dampness, you’d have to put in about ten of them.

“It’s because of the change in the money, from the LSD,” my English landlady explained to me. At my startled look—where I come from, LSD is a drug that kids experiment with—she explained. “That’s what we called the old money system—pounds, shillings and pence. It used to be that 12 pence made a shilling, and 20 shillings made a pound. Well, the problem is that they decimalised everything, to bring us into the common market. So now 20 shillings is still a pound—but a shilling is only worth 5 p—or 5 new pence—now. It’s terrible what happened—prices skyrocketed, our money was worth so much less.” She sniffed contemptuously, at government duplicity.

All very well to be sympathetic to Londoners—but I still froze in that tiny bedsit. I’ve always been fairly slight in build—I’m 5’8" and have always been on the thin side—but now I’m so swaddled in layers of clothes that you’d never know it. Looking in the mirror, it seems my nose was perpetually red. Sometimes my lips were blue with the cold.

But as the months go by in this strange place, it’s beginning to seem more and more important to find a way to connect to Micmac history in my research, to provide space for those voices in my head. When I think of how most of the ships going from Canada to England left from Halifax, I’m sure that Micmac people have come here before. I want to find out the history of Micmac people—and our Wabanaki and New England allies, of course—any Native people, really—in England. It will be hard work because it involves engaging not only in English history but the histories of my ancestors in our Micmac homeland. It may simply be an attempt to reconcile the two halves of my heritage. Because fully half of my ancestors came from this place, even though the racism here would preclude me ever being recognised as English in the same way that, in common-sense ways, I am recognised as Indian. The other reason I want to do this work is that I believe that Native peoples’ contributions to the world are never recognised. Maybe this work can contribute to this process. And it can give voice to the ghosts of ancestors who currently haunt me.

When I’m not strolling around the old docks, I sometimes wander along the Regent’s Canal, which starts at the Limehouse basin, trying to figure out my research plans. I’m not sure where this canal ends—perhaps Birmingham. All of these canals were once jam-packed with narrow boats full of goods being brought to and from the docks. It was dray horses that hauled the boats, walking along the canal towpath. Some of those boats may have been loaded by my ancestors. Looking closely in some areas, you can even see the marks of the ropes they hauled with, along some of the edges. Nowadays, though, the canal is dirty and deserted, sometimes with a slick on the water. Looking down at the depths I sometimes see water rats. It’s strange, but these are the only animals I ever see in London. Odd, that I would miss animals the most, here.

It was rats, through their fleas, that brought the bubonic plague to England, which carried off almost half of the British population at one point. That and the climate suddenly getting a lot colder—they talked about roasting an ox on the Thames one year—meant crop failures and famine. When you combine famine with the Black Death, it meant the country didn’t recover for almost 200 years. In 1300, there were about 5 to 6 million people in England; 75 years later, there were only about 2.5 million people left. The countryside was empty. Apparently, visitors to England commented on the eeriness of an entirely deserted countryside. The population didn’t start picking up until the mid-16th century. And then plague kept recurring, all the way up until the late 17th century.

On the other hand, the British government’s actions in my homeland for over 200 years, of scalping proclamations and starvation policies and land theft waged against us carried off almost all of the Micmac people. And a little over 200 years later, we still have not really recovered. From at least half a million people when the Europeans came—others estimate less but to my mind, we may have had more, we were down to less than 1,500 people by the mid-19th century. We nearly went extinct. Our population is now starting to grow again—but if you really look at it, our land is still occupied, and the Indian Act still controls our legal identities. So many of us are non-status and can’t even live in our homelands. I don’t know if our population will ever really recover.

I have nothing against the rats. In fact, I respect their ability to survive in this huge desert of stone that is London. Sometimes I offer them a little tobacco-which for us is a form of prayer. I also offer a little tobacco for the water, that England built her fortunes upon, and that has been polluted for so long.







Chapter One


1497 Taqumkuk. The Canoe Trip

The stars were fading in the pre-dawn light when we left the mainland in two canoes—a larger one, capable of holding a number of people, and a smaller, faster one. With the strong northeasterly swell, dawn was just gilding the tops of the trees when we reached the small stopover island where the larger canoe will stay until the waters quieten in the evening, for the much easier night crossing. In this larger canoe are my brothers’ partners—Militaw’s partner Lintook, who is pregnant, and Tiyam’s partner, Matuwes, with their two children. That canoe also contains Lintook’s parents, and my brother, Nata’nmat. We bade them farewell; if tonight’s waters are calm, as they often are, they will arrive in Taqumkuk tomorrow at dawn.

By mid-morning, we were well out into the massive swells of the open ocean, but Tiyam and Militaw, accustomed to ocean crossings, have with long practice become wonderfully adept at handling the canoe, which is why they formed the advance party, to do the rougher daytime crossing. For me, the youngest and least experienced of the three of us, my position was to paddle from the centre, as support for their efforts. I was quite excited when they allowed me to accompany them because I’ve never before been this far out on the ocean. In good weather with the ocean swell in your favour, it takes a full day of fast paddling to travel from the northernmost point of Unama’kik, on the mainland, to the closest harbour point in Taqumkuk, I have discovered that the crossing can be quite rough. My brothers have planned to reach shore before nightfall so that we can light a huge bonfire that will act like a beacon, and guide the other canoe towards shore. The riders in that canoe will be relying on the expertise of both Matuwes and Nata’mmat who are strong paddlers and know the stars well to make the bulk of the night journey. The beacon will guide them as they approach the land in the dark.

Lintook also handles canoes wonderfully, but now that her pregnancy is advancing, she only takes the centre paddle, adding her strength according to her means and relying more on Nata’nmat’s strong strokes from the back and Matuwes’ expertise from the front. Her parents came to Mi’kmaki to meet their Mi’kmaq in-laws and celebrate Lintook’s pregnancy. Now we are bringing them back to their home on the eastern side of Taqumkuk. Lintook’s people are those that we call the whale people; the Mi’kmaw people of Taqumkuk call them the upriver people. Off their shores are the vast teeming spawning grounds of peju. Once the second canoe arrives in Taqumkuk, we will rest for a day, and then begin the long trip around the south coast of the island until we reach the east side, and Lintook’s family fishing grounds. My brothers and I will all be fishing for peju while the women split, dry and smoke the fish as we catch it.

When both canoes are filled with bundles of dried smoked fish, we’ll head back to Unama’kik.

Last night, Enkidge took me aside and talked to me for a long time about how to conduct myself when we reached Taqumkuk. She knew I would be meeting with the people of Lintook’s homeland for the first time, and as mothers do, she wanted to make sure I understood who we are and how we were all relations.

“Remember, Nkwis, that we have always been Lnu, the people of this land. For as far back as we have been a people, we were organised as Awitkatultik, with the Sante Mawiomi as our leadership. But in your grandmother’s lifetime, we formally joined all of our peoples together to form the Mi’kmaw nation after we had driven out the Kwetejaq who had invaded our territories. Because we are such a large group, the seven regions of Mi’kmaki stretch across all the northern lands touched by the Atlantic. But we are also allied with the other northern nations of the Atlantic under the law of Nikmanen. Together, we are Waponahkiyik, the people of the dawn. Our lands are the first that the sun touches every day on this great land mass that our allies refer to as Great Turtle Island. As Waponahkiyik, we are formally allied with the Whale People, as well as the Wolostoqiyak, whose territories are to the southeast, and the Peskotomuhkatiyik and the Abenaki/Penawahpskewik nations further south and west of us. We also now have a wampum alliance with the Kwetejaq nations. So when you meet with the Whale people, you must realise that we are all part of a great network of allegiances.”

I was not used to hearing my kiju speak so long about our relations, and so I listened very soberly to her words.

“Nkwis, you must also realise that we have a special relationship with the Whale people because we share common ancestors—the Sa:awe’djik. And although we refer to the entire island as Taqumkuk, the name only really refers to the south and west part of it that falls under our jurisdiction. The Whale people have their own words for the island that reflects their jurisdiction. You must ask them what they call their territories, and what their name is for the entire island.”

As I thought of my mother’s words, I was filled with trepidation. Would I conduct myself properly with my relations? But my worries soon vanished, for I was daydreaming again. There have always been rumours of lands to the north and east of us, far away across the ocean—but nobody knew for sure where those lands lay. I’ve been told that at our confederacy meetings, the Whale people have shared stories of the coming, many generations earlier, of tall men in long ships, with hair that was yellow like straw. Because of this, we know that there is land to the northeast of Taqumkuk. There are other sailors from across the ocean, that have been coming to Taqumkuk to fish since my parents were young. Basques, they are called, and they refer to our Peju as ‘bakailaoa arrain’. Nobody other than me, however, dreams of travelling to all of these lands.

We already know that there is a great land to the southeast of us. To the south of Great Turtle Island, in the sea where the Kalinago have sailed, and the great land that lies to the south of it, there is a strong ocean current between the people of our lands and the great land of the Asante, Edo, and other very dark-skinned peoples. It is said that for as long as anybody can remember, there has been trade between our peoples. But nobody really knows anything about the lands that lie to the northeast of us.

Nuche also talked to me last night about our relations in a different way.

“Nkwis, all things on this earth have a common origin in the sparks of life from the Great Council Fire, and so every life-form and every object has to be respected. Just as a person has a life force, so does a plant, rock or animal. This means that when you travel you must develop a greater consciousness about treating everything with care. Everything that you gather, on your journey, for food or for medicinal purposes has a life force, so you must honour it by leaving a small offering of tobacco at its roots. And do not fear to be so far out on the ocean. Remember that we belong to that ocean—it is a part of us. Respect it, but do not fear it.”

Nuche also shared an a’tugwaqan with me: “An old woman once dreamt of a small island floating towards our lands. At first glance, the island appeared to be inhabited by people or animals wearing white rabbit skins; then it became an island of bare trees with black bears on its branches. She told the elders and vision people of her dream, but the strange features of it could not be understood, although it is believed to be a prophecy. We do not know the meaning of the prophecy, or when the events will unfold that it speaks of.”

He took a big breath, and then continued, almost reluctantly. “My concern, Nkwis, is that traders from the south have brought news of ravening newcomers who are waging a monstrous war against the island people of the sea that lies southeast of the mainland. I do not know if this is related to the prophecy. But I ask that you be careful during this voyage—do not stray from your plans for this trip.”

Nuche is known to occasionally have foresight, and I know that he always only ever speaks the truth—but I’m too excited to really heed him. I love travelling. That’s the reason why I was given my spirit name, Muin. Ever since I was young, my mother’s uncle recognised that I had mui’nuiqamiqsit—the temperament of the black bear, who roams far and wide throughout his life.

Of course, we do not go by our spirit names. For the past few years, I’ve been called Puski—for puski-weniyet, because I am always daydreaming. My brother Nata’nmat has his nickname because he is good at almost everything he tries. Most frequently, however, our nicknames are animal names that describe some of the personal aspects of individuals. One of my brother’s nicknames is Militaw, for the hummingbird because he is small and wiry and fast-moving and like his namesake, eats huge amounts of food whenever he can. Tiyam’s nickname, on the other hand, relates to the moose, because of his large size, and the way he lopes along on those long legs of his. Militaw’s partner, Lintook is nicknamed for the deer, because of the delicate way that she moves, while Tiyam’s partner, Matuwes, has a prickly temperament at times, like the porcupine she is nicknamed for.

We all have numerous nicknames from childhood to adulthood. But underneath these nicknames is the spirit name, which is considered to be somebody’s true name, and is not usually shared with anybody unless they are bringing forth life. Militaw told us a few months ago that he and Lintook had shared their spirit names when she conceived their child. By sharing their spirit names, they are creating the nest where their child’s spirit will be nurtured. We are taught that our lands do not belong to us—they belong to the invisible realm of the unborn children who carry the future of the land. I don’t think I’ll ever have somebody to share my spirit name with. I just turned 16 last week, but I’m usually daydreaming about all the voyages I will make in the future. I don’t really think much about girls, yet.

By late afternoon, the water was getting rougher. I shook my head to focus myself and began to paddle harder. I did not want to disappoint my older brothers. But the routine of the paddling lulled me. Soon, I was daydreaming, again, about the lands that lie on the other side of the ocean.

A sudden huge wave dashed over the side and soaked us, even with the high sides of the canoe. I almost dropped my paddle and was quickly was drawn back to the present.

“Puski,” Tiyam yelled impatiently from behind me. “Pay attention.”

For a good long while, I struggled to match their pace forcing us forward. But then the high winds rose, quite suddenly, and soon our tiny birch bark canoe was being buffeted in all directions until we were bucking and rolling like a piece of flotsam on the waves. When the wind dropped for a second, I could hear Tiyam and Militaw, offering alasutmaqnk, that we would be safe. This frightened me more than I had expected. I dropped my paddle momentarily to reach into my tobacco pouch, a small waterproof pouch tied to my waist. I held some tobacco in my palm for a minute, and said my own alasutmaqn, offering it to the water for safe passage before picking up the paddle again.

“Bail, Puski!” Militaw called urgently, as more waves poured over the high sides of our canoe. Grabbing the bailing gourd I struggled to empty the canoe as more water continuously poured in from the high waves that we were encountering. I was fighting the fear in my gut, for it seemed at times that we were sure to capsize. Tiyam and Militaw, even as expert paddlers, continued to struggle with the seas that seem far rougher than one small canoe could handle. And the wind continued to blow us more east than north. At this rate, if we survive, we will land on the south shore of Taqumkuk a good deal further east than our planned destination.

The wind gradually subsided, and the northeastern swell continued; we were all exhausted from our battle with the elements but elated at how fast it was bringing us along our journey. All too soon, however, my mind was wandering; once again I paddled slowly, contributing very little to the journey.

Once again, my brothers yelled at me to bail in the face of the renewed gale from the west that was turning the swell into high waves that kept breaking over the sides of our canoe. I bailed and prayed, as Militaw and Tiyam were, for safety from the roughness of the water.

The wind finally died as suddenly as it blew up, and very late in the day, we could finally see land. As we grew closer, it was clear that we had been blown quite far east from the western promontory where we would light the beacon for the other canoe; we would have to follow the coastline, watching for tides and sudden winds blowing down from inland valleys, seeking the promontory closest to Unamak’ik. We were very close to one of the small harbours that dot the southern coast. As we grew closer, we stared in disbelief at the strange sight that we beheld.

Moored in the inlet we saw a ship. I could see clearly that despite Nuche’s a’tugwaqan, this was no floating island—it was about three times as long as one of our biggest canoes, but it was much wider and built much higher off the water. It had three masts—one holding a big sail and the other two with smaller sails and combinations of sails that probably helped in steering. We were no strangers to sails—the small Basque fishing vessels that began to arrive in my parents’ youth to take advantage of the vast spawning grounds of peju always had a sail. But those small sails were nothing compared to these huge masted sails.

The ship was moored and showed no sign of life. Perhaps the men were ashore. Without thought, we easily brought our canoe up alongside the ship and beached it. We moved stealthily through the trees, hoping to catch sight of the strangers who had come on this interesting ship, without revealing our presence.

As we passed quickly through a clearing we heard the sounds of heavy steps. Quickly hiding behind a huge fallen log, we saw a group of men struggling to carry large round wooden containers of water between them. We were astounded as we watched them.

The three of us were wearing only loincloths, which were good for paddling, with no extraneous clothing to get wet. But we had greased our bodies with mui’no:me, before setting out, to protect us from the cold salt spray and to repel insects. For when the weather got colder, we carried our moose skin robes in a big waterproof sealskin bag tied inside the canoe, along with our moccasins, a wooden container of mui’no:me, some dried strips of moose meat and several bladders full of water. As usual, our hair was oiled and neatly braided down our backs.

These men, by comparison, were wearing what looked like a very long baggy loincloth that was sewn between the legs and down the sides and hung down to their knees. Something else covered their legs and what looked like stiff hides covered their feet. They wore long leather tunics hanging down below their hips, and some kind of white material covered their arms. But it was their hair that was amazing to us. Some of the men had hair like straw, some a fiery red, and some were brown or black—but all of it was shaggy and matted as if they had not groomed themselves for a long time, and they all had long hair growing over their faces. Their skins were much paler than us, although clearly they were tanned or sunburned—some of them were quite red. They looked hot and uncomfortable, and they kept slapping at the mosquitoes that buzzed around them. Even from behind the tree, we could smell the strong sweat and other strange odours exuding from them.

We watched them until they were out of sight, and were preparing to return to our canoe when we suddenly heard twigs crack behind us and turning quickly, we saw a number of men coming upon us from the distance. They carried ropes that soon, despite their distance from us, were thrown around us in big loops. We all struggled, and nearly evaded capture. Then I felt a blow to the back of my head, and everything went black.

When I awoke, the three of us were tied, hand and foot, and were lying in a small, foul-smelling space. By the motion of it, I knew we were on the strange ship. I was nauseated and dizzy, and suddenly I began to vomit. Gradually my vision cleared, and I looked around, to see that Tiyam was awake, but Militaw still seemed unconscious. I saw that Tiyam had also vomited, and it added to the multiple bad smells that filled the air. When Militaw finally awoke, he appeared disoriented for a long time, and even yelled at us in a strange kind of anger, before he too quietened down. As I looked around, trying to contain my mounting panic at being immobilised, I saw our canoe, wedged in a corner. I laughed, crazily, at that, since it was obvious that we were trapped there.

But Tiyam was focusing on Militaw.

“Your head injury is worse than ours, I think. Are you dizzy now?” he asked. But Militaw was too busy vomiting to answer.

Once he had finished, he reassured Tiyam. “Wigi gimk, don’t worry—I am alright.”

In a small voice, trying not to panic, I spoke next to Tiyam. “Ensis, what is going to happen to us?”

Tiyam tried to reassure me. “Don’t worry, Engignum. If they planned to kill us, they would already have done so. So we’re probably going to be their slaves. We can only hope that they are kind to their captives.”

“But where are we, Ensis?” I asked.

“I’ve been trying to figure that out,” he responded. “We don’t seem to be fighting the northeast swell. I think we’ve sailed past Taqumkuk, out into the open ocean.”

His words reassured me, and for a few moments, I forgot the numbness in my feet and hands, the vomit that coated parts of my face and my naked chest, as well as the floor around me. “We’re actually going to see the unknown lands to the north and west,” I said excitedly.

But Tiyam and Militaw ignored me.

“So that means there won’t be a beacon to guide our partners to shore,” Militaw stated slowly. “They’ll be out on the open ocean in the dark without a beacon.”

Tiyam tried to reassure Militaw.

“Engignum, my partner and our brother both know the stars. They are excellent canoeists. Even if they have to wait for dawn to land, they will stay in place when they see no bonfire, until things become visible by daylight.” In saying that, he fell silent, as did Militaw.

As the gloom lengthened, I heard the noises of the ship above—men shouting orders in a strange language, and the snapping sound of sails in the wind. Despite the numbness in my hands and feet, I was completely exhausted by our long canoeing trip, and I suddenly fell asleep.

It’s wonderful here, at the Mawiomi. The people from Epekwitk have arrived, and that means that my best friends are here. Jipjaweg and Ki:kwesu have been my friends for as long as I can remember, although we only spend our summers together. We have always spent our time running around, playing games, and swimming. Two of the girls that always accompanied us, Ajiyokjimin, and Mala:sit, have become women; they now wear the robes that adult women wear, and they proudly wear their skinning knives belted at their waists. And yet in their hearts, they are still like us. I can tell, from the carefree way they laugh. Soon enough, they have hitched up their robes and are running with the rest of us; when we jump in the water, they remove their robes. They now have their breasts bound to make it easier to run, but they still wear a loincloth as we do. We laughed and laughed all that day, splashing each other and taking turns diving off a big rock nearby.

Afterwards, Ki:kwesu and Ajiyokjimin went off in the woods together—I could tell when they returned that they had been engaging in sex. I like Mala:sit, but I am way too shy to think of doing this. Mostly when the girls get older they stop doing this and start seeking out husbands. I’m not sure when they change focus and why—it’s the sort of knowledge that women are taught. In the evening we have always had songs, and stories and teachings. This year some of the women went off to learn other teachings than we did.

I was awoken rudely by somebody nudging my ribs. A number of men stood looking down at us. They tied two ropes around my waist, and I realised my brothers were already similarly tied.

Each man held one of the ropes taut, on opposite sides of me, pinning me in place while a man cut the ropes around my ankles and wrists. They nudged the ropes around my waist, indicating that I should stand up, but when I tried my feet were too numb. I sat up and rubbed them with hands that were also numb—it took a good deal of flexing until I was capable of standing and until the numbness in my feet went away. They led us to a little room to relieve ourselves into a container. Afterwards, they led each of us to a ladder attached to a wall that led to the deck above and shoved us until we climbed it, warily. On deck, each of us was dragged to a railing and a bucket of salt water was drawn up and thrown over each of us. We each were given a piece of soft woven fabric to wipe the remains of the vomit off our faces and chests and to dry ourselves. Then each of us was tied to the deck railing, the ropes around our waists and chests binding us into place while leaving our arms and legs free.

A man with short and well-tended brown hair approached us. Unlike the sailors who wore long, baggy clothing to their knees, this man’s lower garment was puffy and short, covering just below his hips, with long tight cloth around his legs and dark animal hide on his feet. His upper garment was of a patterned shiny material, with a stiff pleated cloth standing high around his neck. All of the sailors deferred to him, ducking their heads as if he was going to hit them whenever he approached. He looked at us with a long, cool stare and said something unintelligible before walking slowly away.

We remained like that, tied to the deck railing, grateful for the sun and the fresh air, for the rest of the day. I watched with intense interest the men’s activities—how, in response to shrill whistles and orders, some of them scrubbed down the deck while others scrambled nimbly up and down rope ladders, furling or unfurling different sails. As I watched them, though, I found myself wondering ‘where are the women?’ Such an all-male world seemed strange to me.

What fascinated me, however, were the tools they used to find directions. My brothers, like most Mi’kmaq canoeists who sail out into the open ocean to travel between Unama’kik and Taqumkuk, know the constellations at different times of the night at different times of the year; from their positions, the general direction could be ascertained. I would be starting to learn this in the Muin Lodge, but they are consummate experts at it. I have no idea how they find their way during the day when the stars aren’t visible to steer by. Still, they seem to know how, since we had found our way to Taqumkuk in daylight. By comparison, these men seem to find their position across a wide ocean by measuring the distance between the noon sun and the horizon, using two sticks. I imagine they do the same thing at night with the polar star. They also have a strange instrument that tells them what direction to go in; I could see from where I stood that it had a needle that pointed in particular directions. Watching them, I vowed to learn how they used these instruments.

But my resolve dwindled as they tied us up downstairs again. Before they took us down the ladder, we watched while one of the men was shortening frayed rope by folding the frayed parts over and binding it to make it stronger. He used a sharp knife as he worked. Tiyam by hand gestures, called the man over. Holding up his braid, he made a sawing gesture, and so the man took hold of his braid and sawed it off, taking it as a souvenir. Militaw did the same. I saw by their short hair that they were now in mourning.

All night, or at least until I finally fell asleep, they talked softly to one another. But finally, their talk dwindled, until both of them fell silent. It was the last I heard from either of them until shortly before our journey ended. As the days went by, and they did not bring us up into the outside air but kept us tied up in the fetid filth below, my heart began to sink. We were tied to hooks on the wall, tightly around the waist but only loosely around our hands and feet. They untied our feet and hands once a day to take us to the place where we pee and shit, then they give us some salty meat and some grainy substance and a cup of water, and tie us up again.

Militaw and Tiyam have sunk into a trance, it seems. It doesn’t matter what I say to them, they do not respond. As time went on, I began to feel increasingly helpless. I was always hungry, but the thirst was worse, especially with the salty meat they gave us. There was nobody to talk to, to appeal to in order to rectify the situation, or even to commiserate with. When I cried, nobody responded. I have never felt so alone or so helpless.

Yesterday we were brought up to the deck and tied to deck railings. I took in huge gasps of the air, grateful to be in the fresh air, laden with salt. The sails were billowing with a high breeze, and I watched in fascination as men swarmed up ropes, in response to orders barked at them, to trim them.

But then I realised the real reason we were brought onto the deck. It was not to breathe the fresh air. The well-dressed man barked orders at two of the crew, who took a third man and tied him to the base of one of the masts. They took his shirt off, so his back was bared. Another man stepped up and took a long set of ropes with many sharp pieces attached to the ends that the well-dressed man handed him. To my horror, the man began to flog the tied up man, over and over with the sharp rope; ignoring his cries. Each piece cut into the man’s back terribly. His back was a mess of gore before the well-dressed man finally told the other man to stop. And everybody had to watch.

These men must all be the slaves of the well-dressed man. But what kind of people are they, to make such a brutal ritual to control their slaves? I have heard that when somebody’s relative is killed by a war captive, that sometimes that captive is tortured in their grief—but it is short-lived, and is a ritual to appease the person that they have lost. By comparison, this is a cold-blooded act. It is all about instilling terror and obedience. He has brought us up here to show us his power, to ensure that we too, will obey him. As if we have a choice, tied up as we are.

I looked in panic at my two brothers. Their eyes were dull and seemed to see little as if they were in a stupor. I’m not sure they even noticed the brutality. As waves of fear swept over me, I struggled with a feeling that I might vanish into emptiness, inside. I felt myself spiralling downwards. I gasped, sucked in the fresh air, and tried to calm myself. But then a few seabirds flew overhead, and I lost myself in watching them for a time. When I returned to the present I felt calmer.

I understand now why the men who do the work—there seems to be about 14 of them—run around so fast and keep their heads lowered in front of the master. They do all of the dangerous work climbing up the rigging to fix the sails, even climbing up onto a perch that is very high up, to see what lies ahead. And they do all of the daily routine work, like cleaning the decks. I also understand now, why there are no women aboard. If there were, the men would be stronger; they would not submit to such tyranny.

As they led us below again, into the dark filthy stench and tied us up, I struggled to distract myself. I’m not sure I will be able to survive if this is the kind of slavery we are facing. I cried myself to sleep that night again. But once again, Militaw and Tiyam ignored my tears, as they had ignored the flogging of that poor man, above.

Paktsm is here. I really like her. She has a man’s spirit in her. They say she has already brought down a moose, which she shot with an arrow buried deep in his eye. Most of us boys haven’t even managed to bring down a deer, yet. She wears a loincloth like us, but with her breasts bound with deer hide so that she can run. And she braids her hair down her back the way we do. At our last gathering, she spent time in the menstrual hut, along with Mala:sit. But she goes off for teachings with the other two-spirits in the evening. Last night I began my own teachings, in the Muin Lodge. They have such spiritual power. I’m looking forward to learning more, and becoming apprenticed to that lodge, and joining the traders and travellers who are part of the Muin Lodge.

I woke to another dreary day. None of the men who come to tend us once a day seem to wash. They scrub down the deck but not their own bodies. The well-dressed man masks his smell by wearing something that has a strong, sweet fragrance—but underneath it, I can smell his body odour. The other men work too hard with too many clothes on in the heat of the day; they sweat hard but never seem to feel the need to clean themselves. As time passes, I can also smell the sourness of my own rank body odour; I yearn to immerse myself in the ocean and get clean.

Militaw and Tiyam are no longer eating—I worry about how thin they are getting. They do drink a little. Before they tie us up again, I grab their rations and eat them. The man who brings us our food doesn’t seem to mind. I am determined that I will survive.

During the times when the area we are in is a little lighter, I fight off fear and sadness by looking at everything that they have stored near us, in the hold. Some of it is fascinating: tools made of a strange hard substance, some with jagged edges, others with sharp edges, huge bundles of the twine that is used everywhere on the ship, long-bladed instruments with handles which look as if they could be used for fighting, bundles of clothing, and kits with incredibly fine awls and something much finer than sinew. I know the women would love to be able to use this for sewing.

One day, I heard one of the men on deck begin crying out loudly. The men seemed to greet this announcement with tremendous excitement. They brought us up on deck some time afterwards, and while I looked around, fearfully, to see what horrors they had brought us up for today, I realised we could see land in the distance. Despite my fears of what awaits us, I was desperately glad to see the end of our journey in sight. And I could also feel a little of my old curiosity reawakening. For the first time, we will be able to see what lies to the north on the other side of the ocean from Great Turtle Island. The men around me are calling it ‘inklan’.

That night, after the men were asleep, I struggled with the rope they now use only around our waists until I was able to untie myself. I took a couple of soft cloths from a bundle and opening a water barrel, I poured a dipperful onto the cloth and used it to wash my face and with successive dipperfuls, to wash down my whole body. It wasn’t as good as having soapwort, but I repeated it over and over until I could feel that my body was much cleaner. Then I took more cloths and brought them to Tiyam. I could feel him revive slightly at the touch of clean water on his face; at my bidding, he too began to wash himself down, as I brought him more cloths and water to repeat the process. He actually smiled at me before lying down again. I repeated the process with Militaw. He too revived slightly at the touch of clean water. Finally, I brought us all dipperfuls to drink; the water revived them as well. Then I closed the barrel, and tucked the pile of wet cloths under the edge of one of the pieces of a sailcloth that we were lying on, and re-tied my ropes. I slept better that night than I had in a while.

The next day we were brought up on deck again. Perhaps they want us looking healthier than we would look if we continued to lie in the filth below. We were close enough to land for the ship to change course in order to sail along the shore. At some point the ship turned again; according to the sun, it had moved north. When we reached the estuary of a great river, we changed direction again, turning west and sailing down the river. As we sailed, I could see villages and fields of crops on the north banks of the river. On the south bank, part of it was marsh and I couldn’t see any farms from the ship.

Perhaps these people are farmers like the Kwetejaq, I thought, hopefully. As the river narrowed, the men furled the biggest sail and so the ship began to move forward quite slowly. The men periodically threw down a rope to test the depth of the water. Now the ship was moving still more slowly, southward around a deep bend in the river and northward up the other side, with the men taking constant measures of the river’s depth. Moving still more slowly, further west, the ship drew up to a spit of wood coming out from the land. ‘Towawof’, I heard the men refer to it.

Nearby was a huge white building, resembling a small mountain—like nothing I’d ever seen before. As the ship was approaching the spit of wood, somebody brought the well-dressed man the sealskin bag from our canoe, which he gave to us, after ordering the men to untie us. I took the bag and first of all opened the small container of mui’no:me, the bear grease which, when it is needed, has healing properties. I rubbed some together on my palms and lightly spread some on Tiyam’s face. He took a deep breath at that, and some light entered his eyes again. Taking more into my palms, I rubbed it through his short rumpled hair, smoothing it down and making it neat again. I then did the same with Militaw, noting happily that he too was beginning to look more alive as the bear grease brought him back to himself a little. I then unbraided my hair, combed it with my fingers as best I could, and gave the vial to Tiyam, asking him to oil and braid my hair. He smiled a little and rubbed some of the bear grease through my hair until it was smooth and shining again. He then braided it neatly, down my back, securing it with the deer hide tie that I had worn since setting out from Unamaki’k. Closing up the vial of bear grease, I opened our water containers and all three of us drank deeply of the good water from our homeland. Finally, I pulled out some dried moose meat and we all ate it hungrily, washing it down with the last of our water. I pulled out our moccasins and our robes, and we all put them on. Suddenly, I felt proud of myself and who I was—and I could see that Tiyam and Militaw were also once more back in their bodies. We were now prepared for whatever violence we might experience, as we approached the man they called ‘Mistacawbut’ and waited to disembark with him.

As we left the ship, we had to stand a few minutes feeling a strange heaving, until our legs became accustomed enough to be on solid ground to allow us to walk without staggering. The man then escorted us down a long walk back along the river; on one side was the river and on the other side a small body of water. Turning away from the river, we crossed the body of water on a small bridge. On the other side was a gate that we entered, into a building where men wearing some kind of hard shiny substance on their bodies held guard with long spears. The man they call mistacawbut produced a roll of some kind of skin, which he showed to the men; after that, we were allowed to go through. It was a long walk, across the ground to the huge building, and across the length of the building, with guards all around us forming an escort. At the edge of the building were circular steps. We were all troubled at the idea of moving onto a higher level, but with little choice, we followed the guards and mistacawbut up step after step to an upper level, where we entered what the guards referred to as the ‘kort’. Down a long floor covered with soft material, we saw a large chair, where a man dressed in robes the colour of the wild grapes that grew at home sat waiting for us.

As I looked around me at the visible signs of power that this man commanded—with his warriors and his massive fortifications, I could not help wondering what kind of society maintained their leaders—for clearly this was a Kji-Saqamaw—so apart and so elevated from the people he spoke for.

Mistacawbut went down on his knees and bowed his head. The three of us stood there, waiting for the Kji-Saqamaw to acknowledge us. Finally, he spoke and mistacawbut stood up. He pulled me forward—perhaps because my hair was long and braided and I appeared neat and composed, while my brothers with their short shaggy hair still looked a little distraught. They looked like the thin, grieving men that they were. The Kji-Saqamaw looked at me coldly and dismissed my brothers with a glance. A long conversation ensued between the Kji-Saqamaw and Mistacabut, while the three of us waited with the patience that we had learned, sufficient to keep us silent and immobile in the face of our profound uncertainty about our futures.

Finally, Mistacawbut took me by the arm and led me back down the steps and out of the huge fortification; my brothers following behind. Instead of walking back to the ship, however, he led us along the path beside the river until we came to a place where two of these large paths met. Glancing to my left, I saw a huge structure stretching out into the river—clearly a bridge, which seemed to lead all the way over to the other side of the river we had arrived on. But there were huge structures built on the bridge—it was like nothing I had ever seen before. Instead of turning left towards this bridge, however, mistacawbut turned right, away from the water. As we strode along the wide, hard-surfaced path behind him, we passed intersections with other wide, hard-surfaced paths, some with very tall structures overhanging the streets. But we barely had any time to observe the buildings; we were so overwhelmed at the press of people all around us, and the cacophony of noises. Overlying all of it were the smells, which alternated between body odours, food smells, sudden gusts of perfume, and the overpowering smell of excrement. Finally, we turned off of the path and walked along the edge of a big wall.

When we finally stopped, it was in front of a high-walled enclosure. Entering, we walked around a huge building and past a large open space where men in long, black robes were working their gardens. We finally came to a long, low hall. Walking to the end of it, we entered a big room with a huge fire pit set into a wall. A man in a black robe and hood gestured for us to sit down on some high flat pieces of wood, in front of a big wooden structure with a flat surface.

Mistacawbut spoke to this man for a few minutes and left. The man then ladled three large bowls of a thick soup made with the meat of some unknown kind of fowl and set them down on the eating surface in front of us along with a metal-eating implement. He also set out a loaf of something and a container of water. We sat down, and after handling the loaf quizzically, the man in the black robe cut slices, spread a kind of grease on them and taking a bite of one slice by example, handed us some slices. He poured water from the container into our drinking vessels. The food was wonderful after the salty meat on the ship; we ate and drank until we were sated.

Afterwards, I pointed to the water and made a gesture to mime washing my arms and body. The man in black then led us into a room with several huge tubs, big enough for a man to sit in, a large container with fire in it, and on top of the container were other large containers filled with water that steamed. The man took one of the containers off the stove, with amazing strength, and poured it into one of the tubs, then added cold water that he obtained by pushing on a handle and pumping it again and again into the empty container. Handing me a piece of greasy substance with a sweet smell, the man mimed that I should take off my clothes and sit in one of the big tubs. The man rubbed the piece of greasy substance in some water, and I suddenly understood that this was to be used as we use soapwort at home. Getting into the water, I soaked myself and scrubbed myself with the soapy substance all over. I even immersed my long hair and scrubbed my scalp with the soap. Finally, I stood up and the man handed me a large container of cooler water to pour over my hair and body, and then a big square of white material which was quite soft. I rubbed myself dry with it, and then wrapped it around my waist, while the man gave me another cloth to wrap my head in.

While I was doing this, similar baths were being prepared for Militaw and Tiyam; they bathed themselves and then wrapped a towel around their waists, although the cloths around their heads were not used for long since their hair was now short and shaggy. When my hair had dried a little, I methodically rubbed bear oil through it to make it manageable. Tiyam then helped me to braid it properly again.

Afterwards, the man showed us to a room where we could relieve ourselves into another kind of container. When we were finished, he led us down the hallway with many doors, and opening a door to three rooms, bade us enter. Each room had a pallet and a window and the same kind of wooden seats and high surfaces as we had eaten on. The man in the black robe then departed. We were all very uneasy about the separateness of each room. Finally, Militaw and I took our pallets and dragged them into Tiyam’s room and closed the door behind us. Our pallets together filled the room like the floor of a wikuom, and finally, with the exhaustion and overwhelming fear of the voyage now behind us, safe in each other’s company and no longer tied up, we all slept soundly for the rest of the day and all through the night.







Chapter Two


1499: At the Augustinian Friary

It was a warm spring morning as I took the back gate out of the Augustinian Friary. Skirting the wall that encloses this city, I cut over to Bishopsgate, unconsciously retracing the steps that we had taken two years earlier, when John Cabot first kidnapped us and brought us to London to present us to their King—Henry Tudor, they told me—at the Tower of London. As I kept walking, on my way to the wharves to watch the ships being unloaded with all their wares, as I sometimes like to do, I reflected on the city around me that, as I learned English, had gradually become legible to me.

John Cabot had spent a couple of months with us before leaving on his next voyage. It was Cabot who showed us off, to the crowds who gathered everywhere to see us, in those first frightening weeks travelling around England—a cacophony of noise, strange smells assaulting the nostrils, fearsome faces pressing, hands grasping to grab at us as if we were a species of unknown animal. But it was also Cabot who enabled Militaw and Tiyam to go home, on one of the ships that were beginning to depart regularly to Taqumkuk to fish for the cod that he had told the king of England about.

We had all learned a handful of words in English by then. ‘Home’ was one of them. So when Cabot talked about ‘going home’ to us, we waited until he held a long discussion with the friars about it. When the friar who had first welcomed us nodded his assent to Cabot’s proposal, we trusted him. So after that, Militaw and Tiyam followed Cabot to the fishing boat on which Cabot had secured passage for them, so that they could return to Taqumkuk, and from there, to our home in Unama’kik.

I much prefer the friars. They do not have the aura of cruelty about them that Cabot has. And I have opted to stay a little longer in England. There is too much I want to learn—and I know that when the time comes to depart, I can take a fishing boat home in the same way as my brothers did. The king’s interest in us has waned. In truth, I think he has forgotten us, but the friars do not mind me staying on here. I work for my keep, doing any jobs that require a younger man’s strength and tending the large gardens they maintain.

The reality is that the passage to England has marked me. Since that terrible time on the ship when my two brothers disappeared into their grief, leaving me to think for the three of us, I cannot remember being the carefree youth that I was when I left Mi’kmaki. I still think about the boys and girls I played with ever since I was a child and how they are now becoming young men and women. Sometimes I think about the stages of life that I will not experience. When I was kidnapped, I was beginning to learn the preliminary knowledge that is needed to enter the Muin lodge. Some who enter that lodge feel the power of Muin and develop ila’latl—the ability to heal spiritually. Others chart the skies and study the path that Muin takes in the sky throughout the seasons and the ways in which it governs our life activities. But most of us who enter the Muin Lodge are there because they feel mui’nuiqamiqsit; they become travellers and traders. I had always assumed that this would be the direction I would take. But that path towards knowledge now feels too far away.

And yet in a strange way, I also feel that the spirit of mui’nuiqamiqsit is still strong in me. I am staying in England to learn navigation so that when I return to Mi’kmaki I will be able to travel further than my people have ever done before.

Since the voyage, I have also lost my habit of daydreaming. Normally I would get another nickname, but there is nobody here to do that. I do not want to use my spirit name—but the English do not understand the concept and the old friar who showed me pictures of different animals told me that the English word for muin is bear. The English all seem to have two names, so I have adopted the king’s name since it was in his name that we were kidnapped. My name is now Henry Bear.

Often, I sit and listen to the men singing. They sing at different times from first thing in the morning to last thing at night; sometimes I wake at midnight and hear them singing. There is a terrible beauty to the singing. Sometimes there is sonorous chanting that seems to last for hours. At other times, they sing glorious harmonious; some of the men singing as high as women do at home. And yet in some strange way it frightens me a little, the collective intensity that the men all maintain in singing at all hours. There is nothing light-hearted about it—and they never sing social songs or work songs.

I much prefer the daily life of the men who work in the gardens because they seem more ordinary and adapted to physical work. I have become accustomed to the strange vegetables they grow. The roots—salsify, scorzonera, skirret, and rampion—are unusual-tasting, but then, at home, Mi’kmaw people have always eaten a large number of different roots. When I am not helping with weeding, I turn the soil over and mix in manure for the land that is currently fallow. Sometimes I assist the shepherds who tend the small flock of sheep that the friary keeps on their less arable land.

“Friar Gascoigne,” I asked the elderly friar who first greeted my brothers and me when we arrived at the friary two years ago. “Why do you keep sheep, but no other animals here?” While learning English, the friar had shown me drawings of the animals that they call ‘wild’, as well as the cows, horses, dogs, and cats, that the English have somehow, managed to bend to their will and make their own. But the only animals they keep at the friary are sheep.

“We sell the wool,” the old friar, Bernard Gascoigne, told me. “Wool is England’s primary export. The monasteries all have a hand in it. Some monasteries sell other produce to London, of course, such as grain and cheese—but all of the monasteries survive by selling wool.”

He paused for a moment. “The Cistercians especially, when they arrived in England took over large tracts of land outside of the manorial system. Some have said that during the time of the Black Death they were able to acquire even more land as the countryside became deserted. They profited, then, from the deaths occurring all around them. They sell huge amounts of wool. Here in London, we have only a small flock, but the wool we sell contributes greatly to our upkeep.”

I have noted that there are other groups of men like the friars who call themselves different names but are dedicated to the same Manitou that is hidden in the image of a tortured man. Friar Gascoigne does not seem to respect these other groups of men. Indeed, all of the men seem fractious towards these other groups; they seem to habitually talk ill of one another. It is the part of Friar Gascoigne that I like least—and I don’t like feeling that way. It makes me feel disloyal and disturbed. It is something that I am learning to ignore, the way I have had to ignore how this Manitou associated with a tortured man that they all cleave to disturbs me, the way I learned to ignore the stale smell of overheated, too-seldom washed male bodies in black wool robes—and indeed, the fact that, like on the ship, I live in a world where there are no women. I wondered at first if the men were all two-spirits, for the robes they wear and the absence of women. I still wonder, sometimes, especially when I hear them chanting or singing their glorious harmonies.

They have a power to them, at those times—and they also have a great store of knowledge that I cannot decipher. In truth, I do not know what kind of men they are.

Despite my misgivings, I respect Friar Gascoigne—because he is kind, and because I have learned to trust his integrity. The reality is that he has been something like a parent to me, which I have sorely needed—my brothers left shortly after I had turned 16, and although I am much more confident with my English, I am still learning about the society that I am immersed in. Friar Gascoigne has been my guide to all things English.

And he has been keen to listen to me—the only friar, in fact, who has shown this interest. The more I learn about this friar, the more I realise how unusual he is among the others, in his curiosity to learn.

“Please tell me about your people,” he asked me, as my English got better. And so slowly, and then with increasing fluency, I told him more about my people.

“We are Mi’kmaw people,” I began. “Our nation covers a vast area—many times the size of this island”—for Friar Gascoigne had shown me a map of the island that is England. “It is divided into seven districts; each district has a leader who answers to the leaders of the communities—who in turn respond to the families. We are part of a large confederacy of nations that stretches throughout the northeastern part of our land, which we call Great Turtle Island.”

I stopped and drank some of the water that he had offered me, which the friars draw from the clean waters of the Walbrook north of the city, before continuing.

“Our identity is in layers that follow the seasons. In winter we live in small family groups in winter camps. We hunt moose and deer on snowshoes. This allows us to walk on deep snow while the animals flounder in the snow and can more easily be killed. The land in winter cannot support large groups together, so all winter, we are simply a family. Then as soon as the ice breaks up in spring, we canoe back to our summer villages alongside coastal rivers. All our broader relations are there at the village level—our cousins, aunts and uncles, all the network of relatives. It is in late summer, during our annual summer gatherings, that we feel the third layer of our identities—as a Mi’kmaw nation, when the people from the seven regions come together, and when all the members of our clans join us.”

I smiled, in memory, as I talked. Friar Gascoigne, sitting in silence, merely listened.

“I love the coming together of families and clans along the coast that happens each spring after the long winter. As the youngest, I’ve always helped my mother and aunties pressing out the long rolls of birch bark, tying together the poles and binding the rings around them that give the wikuom its solidity. While the women stitch together the bark with roots to cover the poles, I gather stones for the fire pit and lay out the piles of dry cottonwood that grow along the rivers. They are the best wood for smoking the fish when they start running. Meanwhile, my brothers build the smokehouse, lean-to style, with walls of poles bound together tightly, and a slanted roof built the same way, with a hole for the smoke. We fill the spaces between the poles with clayey mud and cover the door with a thick deer hide. Of course, every family does the same thing, until there is a real village, with a forest of conical birchbark wikuoms scattered throughout the area, each with a small smoking hut behind it. The entire village gathers in the spring after the winters we spend apart, inland; because of this, after the village is set up, we celebrate the winter’s births and mourn the winter’s deaths.”

I paused for a moment to drink some more water. “We always get the village up before the salmon start to run. There are huge amounts of fish coming up the rivers to spawn. All of the men and boys are in the water, bringing in the catch, while the women and girls are racing along to keep up with us, splitting, drying and smoking the fish.”

I smiled then. "The summer Mawiomi, where we gather as a nation, is wonderful. Each year, one of our saqamowitiq—the seven regions of our nation—hosts the gathering. They prepare for it up to a year, because many thousands of people always come to the gatherings, camping out under the huge brush arbours that the host community constructs in a huge clearing. The weather is almost always dry, but if it rains, we can lay skins over the arbours to keep us dry. Everyone brings stores of dried and smoked fish, geese, turkeys and other birds to share for the weeks ahead, as well as delicacies local to their region. The people from Kespek, which is near the territory of the Kwetejak, trade their moose hides for the corn that the Kwetejaq grow, which they dry and grind up and bake in wonderful puddings, sweetened with maple syrup, which we boil down from our maple trees, to be shared at the first feast. I like those puddings the best.

From Unama’ki, where my family lives, we like to bring some of the smoked dried cod from Taqumkuk. Some families, especially those from Siknikt, bring shellfish and lobster which thrive there in abundance. Others bring containers of berries. Some bring cakes of maple sugar.

Everybody brings their local delicacies, but the host still has to provide large amounts of meat—deer, moose and caribou—for the feasts."

I laughed a little, remembering the joy of preparing for the Mawiomi.

“Everybody also takes part in gift-giving, because we have an ethic of constantly giving gifts; it is our means of acknowledging our interconnections. Some gifts are clearly very valuable, like Tia’mu’mi—the marrow from the bones of the moose. It is a delicacy used to season food, and while the hosts are usually given large containers of it, people also give small boxes of it to their favourite friends. Making gifts expresses our full creativity. I enjoy carving wooden duck decoys to give away, but for two of the girls that I used to play with who have now become women, I have made small carvings of the bear, my namesake. Many of the young women bring small clay pots; the older women often bring birch bark and wooden containers; woven baskets of reeds, sweet grass, or split ash; woven reed mats or quillwork. Some of the men make pouches for tmawey—tobacco, sometimes along with small bundles of tobacco. Other men make tamaqn—pipes—of all descriptions made out of bone, copper, antler, or stone; these are used ceremonially. Other men and women make decorative carvings, as well as many other practical and beautiful gifts to share with others.”

“This is fascinating,” Friar Gascoigne commented. “I have heard from our brother and sister orders in Spain from the Spanish who have entered your lands. They speak of savages. And indeed, that is how John Cabot referred to you. I had originally assumed you to be like the wild men—l’homme sauvage, as my ancestors called it. But now I see this is not true about your people.”

I looked in puzzlement at his words, so he elaborated further. “The peasantry, especially where my ancestors come from, in France, have festivals where they dress up as wild animals and monsters—mostly around the winter solstice and midwinter until Easter. But always there is l’homme sauvage. He dresses up in animal skins, and is half-human, half beast.” He sighed. “For all that I believe in the pursuit of the truth, I did initially assume you were all primitives when I first met you. I am glad you are disabusing me of this notion, Henry,” he concluded.

“Tell me more,” he asked me, after a short pause.

“Throughout the Mawiomi, while we play, our mothers, aunties and grandmothers spend the long afternoons visiting with their distant relations and friends. The men mostly gossip and play waltes—it’s a game that they play—while the women exchange songs and stories and talk about the important things that have happened in their lives since they last met. In the early evenings, young men and women take long, slow walks around the camps, to meet one another and find a sweetheart. Meanwhile, the different clan ceremonies, feasts, and dances go on all night long, every night.”

At that point, Friar Gascoigne brought out some bread and offered it to me with some of the strange food—cheese, they call it—that they eat with bread. I like cheese, so I took some eagerly, while I continued to talk.

“The Mi’kmaq Grand Council—our government—which is both sacred and political—is the heart of the Mawiomi. It provides a spiritual component to the summer gathering; it’s the main reason that so many ceremonies are held during the gathering and why the sacred dancing goes on all night every night. When the ceremonies are finished, a final feast is held, and then people slowly begin to leave, back to their summer villages to continue gathering and preparing foods for the winter camp. Earlier in the year, the Sakamawuk and our Kji-Sakamaw, as well as the spiritual leaders always gather at Potlotek-it’s a sacred place for our people—for their own Mawiomi, where they maintain their ceremonies of power. But at the big summer gatherings, they mostly engage in political discussions as well as leading prayers and ceremonies for the men and women.”

I paused to nibble at more cheese.

“After the Mawiomi we go home and continue preparing food for winter. We have a grain called wild rice which grows in our lakes. We all go out in shallow canoes together to harvest it, in early fall. Once the grain is harvested and parched over a fire until it turns black, it is hulled by having the women dance on it. The rice is put in a long shallow hollowed-out pit lined with deerskin located where there are with tree branches within reach growing overhead. The women put on the fine long moccasins used only for dancing on rice. While the whole community gathers around singing our ricing songs in support, the women dance on the rice, holding onto the branches at times to prevent their weight being continuously placed on the rice. They dance for hours in a display of athleticism and grace that I love to watch; we don’t stop singing for them until all the rice is hulled. After it is winnowed, the women pack it away in bags and containers for storage.”

Friar Gascoigne interjected at that point. “In France and Italy, that is how grapes are crushed for wine—by having the women dance on them. It is strange how many customs we have in common.”

I smiled at that, before continuing.

“But we don’t necessarily get to keep all the food we collect. In the fall, the village saqamawuk—the village leaders—apportion some of our food supplies to those families whose hunters have been killed or rendered infirm, as well as those whose hunting or fishing areas were affected by fire or flood. The saqamawuq also ask the families with good numbers of hunters to periodically take in families who have lost their hunters or who are infirm, for the winter. These families always bring a good supply of apportioned food to help us get through the winter with the extra mouths to feed. It also helps the women, to have extra hands to do the heavy work of cutting meat and skinning animals and stretching and curing their skins, as well as making snowshoes and moccasins to keep the hunters well shod.”

“Ah, that is where we differ,” Friar Gascoigne said. “Perhaps if we had such customs of sharing, there would be less poverty here.”

I wanted to tell Friar Gascoigne about men and women; how we are free to have sex while we are young, and how we consider women to have more spiritual power then men, but something in me hesitated. The all-male atmosphere suggested strange beliefs among the friars about women. Finally, I asked Friar Gascoigne, “Why are there no women here? And why are you all celibate?”

Friar Gascoigne took an uncharacteristically long time in answering.

“Henry, the simple answer is that we are Augustinian Friars. All of us for years have followed the Law of St Augustine, which emphasises chastity, poverty, obedience, and detachment from the world, as well as fraternal charity, care of the sick, abstinence from excessive food and drink, fasting periodically, and praying together—in particular, through song. All of this provides a structure that has kept us together in times of chaos. For many of the men who join us, it is a sanctuary, from a difficult life outside. Our order values the pursuit of truth. In these modern times that we live in, this involves teaching natural philosophy and mathematics in addition to theology.”

He stopped for a moment, still thinking.

“The deeper answer, however, relating to celibacy has more to do with the life of St Augustine himself. He lived a full life as a young man—tasting of life’s pleasures, drinking to excess, knowing many women—until he fell in love with a woman that he kept as a mistress for many years; indeed, she bore him a son. And yet, he always believed that there was a deeper mystery, something more to life, that he had not experienced. He found some guidance in reading Cicero’s thought—that it is not enough for people to experience life but to seek wisdom and understanding.”

He drank some water, before continuing.

“However, it was only when, in response to family pressures, he had to put away his mistress that in grief he devoted himself to religious studies until he was baptised a Catholic. Ultimately, he constructed a Christian philosophy that has been foundational to Catholicism. He held that the material world was inferior to the spiritual world and therefore should not be our central focus in life. However, he believed that the material world is the beautiful creation of a loving God. In this, he differed from many others who saw the material world as chaos, as muck and mess, to be risen above.”

He stopped for a moment, and then said diffidently: “For myself, I do find pleasure in the life of the mind. It is an exciting time, in terms of natural philosophy, the newer ideas that are circulating. In terms of worldly pleasures—I have never experienced them. But I do believe that the world is God’s and is beautiful. Women and their sexuality are part of that beauty, I believe. Many in the Church over the centuries have disdained women and judged the wiser peasant women to be witches, while other women mystics, like Marguerite Porette, have been burned as heretics. There is also the notion of the fall of man, his eviction from paradise lured there by a woman that many in the Church have used to blame women. And yet Jesus valued both men and women followers. Should humanity’s fall from grace be blamed on women? If so, why have there been separate women’s orders among Augustinians? And why does the order of Hermits of St Augustine maintain female members? There have also been a great number of women mystics—Marie of Oignies, Margery Kempe, and even Julian of Norwich—whose works are few in number but interesting—as well as the Beguines, the groups of Belgian women who do not take vows but engage in worship and good works. Jacques de Vitry has documented this phenomenon. I have also recently been reading Christine de Pisan, the French writer. All told, I no longer believe that women should be blamed for humanity’s fall from grace.”

He smiled wryly. “And yet, all of the female mystics and nuns also observed chastity. Perhaps this is the foundation of the Church—that only by denying our bodies can our souls reach a higher ground towards God. Although Saint Thomas Aquinas denies that the soul is separate from the body. Regardless, it seems we cannot serve God without renouncing bodily pleasure.”

I liked hearing Friar Gascoigne’s knowledge of his own spiritual heritage, and how he debated his church’s beliefs. I was relieved to see that he was more open in his thinking than the other friars that I had encountered so far. But still, despite his obvious curiosity to know more, I kept many of the details of our life at home to myself. Deep inside, I felt that strange beliefs about sex—and savagery—were somehow connected among the friars, and perhaps went too deep for Friar Gascoigne to be unaffected, despite his broad-mindedness.

However, I shrugged off these concerns. After all, I was staying in London not to inform the friars about our lives in Mi’kmaki, but because my interest in navigation had been piqued by watching how Cabot’s navigator guided their ship from Taqumkuk to London.

We sometimes eat mutton, from the older sheep, and also the meat of the tame domestic fowl that wander around pecking at everything and periodically end up in the stew pot. But I miss wild game. I trap rabbits for them, both to keep the rabbits from nibbling on the vegetables the friars grow, and so that they can make a stew from the meat. But a few days after I learned about the importance of sheep, it occurred to me that I could contribute to my upkeep in another way.

“Would you like me to hunt for deer?” I asked Friar Gascoigne, early the next morning. “It would make a number of feasts for the friars and even for the students at the studium generale. I could use a longbow, and fashion some hunting arrows for it.” My offer was not entirely unconnected from my own desires; the fact is I yearn for the taste of deer meat.

However, the friar soon disabused me of that idea. “Ah, young Henry, the deer in the Royal Forests are the king’s property. If you commit an offence against the venison and are caught by a ranger, you will go before the Court of Swainmote and be tried for the offence. Killing a king’s deer brings a solid fine, depending on your means. It might even bring an amercement against us for sheltering you.”

This was incomprehensible to me. How could a leader claim all the large game, and designate so much of the woodland as belonging to him? Why did the English allow this to happen?

Reluctantly, I gave up on the idea of hunting for deer, acknowledging once again how little I understood about this strange land.

It isn’t just the taste of deer meat that I crave. I miss wearing moccasins, at least in the halls of the friary or around the grounds while I work outside. Deer hide would be perfect for making new ones—and although I would not be able to tan them as well as the women at home do, and I don’t know how to sew them, I’m sure that some of the older sailors that I have met would be able to make a tolerable imitation using my old moccasins as a template. I have observed that many sailors seem to know how to sew.

The hard-packed roads here—especially the bigger roads lined with stone—wore my old moccasins to tatters before Friar Gascoigne found me a pair of shoes. He did not realise how tender my feet are, in terms of that hard leather, or that I dislike wearing hose in summer. After a few days of wearing them without hose, my feet were terribly raw and blistered. Friar Gascoigne bathed them in water with a light arsenic solution.

“It will prevent the sores from making you ill,” he told me, as he bathed them. For several weeks I went barefoot while the sores healed. Only when my feet were really healed did I begin wearing shoes again—but with my feet well-wrapped in the layers of soft cloths that he gave me to protect them. He also warned me to wear them only for short intervals at first until my feet had toughened.

When I had learned enough English to tell Friar Gascoigne about my desire to learn navigation, he gave me a letter of introduction for a Venetian navigator, Zuan Battista, whose career had been cut short by an accident that left him partially crippled. He taught navigation skills for a price; however, since the friars had helped him since his accident, he was willing to teach me for free, provided I helped him out with the daily details of living while he was teaching me. But, as he told the friars, first I had to learn how to read and write in Latin, in order to read the portolan charts and log books that others had created, and in order to create my own.

“Come back when you know Latin and have learned mathematics,” he told me, gruffly. “I will teach you everything else you need to know at that point.”

Friar Francis Daubernon taught Latin; however, unlike the other students there, I had no idea of how to read and write. In consultation with Friar Gascoigne, he determined that I should first learn how to read and write in English since it was a language I had gradually become familiar with. Friar Gascoigne thus became my first teacher. He set me to learning the English alphabet and the sounds that each letter corresponded to. I progressed to tiny words, and thence to larger ones. At that point, Friar Gascoigne gave me a book to read—Thomas Mallory’s Le Morte d’Arthur, which had only recently been printed on Thomas Caxton’s new printing press, together with a small hand-written list of difficult words that one of the monks had created when Wycliff first wrote his English-language bible—the book they now shunned. But the list was invaluable for me, especially at first.

Friar Gascoigne began by having me read aloud haltingly from the book while he corrected the words that I missed—at first, almost every second word. After several weeks of continuous efforts between the two of us, I was finally able to read, albeit very slowly, and with much stumbling, on my own. In this process, I was grateful about the way our elders had trained us from a very young age to learn and retain knowledge.

I was immensely troubled, however, by what seemed a tremendous evil in this book; an endless discourse on brutality and war. I found it exceedingly difficult to continue reading it, and for the first time, I questioned Friar Gascoigne’s intent towards me. When I questioned him, the friar sought to ease my mind a little by giving me some context to the book.

“Henry, Mallory’s vision has been shaped by the long years of warfare that England experienced—between France and England, and between different families of the nobility, over who should be the rightful King of England—warfare that only ended with the advent of our King Henry Tudor. In this book, he is trying to make sense not only of this warfare but the whole question of legitimacy—about who has the right to rule and by what means. Although this book purports to be talking about King Arthur, he is commenting on very real issues of our recent history.”

His words made sense on deeper levels than he might have been aware of. It gave me some means of understanding the cruelty that I had witnessed during my first weeks of captivity—from our own kidnapping to the brutal whipping of a sailor, to the military power that surrounds this king named Henry Tudor, in that huge fortress-like tower, with his multitudes of guards.

Friar Gascoigne also explained why he had chosen the book above all others for me to read.

“There are a number of other books less obviously grim—including books about King Arthur with a more enjoyable tone—such as the tale of Sir Gawaine and the Green Knight—which I believe in some ways might speak to some of your oral literature about quests. I’m thinking about the epic that you related to me about Little Thunder and Wolverine.”

I was happy, at his words, to realise that he retained the knowledge of some of our Mi’kmaw literature that I had related to him. But he continued to make a further point.

“Henry, the problem is that there are different ways of speaking English in different parts of England. Le Morte d’Arthur most resembles the kind of English that we speak in London. Rather than confuse you with books in different kinds of English, I gave you this book, for all its grimness. You see, Henry, the English language is an amalgamation of the languages of the many different peoples who have been invaded and conquered by other peoples. The original people of this land, the ancient Britons, spoke Celtic.”

Friar Gascoigne paused to ladle out the soup that we would be eating. While it cooled slightly, he continued.

“When Rome occupied Britain, the Celtic language survived despite military defeat; they maintained a Latin-Celtic world. But after the Roman Empire fell, England was invaded by Germanic tribes, including the Angles and the Saxons, who spoke no Latin. Ultimately, they created a common language that we call Anglo-Saxon. They pushed the Celts north and westward until now their language remains today only in Wales, Cornwall, and parts of the north; that Celtic imprint shapes how the people in those parts speak English.”

He paused, to offer me some bread, and to butter his own slab, before continuing.

“There were other influences that shape how people talk in different regions. The Danes invaded, and were integrated into British society; they influenced the language to a greater or lesser extent in different regions; they even ruled ancient Wessex, 500 years ago.”

The soup had cooled enough for us to begin eating, so for a few minutes, we occupied ourselves with food. When Friar Gascoigne had finished his soup, he continued.

“The Anglo-Saxon language was dominant throughout England for a number of years, although scholars still maintained the use of Latin, as did the nobility. But almost 500 years ago, the Normans, my ancestors, came over—some say invaded—from Normandy, in France. The Normans established French as the language of the courts and the government, although we scholars still primarily use Latin. Gradually, the Anglo-Saxon language was influenced by the Normans—so that many French words entered the English language, and the whole way of speaking English was transformed.”

Buttering himself another slab of bread, with some cheese, Friar Gascoigne continued. “The difficulty with modern English is that all of these influences are different in different regions. In ancient Cumbria, in the north, a Norse influence was added to a strong Celtic influence. In other regions of the north, the Danish did not penetrate; meanwhile, the Normans never affected the north at all. For that reason, people across the North of England speak a language that is much closer to the old Anglo-Saxon than elsewhere. In Cornwall and Wales, meanwhile, a much stronger Celtic influence prevails. So different books are written in different ways of speaking the language. Le Morte d’Arthur is closest to the kind of English that we speak in London.”

Friar Gascoigne was silent for a few moments. Finally, he concluded.

“I think that gradually we will all be speaking one language soon, across all of England, even if we still have dozens of different accents and local expressions. Once all the books are printed instead of being copied out by hand, one way of speaking English will dominate and become the norm.”

Reluctantly, I continued to read Le Morte d’Arthur. By then I hated the book—but by the time I was deep inside of it, I was no longer learning to read—I was reading. And for that reason, I continued.

In a similar manner, Friar Gascoigne introduced me to writing.

“You need to start simple—just writing out the alphabet.” My hand was very shaky at first, but by the second day spent practising copying out letters, I developed confidence.

“Now I want you to copy passages from Le Morte d’Arthur,” he told me, laughing at the mutinous expression on my face. “The more words you write, the more you will become instinctively accustomed to how sentences are put together.” I wrote from that wretched book for weeks, it seemed.

After that, Friar Gascoigne dictated sentences to me—very short ones—for me to write. This was very hard for me, but he was full of encouragement. With each sentence, he introduced me to how sentences are structured in English. This phase went on for many long weeks.

Finally, Friar Gascoigne would give me a few words and tell me to make sentences out of them. After several days doing this, with progressively more complex sentences, he gave me a thin book, of the plain paper that has begun to replace parchment—bound with cloth-covered boards. He asked me to keep a journal—to write about my thoughts, about what I was learning—in order to practice my writing. I gradually filled the journal; in a sense, it became my inner voice. It took me a long time to write in the beginning, and I tore out a number of pages initially because of the errors, but by the time I was several pages into it I was no longer learning how to write—I was writing.

I’ve now been in England for almost two years. The midsummer shearing has just been completed. For several days I helped the shepherd, Friar Jacob Gaskell, with shearing the sheep and then washing and carding the wool. Friar Gaskell also taught me how to spin, and I spent long hours at this job. For my assistance, Friar Gaskell paid me a stipend—since my work was contributing to the livelihood of the friars. I have been putting the money aside for the time being, since I seldom leave the friary these days, now that my Latin lessons have begun. After the sheep were shorn we had a small feast—Friar Gaskell says it’s been a tradition in England since ancient times.

For my Latin lessons, Friar Daubernon started me off with learning verbs, declensions and cases. I was initially quite lost; however, I understood more after a time. But no sooner did I begin to understand some aspects of Latin when I had to start learning mathematics. Oddly enough, it’s through reading mathematics texts in Latin that my Latin has improved the most—but it has been heavy going. Friar Ambrose Massingberd first set us to reading Euclid’s ‘Elements’, which Adelard of Bath had translated into Latin. We then followed with ‘Da Arithmeca’ by Boethius. Working through these texts was a long, painful job, and by the time we finished them, I was far more comfortable in Latin. Next, we started looking at the work of some of the Arab mathematicians that have recently been translated into Latin—to give us a solid foundation in algebra. Finally, we examined Thomas Bradwardine’s studies of the relationship between speed, force, and resistance, in order to gain some knowledge of kinematics and mechanics.

The strangest thing while studying mathematics is that sometimes in my dreams I find myself trying to express my thoughts and feelings in mathematical terms. There is something so abstract and at the same time so fundamental about mathematics. It is as if it underlies the relationships of things, like a language all its own. And yet it has no relation to the language of feeling. I find geometry, in particular, to be very intense; it makes my brain feel very tired at times so that I am less capable of governing my emotions. Sometimes at night, I want to cry in my utter confusion and loneliness; on those nights I lie there stroking my own hair, in a vain attempt to comfort myself. It is then that I miss our family wikuom the most, the soft touch of my mother’s hands stroking my hair as I fell asleep, and the peaceful sound of us all breathing in the night; how rich and full of life it felt when I was growing up, compared to the solitary cell that I occupy here, and the abstractions that fill my days.

After nights like that, I have to escape the friary for a few hours. I feel a great freedom in wandering the streets of London, particularly now that I have a few coins in my pocket. So many people live here—more even than in our annual summer gatherings in Mi’kmaki—but because it is a walled city, its area is relatively small. Some of the gentry live outside the walls, along Fleet Street, reaching out to the Strand, to be nearer to court life in Westminster. One day I left the city by Ludgate—past the Dominican Friary, over the Fleet River to the Strand, and all the way to Westminster. On the other side of the city, to the east of London, some of the villages are expanding because of shipbuilding, but much more slowly than the West End is expanding. Much of the land east of the wall is taken up with the gardens that supply the city with vegetables. In any case, between these two extremes, most of life goes on here in the city.

Walking along the quays, from Queenhithe to Tower Wharf, I find that my thirst for travel is stimulated by the sight of all the ships that are unloading or taking on cargo. I sometimes see a caravel, like the ship I arrived on, from Spain, bringing in olive oil, pottery, or sometimes fine textiles. They are unloaded in crates but it is easy to see what the crates contain. The artists and artisans and even merchants usually arrive from Genoa or Venice on cogs or caravels. Often they bring artwork and the latest printed books from Europe, and always they bring spices from Asia. I love the smells when the spices are unloaded—pepper, cloves, nutmeg and cinnamon; the scents fill the air with warmth. The booksellers arrive on the days that books are available, and now that I can read Latin, albeit slowly, I’ve often gone to their stalls in St Paul’s Churchyard to look at the books. Sometimes I sit on the wall along Paternoster Row, just watching the scene as churchmen, and even literate townsmen, browse through the stalls.

There are local ships too. There are collier ships from Tyne-side, in the north of England, bearing the soft coal that Londoners are now beginning to use in manufacturing their wares. Cheeses and butter arrive in small boats from Norwich, while the grain barges from Kent discharge at Queenhithe. Most of the ships, however, are the flyboats and cogs that sail to and from Antwerp and Germany.

Some of the ships arriving from Germany are owned by the Hanseatic League, that group of German merchants who bring in England’s wines, and furs, as well as timber from the Baltic. Most of the sailors speak some English and I enjoy talking to them. The League has their warehouse at Steelyard, a huge walled building south of Thames Street, west of London Bridge. I have heard it is quite luxurious inside, but I dare not attempt to enter.

Most of the ships, though, are sailing to and from Antwerp. Almost everything is traded through Antwerp. That’s where the wool goes, as undyed cloth, Friar Gascoigne tells me, and in exchange, the ships bring in a range of goods, especially from Italy—including silks, lace, glassware, and paper. Other times they bring goods from Germany—not only armour and bladed weapons, but the instruments for measurement and navigation that are part of the trade that I am learning.

I also love to walk along through the markets, especially Smithfield Market where cattle are brought in from Cheshire and Warwickshire, and where horses and pigs are also sold. These animals that I have never seen before fascinate me. But I avoid the shambles, outside Newgate, where the animals are slaughtered. Next door, St Bartholomew’s Priory is the site of the annual Bartholomew Fair, a huge fair held every August. Friar Gascoigne says that this fair has been going on for hundreds of years. Otherwise, I do not like Newgate, because of the prison there; it is a grim and terrifying place, but it is no longer incomprehensible to me. I have begun to realise that it is an extension of the power that the King wields here—it is the threat of prison that makes people accept such domination.

Every day, by dawn, the carts arrive, bringing produce from the gardens outside the walls, to supply the stalls along Cheapside. If I am there early enough it is interesting to watch the cart drivers struggling along the narrow laneways with their empty carts after the porters have carried off the goods to their stalls. It is particularly difficult after a rain when the heavy carts can get stuck when they are loaded with produce. The carts, full or empty, weave their way between pedestrians who are arriving to shop for the fresh produce they have just brought in.

Other victuals are also for sale nearby. Along Milk Street, there is milk from local cows. But there are also great amounts of dairy goods imported from the towns around London—especially the great round wheels of different cheeses and the slabs, chilled on ice on hot days, of freshly-churned butter. Domestic birds—chickens, ducks, and geese—are hung for sale on Poultry Street, while the ovens on Bread Street still provide not only wheaten bread for the wealthy and brown bread for everybody else, but meat pies filled with pork or geese. Women walk through the area, selling buns, pies and loaves from trays. Friar Gascoigne says that most homes in London do not have the ovens needed to bake their own bread, and so the majority of people rely on these vendors for their baked goods.

At Billingsgate Market, the representatives from the Brewers and Bakers guilds purchase large amounts of barley, rye, wheat and oats, as the beadle stands by to ensure that counts and prices are correct. I think all of England relies on bread, it is so well controlled. Afterwards, the alewives purchase the leftover barley and oats in order to malt it for their ale.

I enjoy visiting Fish Street Hill and Stockfishmongers Row; both places are where the fishmongers sell a range of different seafood and fish. The English seem to love their herring, caught at Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, Friar Gascoigne tells me, but I much prefer the salmon and eels that are caught by local fishermen from the Thames. It’s the food that reminds me most of home.

I also love to visit Ropemaker’s Street, near Steelyard. The buildings are impossibly long, narrow, and thin, built just wide enough to allow the hemp rope to be twisted and laid out in long loops. The technology of rope making is so different from the bark weave twine that women make at home, and the rope-makers are very friendly. The hubbub around that place fascinates me too—I love watching the carts loaded with hemp or the heavy coils of finished rope trying to negotiate their loads around the other slow-moving carts in the narrow lanes of the city; the carters all swearing volubly. The huge blinkered horses drawing the carts—the horses are much bigger than the ones Friar Gascoigne showed me in pictures—with their massive feet, move slowly or stand stolidly, according to the carters’ wishes; only their flickering ears show the attention they are paying to the carters’ curses.

Nearby, on the waterfront, is where the wool dyers work, relying on the water for their trade. They use huge vats over coal-fired braziers to heat the water for the solutions of different dyes that they produce; meanwhile they hunch on their broad low benches, grinding up the roots and barks that make the dyes. The complexity of their craft amazes me—I never tire of watching their work and talking to them. They use woad and madder, oak galls and a range of other roots and substances to obtain their colours; alum imported from Italy is used to fix the colour in the fibres. They dip the cloths to be died in multiple immersions of different solutions to create the different shades of colour. The closely-guarded secrets of their guild which creates the miracle of colour in cloth fascinate me.

The stench of the process, however, is repulsive. Some days when I am tired I have a weak stomach; on those days nausea threatens to overtake me and I have to avoid the place. Urine is the most common alkaline used to create some of the dye solutions; its smell fills the air. Even worse, the woad they use for their blue dye has to ferment before it is used, and the stink of it is unbelievable. The alum that fixes the colour in the cloth has to have the iron salts removed, most commonly with lye, made from ashes, or the brine of pickled fish. Without this process, the colours will become dark and somewhat muddy—but again, the brine or lye just adds to the general reek that fills the air wherever the dyers are working their craft.

For all their skill, however, most people can only afford cloth dyed with the cheapest dyestuffs—using local barks and roots—and the resulting colours are almost invariably greenish black, dull brown or muddy grey. The dyers, of course, are perfectly capable of making brighter colours.

Some of the journeymen dyers have talked to me about it. They can make scarlet from kerms, a type of lice imported from the Mediterranean. To make purple they use a Mediterranean whelk mollusc, while yellow comes from saffron, collected from the stamens of hundreds of crocuses. All of these colours are from materials that are rare or highly expensive to produce. For that reason, only the wealthy are able to afford them—but I love the days that they are dying the cloths intended for the wealthy. They work only in locally-produced wool and linen, of course. But all their work is undercut when the wealthy import silk already dyed, from Italy.

While I love the city in the daytime, at dusk, the city gates are locked and the dark city becomes a little fearsome to me. With the closing of the gates, possibilities narrow; I am forced into the confined reality of nighttime at the friary. I have finally become accustomed to sleeping by myself in one of the little rooms, although I do not close the door and sometimes it still feels very lonely to sleep without people around me. All the Friars close their doors so that the friary at night feels very isolated. Only the nights I hear singing do I relax a little.

The loneliness hits me sometimes during the daytime, too, whenever I see wealthy mansions situated right next to the rickety tenements of the poor. That’s when I realise my vulnerability—that once I leave the friary for good I will be alone, in places where a person can die of hunger without a saqamaw intervening to redistribute food from others so that everybody eats or starves equally.

There are other things that bother me about London, as well. While I love the quays and watching the goods being loaded into warehouses, the buildings block off most of the access to the river itself. Friar Gascoigne tells me that once upon a time everybody could draw their drinking water and water their livestock from the river. But now the only public pathways are narrow, constricted ways winding between warehouses and quays. Those merchants whose warehouses are along the water build their own private stairs down to reach the river. And yet, it also amazes me that people drink the water from the Thames at all. When I see the effluent from the privies and drains that pour into the Fleet River and the Walbrook and from there down to the Thames, I know the water is not good. Because of this, I drink ale instead, most of the time, except for the water that the friars draw from the Walbrook north of the city where the water is still clean. The ale is made from malted barley; it is very thirst-quenching and it soothes the appetite as well; there are strong brews and weak brews; the very weak brews can more or less take the place of water. I’ve learned to identify the alehouses, by the bundles of twigs that are mounted in front of them. Sometimes, though, I yearn for the clean water of the rivers of Mi’kmaki.

If the effluent from the privies that discharge directly into the river is a problem, the smell from the other privies in the back areas of houses creates a stench, particularly in hot weather that seems unbearable at times, even though the contents of the privies are regularly removed by the night soil collectors. To have the shit from many thousands of people concentrated into one small space confounds me; surely humans weren’t meant to live so closely together so continuously. And since the houses are up to seven stories in height, usually with only a couple of rooms on each floor, long chutes runs from upstairs stools to outdoor cesspits. Those living in rooms without access to such facilities are supposed to bring their chamber pots downstairs to dump in the cesspits. Most often, however, rather than climbing down and then back up seven stories they simply throw the contents of their chamber pots out the window. Because of this practice, fetid drains clogged with filth run down the centre of some of these streets.

Circular staircases situated on the outside of houses are how people access the upper floors. The houses seem rickety and dangerous to me. The thought of living that far off the ground makes me dizzy. And at street level, the lack of air and light only compounds the stench. It is the strangest thing—the houses expand upwards so that the upper levels overhang larger than the lower levels. Because of this, the upper floors of houses on one side of the street almost meet the upper floors of the houses on the opposite side. The narrow streets below become like dark roofed alleyways, with no space for air to circulate or for sunlight to penetrate. While the main thoroughfares and the markets do not have this problem, even the busyness of the market can be wearying at times, especially when my mind is tired from my studies. At those times, all of the intense work of learning different languages and mathematics strikes me as insane, and absolutely useless to the real work of living that we do at home.

Those are the times that I escape by leaving the city northwards, through Moorgate. Near the wall it is marshy, but further north the ground rises. I can drink the water there—cold, clean water. I revel in the taste, as well as space and quiet, and above all, the freshness of the air. On those days I walk for hours, thinking of home and my parents and wishing at times that I had gone home with Tiyam and Militaw.

On one such excursion, I walked over to the Augustinian Friary of St Mary Spital. Afterwards, though, Friar Gascoigne told me that there is a mass grave there where at least 15,000 people are buried who died from a terrible famine in the years just before the Black Death, over a hundred years ago. He said the climate changed and grew very cold, so the wheat and barley crops failed, while the rye got spoilt with argot and the oats were a terribly poor crop. The wealthy were able to import food, but as the crops failed year after year, many of the poor, who relied only on the local harvests, gradually starved to death. Nobody knows how many died—but to have a mass grave with 15,000 people in it tells me that the death rate total was much higher.

My heart opened with pity when I heard that, even amidst the horror of it. Famine is always a possibility at home, but nobody would eat his fill while others starved. Here, the wealthy lived as always while thousands of poor people died. The next day I went up to St Mary Spital and prayed for all those poor people. After that, even my attempts to escape to the open air of the Moorfields north of the city were tinged with a faint edge of horror.

The sense that I am surrounded by a world where the most basic human interconnections between people have been destroyed has been with me since that moment on the ship when I saw that sailor being flogged for disobeying an order. That feeling is only reinforced by the extremes of wealth and poverty that I see around me.

In such a manner, I filled the journal and completed my task. I think it really helped; I feel that I am now fairly competent in writing. The grim thoughts that I have written are something that I try to turn aside from most of the time, and recently, since I have begun meeting more young Londoners, my gloom has been gradually dispelled. They are more like people at home than the people in the friary, who seem to mainly live inside their minds. Londoners, by comparison, seem vigorous—they enjoy life, even though it isn’t always easy.

However, only a few of the Londoners I’ve met here are actually London born—everybody else migrated here from elsewhere in England, most often, according to my friend George, in order to take on apprenticeships. The London-born have certain privileges in that respect—such as the automatic right to join their fathers’ guilds without question. It seems that for them their apprenticeships are therefore more informal—they start to learn the trade very early in their childhoods at home instead of beginning at 12 when most formal apprenticeships begin. For example, George Gibbs, who I met recently, began his apprenticeship so early that he has already been a journeyman goldsmith for two years, even though he’s only 19. He works under another goldsmith’s supervision, making gold and silver chalices, candlesticks, jewellery, and other fine examples of their craft.

I met him while I was strolling through the market on Cheapside. The sun was setting, and the stalls were all closing. On a whim, I decided to walk over to St Mary-le-Bow church. George had just delivered some of his work that the Church had contracted for, and at my request, he showed me existing examples of his work already on display. I looked at George with some awe.

“How did you ever develop the skill?”

George shrugged, modestly. “There’s a lot to learn in goldsmithing. We have to learn filing, soldering, sawing, forging, casting, and polishing fine metals. There are many different ways of creating beautiful works. I think I’m ready now to create a masterpiece, for the guild to examine, and decide whether I am ready to become a master of my trade.”

We fell in together as we left the church. “I work on Goldsmith’s row, of course—but I’m finished for the day. I’m meeting some friends at the alehouse down the road,” he told me. “Do you want to come along?”

I was cheered at the thought of meeting more people, so I joined him. Seated around one of the tables were a group of men and women about my age, whom George introduced as John Cobbe, Thomas Abey, William Chown and his girlfriend Mary Clement, Elizabeth Lowe, Margaret Chaucey, and Joan Sedley.

“Are you a sailor?” the woman whose name was Mary, a short, dark, highly energetic woman, inquired. “You’re dressed like one.”

I had to struggle to understand her accent and the faintly sing-song way that she spoke; it, therefore, took me a few moments to respond. Looking down at the linen shirt that I wore over a short, baggy lower garment that reached my bare knees and to my cloth-wrapped feet in leather shoes, I wondered at her remarks.

“It’s comfortable,” I shrugged. “In winter, I also wear hose and a jerkin. It is the clothing that the sailors wore when I came here. I don’t know any alternatives, other than the foppish clothing of the wealthy, or the robes of the friars.”

“Don’t mind Mary,” interjected the young, fine-boned blond man seated with her, his accent somewhat easier to follow. “She’s always rude. Your manner of dressing is fine.”

“William, I’m honest, not rude,” Mary retorted, tartly. “He dresses like a sailor, is all.”

Thomas spoke at this point, and although I also struggled a little to understand his quick way of speaking, his accent was similar to Mary’s and so I was soon able to catch both his words and his jocular tone. “Now, Henry, you can see that both Mary and William are shrewish. Do not take them seriously.”

Joan, who by her way of talking was London-born, interrupted them, “Children! Do stop squabbling. Henry has just met us.”

I threw my hands up in the air, laughing, and said, “I am enjoying the discourse, even though I have just met you all. But your own manner of dress is different than any I have seen before.”

It was true. Both men and women were dressed more plainly than the wealthy men and women I occasionally glimpsed; however, they did not wear the rags of the desperately poor.

“Our dress is after the manner of the country,” George told me. “We wear working men’s clothes.” This consisted of soft leather buskins, hose and a long belted top that hung down to mid-thigh, as well as a sleeveless over-jacket with many pockets. It was clear that the men would be able to work much more easily than in the voluminous ornate clothes that I had seen wealthy men wear.

“We are journeymen,” Thomas continued. “I’m in the Brown Bread Baker’s guild. John is a saddler, and William is in the Butcher’s guild.”

The women were dressed quite fetchingly, to my eye, in skirts that came to well above their ankles, which were covered by their leather buskins. Their hair was tied back under mobcaps, and they had only narrow undersleeves, which were rolled up. Their bodices were laced up the front, and their voluminous overskirts were pinned up at the waist in front, showing a narrow utilitarian petticoat underneath. Like the men, these women’s outfits were clearly made for those who laboured physically. I had seen some of the market vendors dressed this way, without their skirts pinned up, but I had never looked closely at their manner of dressing until now.

“We wear working women’s clothing,” Mary interjected. “Everybody is a journeyman here, except for Joan and me. A few guilds accept women. Margaret’s guild, the Cooks, allows freemaiden members. So do the Broderers, Elizabeth’s guild. They too are journeymen. But Joan is a master weaver. And I am not in any guild at all. I’m an alewife—I learned it from my mother as she did from her mother; we’ve been alewives in my village in Wales for generations now. I normally sell it at the market on Cheapside—mayhap you have seen me there, selling ale.”

“I think I’ve seen you there before!” I responded. Her face had been inexplicably familiar to me, and I realised that I had, in fact, noticed her before. But that did not explain how Joan, only a little older than the rest of us, was a master weaver. I finally asked her, “Joan, how did you get to be master weaver at such a young age?”

There was a silence. “I’m sorry,” I stammered. “If I’ve said something wrong, please forgive me.”

“It’s alright, Henry,” Joan responded slowly. Her face, normally handsome with her long blond hair and delicate features, suddenly looked pinched and weary. “My husband was a master weaver. We married when I was very young. My father was a weaver and so I had learned my trade at my mother’s knee. With Richard, I worked at his side. The weavers allow qualified widows of members to become masters in their own right. My husband died two years ago, in the last plague epidemic. Afterwards, the Guild acknowledged my mastery in his stead.”

A heavy silence hung in the air after that, which John Cobbe, a tall, well-built fellow, finally broke. “Only Joan and George here are London-born,” he announced. “I am a Salopian, myself.”

I was mystified. “What is a Salopian?”

They all laughed. “John is from Shrewsbury,” Mary replied. “In Shropshire. Which makes him a kind of half-Welsh,” she drawled, in mock derision.

John had already heard this before, obviously. “But by the hundreds of Oswestry we’re English,” he declared, triumphantly.

Suddenly, they switched to another language and appeared to be arguing, back and forth.

“Rhaid I hyn ddod I ben yn awr!” Thomas Abbey broke in, firmly. “I’m telling them to stop trading insults,” he told me.

“John’s just trying to show off his Welsh,” Mary finally explained, laughing. “John’s home used to be part of the Welsh Marches. So many people there speak Welsh, although they are English. But Thomas and I are actually Welsh.”

“I’m from Rye,” Margaret Chaucey offered, taking the conversation in a new direction before John could continue the mock argument—or before it degenerated into a real one.

“Smuggler!” Mary retorted, laughingly.

“We’re on the coast,” Margaret explained. “Rye Camber. We’re part of the Cinque Ports Confederation—our harbours are the closest to France and so they are important. But now that wool exports are taxed a goodly portion of England’s wool is smuggled over to France from Rye.”

But then she smiled proudly. “Don’t forget—Edward of Woodstock defeated the Spanish at Rye Bay. It was hard for the people, then. It may have been over a hundred years ago, but the old ones still talk about it. You can call us ‘smugglers’ all you like—but it was us who helped to stop the Spanish invasion.”

“But the English parliament once sat in our town,” William spoke up then. “Our old King Henry IV held the government in Gloucester! My great-grandfather remembers it—everybody in their finest clothes, in reds and purples—so colourful. Of course, none of us is allowed to wear those colours,” he said ruefully.

I was amazed at the bewildering layers of different cultures and histories—all from people that I had considered to be simply English—that were being bandied around so casually.

“Are there laws, then, about what you can wear?” I asked, mystified.

“The wealthy and nobility are the only ones allowed to wear red or purple,” William explained. “And our women here can’t wear silk. Even if we could afford it, we can’t wear it. The sumptuary laws forbid it.”

“Ah, but who cares, provided we dress warmly and well,” Elizabeth spoke up, then. I had to struggle to understand her accent.

“I’m from Doncaster,” she told me. “That’s in Yorkshire, in the north. Ours was quite a wealthy town, until the Black Death. Since then, ’tis best to be in London.”

As I listened to her, I suddenly realised what Friar Gascoigne had meant about the totally different ways that people have of speaking English in the north.

“What about you, Henry?” Mary, always irrepressible, spoke up. “By your appearance, you are not English by origin, and yet you speak the language well. Where are you from and what do you do here?”

While Joan spoke up to address the rudeness of Mary’s comments, I waved them off again, for I could see that all were curious.

“I was kidnapped by John Cabot in a place that you call Newfoundland,” I responded. “My brothers and I were travelling there from our home on the great continent that lies on the other side of the ocean from England when we were blown off course. We landed near Cabot’s ship, and the sailors captured us and took us to England against our will, and presented us to King Henry Tudor. We stayed at the Augustinian Friary near the wall and were displayed to crowds for a few months. The king has forgotten about us, and then my two brothers went home. I stayed on at the friary, and am here learning navigation, so I can travel wherever I want.”

There was a collective silence when I finished speaking, as people digested my words.

“I heard about the three of you,” Joan commented slowly. “They called you ‘savages’, which made you seem less than human. But that’s nothing like what you are, is it?” To her rhetorical question, I could find no reply.

“But you are quite comely,” said Mary, irrepressible in her honesty. “You look very unique, in your sailor’s garb, with your hair braided down your back, and your face, although dark, is broad and genial and honest.”

“In winter, I wear my moose-skin robe.” I could not help myself from preening a little. “It is very fine.”

“Then you must look even more unique,” Mary rejoined. “To have a robe made from an animal that does not exist. We are very pleased to have met you.”

For a few more minutes, my new friends chatted about various other subjects. Soon, however, Joan stood up to leave. “I must go back to finish a mantle that a lady has commissioned of me,” she announced. “My shop is near the market. Oh to be a journeyman!” she commented as she left.

“Why does she say that?” I asked.

“There is a rule that journeymen must only work in daylight,” George said. “In winter, in particular, that means very short hours; we rise before dawn in order to be at work when the sun rises. In summer, however, the day is endlessly long, and we are therefore much more productive.”

“Where do you all live?” I asked them, curiously. I only knew the life of the friary.

“We are all in the Christ’s Hospital tenements on Knightrider Street—just south of here,” Elizabeth told me. “Most of the tenants are journeymen there, although some masters of their trade—like Joan—have their shops there. And Mary has a small shop area in the corner dwelling—much smaller than the other shops—where she brews her ale.”

“We rise before dawn on the morrow to begin our day,” William added, “so we will bid you adieu for the time being. We usually sup in the market and meet here at dusk. I hope you will come here again and spend time with us.”

I walked slowly back to the friary that evening with my head full of thoughts. I liked this group of people, and through them I saw a side of English society that I had not yet experienced before. Refreshed by our conversations, I returned to my studies in mathematics with greater zeal the next morning. After that, I regularly met up with the group of journeymen who gathered each evening at the alehouse in the market, listening to their discussions about their work, their plans for when they became masters of their craft, and their lives. I felt inexplicably happy when I was around them—their sturdy attitudes and cheerfulness drew me, after the heaviness of the friary. And I revelled to once more be in the company of women.

On the days that I needed a break from my studies, I continued to meet new people. I began to notice that whatever market I visited, the same ballad singer sang everywhere—sometimes Cheapside, sometimes Smithfield, sometimes Billingsgate. He always started by encouraging crowds to gather to hear his patter—the talk that he always gave, promoting the songs, before somebody—usually a servant of a wealthy family doing the shopping, somebody who could be a bit more free with their employer’s silver—finally offered a farthing for him to start singing.

Although this singer looks older than me, he has a beautiful high voice—which suggests that he is, in fact, much younger than he looks, considerably younger than me. But whether hardship or too much time spent out in the open has roughened his visage, his high, sweet voice is ultimately why people come to listen to him.

Whenever I watched him, I could see that this singer knew his audience—that most of those who live in London were born rural, that the memory of farms and hedgerows and pastures and clean air sustains them in the malodorous, overcrowded streets that now dominate their lives. And so he sings romantic ballads that physically evoke the countryside, about country folk and their loves lost and won. I’ve watched a silence grow among the onlookers as he sings—a sign of how meaningful his songs are to them. Soon, more contributions—usually farthings, but if not, a small trinket as payment—are dropped onto the coat that he always puts down on the ground in front of him.

Usually, after a sad, rural song, he sings a bawdy number to bring the crowd to laughter, or perhaps a song about a recent event, sung to older tunes but providing the crowd with recent news. He seems to have a knack for ‘thinking on his feet’, responding to recent events, telling the news in rhymes—from a whale beaching itself in the Thames, to a ship lost at sea, or a barely suppressed fire at the docks. His cleverest rhymes make fun of the newest royal edicts announced at Paul’s Cross—he sets them to older tunes that draw the crowd still further towards him. I’ve always enjoyed hearing him singing the news.

I had heard him sing at all of the markets—his repertoire so extensive so that he almost never sang the same song twice in that entire period of time—when I finally approached him after he was finished one day and told him how much I enjoyed his singing. I offered to buy him a meal and a glass of ale. He accompanied me to the nearest food vendor for goose pies—and although I bought him his pie, he insisted on paying for our ale.

At the alehouse, we sat down. “I’m Jacob,” he told me.

“Henry,” I told him, simply. Looking more closely at him, I noticed a scar on his forehead.

“From my former master,” he said bleakly.

I did not know if he wanted to say more, so I refrained from talking while we ate our pies. Finally, after he had finished, he sat back and took a long draft of his ale.

“I’m from Stowe,” he finally told me. “It was just a little village. Most of the land was held by the friars, it seemed. I was so innocent when I arrived.” He shook his head, and then took a long draft of the ale. “I was apprenticed to a tailor,” he told me, a little reluctantly. “I still can’t believe why a man would be so cruel to an 11-year-old.”

I looked at him with some alarm. After the journeymen I had met, I had expected him to hold some pride in his apprenticeship. But clearly, Jacob had had a different experience. I realised, then, that the scar on his forehead was no accident.

“He beat me,” Jacob explained. “With his fists, with a belt, with a piece of wood, with a fireplace poker—anything he could lay his hands on, whenever the old man was in a rage.” Silently, he drew up his sleeves, and I saw a cross-crossing of scars. “I’d try to protect my head, whenever he laid on the fireplace poker,” he said sadly. Noticing the way I was looking at his forehead, he continued. “But one time, he did catch me on the forehead. The scar was much worse once. That was two years ago—it has faded now. That’s when I ran away. And that’s why I have to keep watch for the beadle when I’m singing.” He didn’t explain further and I was too oppressed by the sadness of his words to ask further questions.

“I’ve tried being a cutpurse, you know?” he continued. “And I can do it. But while my voice lasts, this is better. I don’t want to end up in Newgate if I get caught thieving. And I love singing. At home, whenever balladeers came through town, I always listened and talked to them about their craft. It does not take me long to learn a song, all told.”

We had finished our food and drink. Standing up briskly, Jacob spoke hesitantly. “I have to do some shopping now for the women I live with. Would you mind coming along to help me? Otherwise, I have to pay a penny for somebody to help.”

I agreed, easily, and so, with the small bag of coins that he had made that day, we walked west along Cheapside and north to Milk Street, where he produced a wooden jug that the vendor filled with goats’ milk for his purchase, as well as a large chunk of cheddar cheese. We retraced our steps and turning south at Bread Street, bought two small loaves of brown bread and two pork pies. Back at the market, he unfolded a leather flask and bought a flagon of ale from Mary, who greeted me warmly from the stall she shared with another woman. Laden with our parcels, we then walked east until we came to Soper Street. Turning south, we threaded our way through a warren of stalls and low dwellings. Jacob took me through another maze of buildings until we reached a tall ramshackle house. We had to climb all the way up to the seventh floor; it seemed to take forever and my heart was in my mouth the whole time. We finally reached the top of the building and the garret where Catherine, Jacob’s sweetheart, lived with her roommate Mary and their two girls.

“You have children,” I exclaimed, on entering the small room with its sloping ceilings. “You are a fortunate man!”

“Neither child is mine,” Jacob responded slowly. “But that is no matter. Catherine, my love, was apprenticed to a master who forced himself onto her from the time she arrived when she was but 11; until she was with child, upon which he threw her out into the street. I didn’t know her then, but t’was good fortune when she met Mary and found a place to live with her. Mary was a servant in a good dwelling when the master took a fancy to her. After he had his way with her, and she became with child, the mistress tossed her out.”

I was too polite to let my shock register for more than a moment. I had never considered that the English not only allowed the rampant abuse of poor women but disregarded their own children. At home, we all know that life is sacred. Those who abuse women are punished severely, and women who are soon to be mothers are treated with respect and honour. Nothing, up to then, in all my time in England, had shocked me more than this.

As Jacob took Catherine’s two-year-old from her and dandled her on his knee, Catherine hungrily ate the meat pie that Jacob had brought her. Afterwards, as Jacob fed the child with small pieces of bread and cheese, and a cup of goat’s milk, Catherine took up her needles again and worked, all the while using her foot to rock the small wooden cradle where the other child, who was a little younger, lay napping.

“What is that you are making?” I asked Catherine, curiously.

“Caps,” she responded, her needles racing along as we talked, soon adding a third and then a fourth needle to the circular object she was making. “I make caps—one style which I add felt to—the young men like them because they are stylish. The other kind, with chin strap and ear flaps, the old men favour, because it keeps them warm.”

“Did Annie manage to sell any from her stall?” she asked Jacob.

In response, he gave her several pennies. “They all sold,” he assured her.

Her responding grin lit up her face. I would not have considered Catherine very handsome—her face and body are so thin—as if her womanly development was stunted too young—and her hair was tied back severely. But when she grins, I see her beauty. Indeed, after she had finished her pie, she loosened the messy coil of hair at the back of her head so that her hair tumbled around her shoulders. Casually, she braided it into a long loose plait that lay down her back, in a manner that was quite comely. “I have no time to dress my hair with the two children and my work during the day,” she explained. “But when Jacob is here, I can relax a little and work without interruption.”

“Where is Mary?” Jacob asked.

“She’s drawing water at the conduit,” Catherine explained. “So we can bathe the children and ourselves. And Mary likes to have some water for when she arrives home. I’ll take Elizabeth; you can go and check if she’s arrived yet.” Sure enough, as we went out on the stairwell, we saw a woman drawing near to the building, with two buckets attached to a small yoke around her neck; she held them steady with her hands.

We both ran down and each of us took a bucket and carried it up the stairs as Mary, grateful at our intervention, took off her yoke and rubbed the back of her neck and shoulders before following us up the stairs, her yoke now carried against her body. Back in the room, Mary immediately looked to her daughter, Anne, who, on waking up famished, was promptly put to the breast before Mary gratefully took the other pork pie and ate it rapidly. Finishing it, she looked over at us.

“That was good, Jacob. I was fair famished.” Eyeing me quizzically, she asked, “And who would this be, then?”

“Henry is from Newfoundland,” Jacob exclaimed, almost proudly. “He’s studying to be a navigator.”

The boldness of Mary’s stare discomfited me for some reason. She was as plump and fair as Catherine was thin and dark.

“I think I’ll be going over the water tonight,” she told Jacob while watching me. “I’ll be a Winchester goose for the night!”

I looked blankly at her, while she explained.

“All of the taverns, alehouses and brothels where we ply our trade in Southwark are owned and taxed by the Bishop of Winchester. They call us ‘Winchester Geese’. At week’s end, I work around here—they don’t call this street ‘Gropecunt Street’ for nothing. But on weeknights, south of the river does the better trade.”

I was speechless again, for nothing in my life until then had prepared me for prostitution. Seeing my confusion, Mary smiled kindly. “Come with us, Henry. See the life for yourself! But now, out, both of you, while we wash.”

In confusion, I looked to Jacob.

“I walk Mary to wherever she’s working, to make sure she goes unmolested, and then bring her back in the morning—to make sure she is not robbed of her earnings,” he told me. “While she’s gone I stay here for the night. You are welcome to walk over there with us, to see Southwark. But for now, let us sit on the stairs and converse for a while, until they are finished.”

“How long have you and Catherine been together?” I asked Jacob, curiously, as we sat on the stairs looking down at the street.

He thought a moment.

“Almost two years,” he said proudly. “She was about to give birth when I met her. I brought a cunning woman to her—they usually have skills with birthing babies—and because she was so small—she was only 12 by then—it took all their knowledge to deliver Elizabeth. I’ve been with her ever since. I buy their food, with the money I make, and sleep here while Mary is whoring. Mary pays the rent, and the materials for’s Elizabeth’s knitting. She minds the babies during the day while Mary sleeps, and adds to the household money with her knitting.” He fell silent for a moment. As we threaded our way through the small stalls where vendors sold their goods during the day, he commented, “I used to sleep in one of these stalls every night until I met Catherine. It’s good not to feel so homeless all the time.”

“You’re a family,” I commented reflectively. “You rely on each other, the way I sometimes rely on Friar Gascoigne. I’m happy for you.”

“I think that we will always have to pool our means to get by here,” Jacob said thoughtfully. “It’s hardest on Mary. She risks disease, with her work. We could live in one of the cellars here, but Catherine won’t have it—it would be cheaper, but they are so damp that we fear the children would become ill in such places. There are other places up by Bevis Marks, though, near the wall on t’other side of Bishopsgate that are cheaper than here, too—even for regular rooms. It would be good for Catherine—the houses are lower and there is more open space, so she could take the children out as they get older. For now, this location is good for Mary, on weekends, and Southwark isn’t too far. But I do not know what the future will bring. It’s enough to be happy today,” he concluded.

At that point, we heard a cacophony of screams from the two children as they struggled with being washed; clearly, the women had both washed, and now were washing the children.

Afterwards, both children were put to their mothers’ breasts and soon the wailing stopped.

Jacob grinned. “Their mam’s breast always quietens them.” I nodded in agreement, remembering how women at home always nursed their children together whenever they grew fractious.

Elizabeth then called us inside to take the children outside while she groomed herself and Mary brushed her hair and changed her bodice. Afterwards, as we took the children inside, I bade farewell to Elizabeth, then went out again as Jacob took his leave of her.

Soon, the three of us—Mary, Jacob and I—walked back to Cheapside and turning right, walked along until it turned into Poultry Street. We walked south on Lombard Street, down to Gracechurch Street. Turning right again, we soon approached the London Bridge. I had first seen that bridge when I came off the ship with John Cabot. I had never thought to cross that strange structure, with its high buildings that were built right onto the bridge structure so that pedestrians walked almost in a tunnel with houses on either side. I was in wonderment as we crossed the bridge and arrived at the south gate of the city. We then turned right, walking past numerous buildings until we had passed Bishop Winchester’s sumptuous mansion, nestled among the brothels and the taverns and inns where working women plied their trade and paid their taxes to him.

“I’ll not work a brothel,” Mary declared, scornfully. “’Tis a trap there; to be ridden by the hour like clockwork. The madam is the only one that benefits, in those places. I do better freelance,” she asserted, a little proudly. We left her at the Rose tavern, one of the many alehouses in the area with rooms on the second floor where women took their customers with a nod and a tip to the tapsters, as well as several pennies for the owner. “I swear we are keeping half of London in business,” Mary had declared before we left. Jacob made no remark; it was obviously a comment that she made frequently.

After Mary went into the Rose, Jacob and I walked back along Bankside, and I watched the women standing on corners plying their trade, and the taverns and brothels where men spilt out into the street sated after having rented a woman to ride. I was gradually overwhelmed at the scale of this industry, of so many women casually advertising the use of their bodies for a price, and to my own consternation, I found myself also deeply aroused.

“Why do they do this?” I cried to Jacob, in my confusion.

“Some of them were turned out as children,” Jacob said simply. “Their mams were bawds who rented their daughters out to old men for the price of their virginity. Most of them, though, are probably like Mary and Catherine—thrown out of service or their apprenticeships. They soon find that it makes the most money. Catherine would have to be whoring too if Mary wasn’t—but as it stands, her knitting and minding the children works better for all of us. She almost never gets to leave the room, though, and that’s hard on her in another way. I’m there whenever I’m not singing.”

As we approached the bridge, Jacob pointed to a rough field with shallow pits in it. “Those are unmarked graves,” he said. “It’s the single women’s graveyard.” He spat on the ground—the first time I had ever seen him angry.

“It’s unconsecrated ground,” he explained. “After the women pay their whoring tax to the Bishop of Winchester their whole lives, they are not allowed by the Bishop to be buried in consecrated ground. That is where they end up. No church service, no headstones—the women’s bodies are just dumped in a hole in the ground by the beadle’s men.”

I was speechless at his words, unable to fathom the punitiveness of this reality.

We reached the gate at dusk, and it closed behind us as we entered the bridge again. “It will open at dawn, just before I go and pick up Mary,” Jacob told him. “The Rose always lets rooms to the women even after the taverns close for the night—for a price, of course.”

Jacob turned off at Lombard Street to go back up to Cheapside, to meet Catherine in her small room. “We’ll each carry a child and walk around for the evening,” he commented. “It’s the only time Catherine ever gets out of the house. Mayhap if we can get one of the places in Bevis Marks closer to the ground floor the children will have a place to play as they grow.”

We bade each other adieu, and I continued up Bishopsgate to the friary, my head full of the evening’s events. The next evening, as I met my journeymen friends for a meal, I asked them about Jacob.

“Ah, I saw you were with him,” Mary commented. “It’s such a sad case. He had to leave his apprenticeship. His master was one of the worst I’ve heard of,” she said sadly.

“All of us were apprenticed to the city at the age of 12,” William explained. “Some masters are good; others are cruel and exploitative. But if you can’t tolerate it and leave before your apprenticeship is completed, you may end up without the right to even live in the city.”

I was mystified. “How do the guilds have that much control?” I asked.

Joan, having a master’s larger vision than the journeymen around her, began to explain the bigger picture.

“The guilds control the way in which trade is conducted in London, and the Merchants’ guild in particular controls commerce,” she told me. “Every freeman and freemaiden—that’s the status you gain when you become a master—pays an annual subscription to maintain the guild. More powerful members of the guilds also become involved with civic duties and are appointed to important and influential positions in the community. Each guild has its own hall and their own coat of arms, but there is also the Guildhall where representatives of all the various London guilds meet together. So the guilds are powerful.”

Mary interjected at that point. “All of this means that you cannot conduct a trade which the guild controls without guild membership. Now there is a Brewer’s Guild, but they maintain the larger alehouses in the city and also control the tapsters, who draw the alcohol. But outside of the city—and even in small venues inside the city such as markets—they still need alewives. So we pay a licence every year to the Brewer’s Guild—they recognise our expertise—to operate on a small scale without violating their guild rules.”

Elizabeth, who was generally quiet, spoke up, somewhat rancorously.

"The entry point to all guild trades is a seven-year apprenticeship. I was only 11, and barely able to understand the speech of Londoners when a master took me on. I was so lucky that the cooks have freemaidens because my master was a woman. She was tough, and at first, she beat me for not understanding her words—but most of the time she was fair, and she taught me well. Imagine what it would be like for an 11-year-old girl from the north to be apprenticed to a male master who was lecherous. Most girls in those circumstances run away, or worse, end up pregnant and are dismissed. It happens with young boys too if the master has perverse tastes.

“And some, like poor Jacob, are simply mistreated by their masters—they beat them continuously and do not give them enough food, and treat them as little more than a household slave, not even teaching them much of the craft. So the child runs away—and that means the apprenticeship is terminated. You do not get a second chance—unless your family has some money so that they can pay to have you apprenticed in another trade. But even for those that can afford it, you have still lost a year or two, and it is hard to trust a new master if you have been abused by the old one.”

Thomas took up from there. “And the cost of leaving your apprenticeship is high. In this society, everybody is supposed to have a place. Either you live and work in the parish that you grew up in, or you come to London or some of the other smaller cities to be apprenticed to a trade. If you have not completed your apprenticeship, to that way of thinking, unless you have a legal occupation—as a licenced alewife, for example—you have no right to live in the city. Even if you have a room to live in and are doing piecework at home, legally you are considered to be vagrant. The law is clear that vagrants must be returned to their home parish; if they are found to have travelled again, they can be flogged. Now, some people want to leave their homes for the lure of the city. And some come from wealthy enough families to take them in and pay for another apprenticeship. But many apprentices come from places where there are already too many mouths to feed in their families, and where the cost of the first apprenticeship has already been laid out—and in some cases has impoverished their parents to do so. How are you to return there?”

By now, I had ceased to be surprised at the manner in which English society is organised so that some have power and are protected while others have little power and are vulnerable. But the intricacy of the process did surprise me. And it made me worry about Jacob even more. I continued a friendship with him, as well as the journeymen, as the months went by. It lightened my heart and made it easier to continue my studies.

Midway through my third year at the friary, I struck up a friendship with a Venetian scholar studying at the friars’ school.
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