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Excerpt from Froissart’s Chronicles 
Jean Froissart was a French writer who lived from about 1337 to 1405. He was a court historian, which means he was compensated by various kings and nobles for his work as a writer. He also was a poet. The Chronicles is a long work that covers many years and was made of many volumes. The excerpts below about Wat’s Rebellion are a very small portion of the overall work. 

The excerpts here are from The Online Froissart. This Web site provides access to the original text and to a modern English translation of portions of that text: http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/onlinefroissart/index.jsp.
Source: Froissart, Jean. Chronicles. [Excerpts about Wat’s Uprising.] Trans. Keira Borrill. “Jean Froissart, Chronicles,” in The Online Froissart, Ed. Peter Ainsworth and Godfried Croenen, Version 1.5 (Sheffield: HRIOnline, 2013). <http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/onlinefroissart>. 
1. Background 

{Folio 70R} It is customary in England, as it is in many countries, that the noblemen have great privileges over the common people and keep them in servitude; that is to say that by law and custom they must plough the land of the noblemen, harvest the grain and carry it back to the manor barn, to thresh and winnow it. They are also bound to cut the hay and chop wood and bring it back to the manor, and all such tasks as these. These men must provide all such services for the lords…. 
These wretched folk in all of the regions I have mentioned began to rebel, for they said that they were too severely exploited and that at the beginning of the world there were no serfs.… This they could no longer endure and wanted to be treated equally, and if they were to plough or do any form of labour for their lords, they wanted payment for it. 

On previous occasions they had been persuaded to such thoughts by a mad priest from the county of Kent called John Ball, [who said]…. “Good people, things in England cannot work, nor will they until wealth is shared equally; until there are neither peasants nor noblemen and we are all united. Why are these men, whom we call lords, masters over us? What have they done to deserve this? Why do they keep us in servitude? Do we not all come from one father and one mother, Adam and Eve? How can they claim or prove that they are any more lords than we are, except by forcing us to earn and toil for what they spend? They dress in velvet, silks and satins lined with miniver and grey fur, while we wear poor cloth. They have wine, spices and good bread while we have rye, bran and straw and drink water. {Folio 70V} They have their ease in fine manor houses, while we have toil and labour, and the rain and wind in the fields, and from our exertions comes the means for them to maintain their estates…. Let us petition the king for he is young, and we will make him aware of our servitude and tell him that we would wish things to be otherwise or else we will find our own remedy. If we go to him directly and as a group, all manner of people who are called serfs and are kept in bondage will follow us in order to be liberated. When the kings sees or hears us, he will provide a solution, peaceful or otherwise.” 

2. The peasants enter London
They were a good sixty thousand in number and they had an overall leader and spokesman called Wat Tyler, accompanied by Jack Straw and John Ball. These three were the commanders, but Wat Tyler was the commander-in-chief. This Wat was a tiler of houses; an iniquitous and devilish individual…. 

They all set out on the road and descended on London, wrecking and battering abbeys and the residences of lawyers and courtiers, and reached the suburbs of London which are large and fair. There they destroyed many fine houses; in particular, they broke into the king’s prison called the Marshalsea, and all the prisoners within were set free. They caused a great deal of damage in these suburbs.… 
{Folio 73V} [The rebels entered the city of London, where many of the common people were sympathetic to their cause.]… [The] captains John Ball, Jack Straw and Wat Tyler marched through London, with over thirty thousand men in their company.… Thus did these wicked people behave like wild and furious men, and that Thursday they caused much disorder throughout London. 
3. Meeting with the king
[The rebels threatened that if the king would not meet with them, they would attack his castle and kill everyone inside it. The king agreed to meet with the peasants at a meadow called Mile End.]
{Folio 74V} When the king … arrived at Mile End, he found more than sixty thousand men from different places and villages in the counties of England. He went among them and spoke to them affably, saying, “Good people, I am your king and lord. What is it you want? What do you wish to say?” Those who heard him replied, “We want you to set us free forever, ourselves, our heirs and our lands, so that we may never be known or held again as serfs.” 
The king replied, “I grant you this. Return to your homes, to the villages you came from, and from each village leave two or three men to represent you. I will have letters drawn up for them at once and sealed with my own seal, by which they will carry back with them freely and unchallenged everything you ask.…” 
These words did much to pacify the common people; indeed, those who were simple-minded, naïve and well-meaning … said aloud, “Well said! Well said! We could not ask for better.” And so the people were placated and began to withdraw to London. 
{Folio 75R} [The king said,] “I pardon you everything you have done up to now, as long as you follow my banners and return to your homes according to the terms I have laid down.” 
They all responded, “Yes.”… 
4. The death of Wat Tyler

[Wat Tyler, Jack Straw, and John Ball, along with many of their followers, said they were not satisfied and stayed in London. The next morning, the rebel leaders were gathered for a meeting in Smithfield Square. The king came riding by.]

{Folio 76R} When Wat Tyler saw that the king had come to a halt he said to his people, “There is the king, I wish to speak with him. Do not move from here without a signal from me, and when I make this signal then come forward and kill all those surrounding the king, but do not harm the king himself. He is young; we will bend him to our will and lead him with us throughout England, wherever it pleases us to go. We shall be lords of the kingdom, no doubt about it.” … 
{Folio 76V} The first words he spoke on addressing the king were these, “King, do you see all these people gathered here?”
“Yes”, said the king, “why do you ask?” 
“I ask because they are all at my command and have sworn their allegiance and loyalty to do whatever I ask of them.”
“That is all to the good,” said the king, “I am content that it should be so.” … [The king addressed all of Wat’s men.] “Companions, return peacefully to your people and cause them to leave London. Be calm and careful of yourselves, for it is our intention that each bailiwick and township shall have a letter, as has been agreed.” 
With these words, Wat Tyler laid eyes on one of the king’s squires, who was behind the king and bore the king’s sword. Tyler hated this squire with a passion, for once they had exchanged words and the squire had abused him. 
“What have we here?” said Tyler. “Give me your dagger.” 
“I will not,” replied the squire. “Why should I give it to you?” 
The king looked at his varlet and said to him, “Give it to him.” Grudgingly, he handed it over. When Tyler had hold of it he began to play with it and turn it over in his hand and addressed the squire once more, saying, 
“Give me that sword.” 
“I will not,” said the squire. “It is the king’s sword. You are not worthy of having it, for you are nothing but a knave, and if it were just you and me here, you would not have said those words for a mound of gold as big as St Paul’s Church.”
“By my faith,” exclaimed Tyler, “I will never eat again until I have your head.” 

As he said this the mayor of London arrived, accompanied by eleven others.… 
The king now became angry and said to the mayor, “Mayor, lay hands on that man.” While the king was speaking, Tyler had turned to the mayor saying, 
“What business is it of yours what I say or do?” 
“In truth,” said the mayor, who had the king’s approval, “you filthy fellow, how dare you speak in this manner in the presence of the king my natural lord? May I perish if you do not pay for this.” With these words, he drew a great badelaire which he was carrying, and struck Tyler such a violent blow to the head that it knocked him down at his horse’s feet…. Then one of the king’s squires, named Ralph de Standish, dismounted and drew a fine sword which he was wearing and thrust it into Tyler’s belly, and there he died. 
Then the rebels assembled perceived that their captain was dead; they began to mutter among themselves, saying, “They have killed our captain! Forward! Forward! Kill them all!” …
{Folio 77R} Then the king did a very bold and risky thing, but it turned out well, for as soon as Tyler had been slain, he broke away from his men, quite alone, and said, “Stay here, nobody follow me.” He went before these riotous folk, who were preparing themselves to avenge the death of their captain, and said to them, “Gentlemen, what do you want? You have no other captain but me. I am your king, be at peace.” And so it transpired that, as soon as they caught sight of the king and heard him speak, the majority of these people were overawed and began to take flight. 
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