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William Caxton,

=1 Ince the Rev. John Lewis, of Margate, publithed, fo long ago as 1737,
“The Life of Mayfter Wyllyam Caxton,” hardly a new faét, fearcely a
frefh incident, affecting the biography of our firft printer has been
recorded ; and to that work all fubfequent biographers of Caxton owe
their material. The incomparable monograph of Mr. William Blades has, how-
ever, rendered the fubject capable of being fatisfaflorily ftudied. It is not too
much to exped, through the labours of Mr. Van Praet and others, that in the
archives of Bruges there will one day be found interefling particulars concerning
thofe who worked with Corarn MaxsioN, and we may hope that among the
particulars yet to be difcovered, many neie /s relating to * The chief Englifh-
man at Bruges” will not be wanting.

In the fifteenth century the citizens of London difregarded the legal
majority of man,and the indenture of an apprentice was always fo drawn that the
civic majority was not attained until the completion of the twenty -fourth year.
We find in the vellum folio of the Mercers’ Company [the entries extending from
1344 to 1464] that Caxton was entered apprentice to Robert Large in 1438 as
appears by the following under that date :—

It. John large, les appitices de
[t. Willis Caxiton } Robert Large

Ten, eleven, or twelve years was no uncommon term of apprenticethip at this
time. Reckoning, however, the term of Caxton's fervitude at the minimum of
feven years, he could not have been more than feventeen years old at the date of
entry, and therefore cannot have been born before 1421. The date of Caxton's
birth being thus approximately fet down, we have his own Ratement that he
was born in * Kent in the Weeld,” though topographers are nut agreed in what
part of the “garden of England” the Weald is to be found.



At Bruges.

Caxton's mafler, Sir Robert Large, “who dwelled in Lothbury,” and
“whofe houfe ftandeth in two parifhes, §* Margaret’s and &' Olive's,” became
Lord Mayorin 1430, and at his death, in 1441, bequeathed to his apprentice, who
had ferved him but three years, a legacy of twenty marks (a fum equal to about
1504 of the prefent value of money). A year after Sir Robert's death, Caxton
went abroad, ftill an apprentice, to ferve the remainder of his term in Flanders
— probably to conclude bufinefs engaged in by his late mafter, who had been one
of the richeft and moft pawerful merchants in the city of London. It fhould be
remembered that Bruges, like Florence and Venice, was far in advance of London
as a commercial centre in Caxton's time, and at that city the Englith merchants
found their mart for the large confiznments of wool, then our chief produdt, and
the Mercers' foreign trade far exceeded that of all the other Companies. Caxton
took up his refidence in the *Domus Anglorum,” a {emi-fortified (truéture.
erefled to guard the foreigner againft any turbulent outbreak of the populace,
whofe ignorant jealoufy eafily imagined that the foreign merchants were ruining
their nation —and he dwelled in the Burpundian Capital, faving rare vifits firft to
London and then to Ghent and Cologne, for thirty-five years.

Having worked out the three or four remaining years of his apprenticefhip,
Caxton was foon in bufinefs on his own account, and fo profperoufly, that in 1450
he was accepted as fecurity for one John Granton, a merchant of the Wool-ftaplers,
who had their Staple of Wools at Calais, in the fum of one hundred and ten
pounds, which (um may be eflimated at ten times its prefent value. By an entry
in the before-mentioned folio of the Mercers’ Company, we fee that Caxton was
admitted to their livery in 1453; but for which glimpfe, we lofe fight of him for
ten years — during which time, however, he muft have continued to be fuccefsful,
for in 1463 he became Governor of * The Englilh Nation™ at Bruges. This
Affociation enjoyed great privileges-—granted by Philip the Good, Duke of
Burgundy. The Mercers’ appear to have originated the guild, which was the
Company of Merchant Adventurers under ancther name, with leave for other
great Companies to (hare in the memberfhip. In the following year King
Edward the Fourth iffued 2 Commiffion and appointed Sir Richard Whitchill
from his Court, and William Caxton, “a moll fit perfon,” to be his ambaffadors
and deputies to the Duke of Burgundy * for the purpofe of confirming an exifting



At Cologne.

treaty of commerce, [which had been in force for a long time, but would expire
in 1465] or, if neceffary, for making a new one.” Thefe negotiations were
unfuccefsful, and the commercial relations between the two countries were inter-
rupted, and not reftored until the accefiion in 1467 of Charles the Rafh, who
wedded, in the following year, Margaret, fifter of the Englith King. The
marriage was folemnized at Bruges with great rejoicings, of which an account
by an eye-witnels may be found in the Pafton Letters.

Caxton retained his poft as Governor of The Englilh Nation to 1469 —
but about this time fome reverfe of fortune apparently befell him. A Judgment,
dated May 12, 1469, (ets forth a difpute between an Englithman and a French-
man who agree to abide by the decilion of William Caxton and Thomas Perrot
as arbitrators and common friends— but Caxton being obliged to leave Bruges
for fome caufe not mentioned in the document, 2 full court of merchants was
fummoned, and the judgment declared in the names of the arbitrators. From
Bruges, Caxton went to Ghent, and afterwards to Cologne: he was probably in
the train of Edward IV., when that monarch was {ecking refuge from the machi-
nations of the great Earl of Warwick. But it is idle to fpeculate as to what may
have been, which is always the greateft barrier to our obferving what 45, It is
certain that Caxton received fome appointment in the Court of the Englith wife
of Charles, and became a favourite with the noble lady. In converfation, the
Duchefs elicited from him an acknewledgement that, * having no great charge or
occupation,” he had, before her Grace's arrival, commenced the tranflation, from
French intc Englith, of Le Recwed! des Hiffotves de Troye, by Raoul le Févre,
Difeouraged, he had abandoned the talk ; but he tells us in his prologue to * The
Recuyell,” that his noble miftrefs made him fetch his “ five or fix quires,” and
fubmit them to her infpection; and fhe “commanded me ftraightly to continue
and make an end of the refidue then not tranflated—whofe dreadful command-
ment 1 durft in no wife difobey, becanfe I am fervant unto her faid grace, and
receive of her yearly fee.” Thus the mercer becomes loil in the courtier; the
tranflation he began as an amufement he concludes apparently with but little
fatisfaction, and it is finifhed at length **in the holy city of Cologne in September
1371." The fatements of Caxton have led many bibliographers to the opinion
that the * Recuyell” was printed at Cologne by Ulrich Zel, who would thus be



At Wettmingler.

made the inftructor of Caxton, who tells us in the epilogue to the third book that
it was during its progrefs through the prefs that he learned the art; but Mr.
Blades declares in favour of Colard Manfion, with many a cogent realon. My
own opinion is that Caxton always refers to the Zframflation of the “ Recuyell”
finithed at Cologne, and that the “Recuyell,” as alterwards “The Game and
Playe of the Cheffe Moralyled," were printed at Bruges. Be that as it may, foon
after “ The Game and Playe of the Cheffe” was printed, Caxton took leave of the
land of his adoption, and turned his thoughts towards England, where he arrived
laden with a freight more precious than the moft opulent merchant adventurer
ever dreamed of, to endow his country with that ineftimable blefling, the printing
prefs—the inflrument deftined to relieve mankind from the thraldom of ignorance,
fuperftition, and vice. Towards the end of the year 1476, or the beginning of
1477, we find Caxton in occupation at Weltminfter, his prefs erefted in the
Almonry, which was 2 building erected by a moit admirable and excellent per-
fonage, whom the printers of England might well regard as their patronels—
Margaret of Richmond, mother of King Henry the Seventh, who was the great
patronefs of learning, and, as we know, the friend of Erafmus. She founded the
Almonry, not for the purpofe of encouraging printing, it is true, but for that of
extending her charity to the neceflitons of the neighbouhood, of which some veftige
itill continues in a dole which is given every Saturday to the poor of Weftmintlter
in the Hall of the College of St. Peter. As far as can be made out, the Almonry
ftood near the great wefl door of the Abbey, at the entrance of what is now called
Tothill-fireet, and as a matter of fadt the Almonry was then included within the
Abbey precinéts, For many years an old building [which tumbled down in 18467
was pointed out as Caxton's houfe, but it was proved to be no older than the time
of Charles the Second. This did not prevent parts of the woodwork being made
into walking-fticks and fnuff-boxes, and prefented o various patrons of literature
as genuine relics of our famous printer, Caxton himfelf tells us that he lived in
the Almonry, and from the fame fource we know the very fign of the houfe he
inhabited— Te Red Pale, which, it has been conjeftured, might ftand for Red
Polz ; but the far greater likelihood is that the fign had a heraldic ignificance, and
was a fhield of one of the heraldic metals, a pale gwles, A curious hand-bill
advertifement, printed and circulated by Caxton esfe 1480, furnithes us with thefe
particulars.  Of this interefting relic, the earlieft Englith * broad-fide” extant,
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particulars are appended to the fac-simile [Plate 2] From his houfe in the
Almonry, Caxton iffued all his important works, except the * Recuyell,” the firft
edition of “ The Game and Playe of the Chefle," both printed abroad, and the
 Hiftory of Jafon,” which lalt may have been printed either at Bruges or Weft-
minfter. When Caxton ftarted in England his whole flock of type confifted of
two founts, a church or Zext type and a secrelary type.  Thefe founts he purchaled
in the Low Countries and brought with him. When they began to wear he pro-
cured new founts, with a fmall fount of larger fize for headings; but whether
Caxton at any period of his career cafl his own letter feems now impoffible
to afeertain with any certainty.

For fome time he was bufied with the work of his patron, Anthony
Wydevile, Earl Rivers, *“ The Dictes or Sayengis of the Philolophres,” This
work is dated November 18th, 1477, the earlieft certainty, and the real date of
the Caxton anniverfary. 1f we had a back of Caxton's, as we have of Colard
Manfion's, Primum cpus impreffum per Welleloinm Cavion, it would be a different
matter. As it is we muft work upon the * Diftes" of November, 1477, until we
know more. The *“Diftes” is efpecially interefling from the faél that the
conclufion of it affords us a fpecimen of Caxton's own (tyle of literary compofition.
His patren, the Earl, with whom he feems to have been on the moft affeflionate
terms, having omitted to tranflate certain conclufions of Socrates *towchyng
women,” Caxton {upplics the omiflion. Thefe paffages are reproduced in the
JSac-fimiles [Plates 3, 4, 3, 6, 7, 8],

About one hundred feparate works have come down to us from the Well-
miniter prefs, of which number no lefs than thirty-three are known by fingle
copies or fragments only. 1f fo great a proportion of his work is unigue, how
much is loft altogether? We are poffeiled in the various public and private
colleélions, all told, of nearly fix hundred volumes from Caxton's prefs. Had
Caxton's epportunities allowed, he would probably have ufed wood-engraving to a
much greater extent; the chief difficuity was no doubt experienced in obtaining
the fervices of an engraver — many of the blocks being badly cut into, and the
draught{man’s work thereby deflroyed. The Left fpecimen of the wood-
engraver's art his works afford, and one which has been much praifed for its



