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Geoffrey Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales: The Reeve’s Tale


 At Trumpington, there was a miller dwelling there, as proud as any peacock. He could play the bagpipes, fish, mend nets, drink, wrestle well, and shoot. He wore by his belt a very sharp-bladed sword, and a long cutlass, and in his pouch he carried a jolly dagger. 

 There was no man who dared to touch him for fear of death! His skull was as bald as an ape’s, round his face was round and his nose a pug. He was a known swaggerer at markets. No creature dared to lay a hand on him, for he swore he should pay dearly for it. He was a thief of grain and ground meal, and a sly and tiresome one at that, in truth. He was called Simkin the Bully. 

 He had a wife, of noble blood; the parson of the town was her father, who gave as her dowry many pieces of brass kitchen ware, so that Simkin might marry into his kin. She had been brought up in a nunnery; Simkin would have no wife, he affirmed, unless she were well nurtured and a virgin. No creature dared call her anything but “madam.” There was no man so bold that he would walk near her or dared once to flirt with her, unless he wished to be slain by Simkin with a cutlass or knife or dagger. 

 They had between them a twenty-year-old daughter and no other children, except one of six months; it lay in a cradle, and was a proper lad. This young lady was sturdy and well grown, with broad hips and round high breasts, and a pug-nose and eyes gray as glass. Her hair was rather pretty, I will not deny 
 This miller surely collected great money on the wheat and malt from all the surrounding lands. And most notably there was a great college that is called King’s Hall at Cambridge, and all the wheat and malt for this were ground by him. It happened one day that the purchaser of the college fell ill of some sickness. Therefore this miller stole a hundred times more of the meal and corn than any other time. Before this he stole only courteously, but now he was a thief outrageously. The purchaser criticized him for this and made much ado about it, but the miller did not care one straw about it, and blustered fiercely and said it was not so. 

 Now there dwelt in this Hall that I tell of two young poor clerks. They were bold and headstrong and lusty in sport, and they eagerly begged of the warden, only for the fun and joy of it, to grant them a leave for only a little while to go to the mill and see their corn ground. And truly they would wager their own heads that the miller would steal half a peck of corn from them by cunning or plunder it from them by force. And at last the purchaser let them go. One of them was named John, and the other, Alan. 

 This Alan prepared everything that he needed to take and went forth with John. And they wore good swords and bucklers by their thighs. John knew the way; so they needed no guide. And he laid down the sack at the mill door. 

 Alan spoke first: “Hello, Simkin! How is your wife, and your fair daughter?” 
 “Alan, welcome,” Simkin said. “And John too! How are you, and what are you doing here?” 

 “Simkin,” replied John, “We have come to grind our corn and carry it home.” 

 “Ok,” Simkin said. “What will you do while it is being milled?” 

 John said, “We wish to watch you work. We have heard that you are such a good miller.”
And Alan said, “We’ve never seen a miller at work.”
 This miller smiled at their simplicity. “They think they can trick me,” he thought. “But I’ll steal even more than I’ve ever taken before!”
 Out the door he secretly went when he saw his time. He looked up and down until he found the clerks’ horse where it stood tied behind the mill; and went softly to the horse and swiftly stripped off the bridle. And when the horse was loose, he started forth with a “Wehee!” and the horse ran off.
 This miller went back. He did not say a word, but did his business and chatted with the clerks until their corn was ground nicely and well. And when the meal was sacked and fastened, John went out and found his horse gone, and began to cry, “Help! Alack! Our horse is lost! Alan, for God’s sake, man, step on your feet, come out at once!”
 Alan forgot everything, including the meal and wheat. His careful management of the situation entirely escaped his mind. “What!” he began to cry. “Which way?”
These poor clerks ran hard toward the marsh, both Alan and John. And when the miller saw they were off, he took half a bushel of their flour, and told his wife to go and knead it in a loaf. 

 These poor clerks ran up and down, with “Whoa, whoa! Gee! Stop, stop! Ha!” But, in brief, they could not with all their power catch their nag, he always ran so fast, until at length they caught him in a ditch when it was dark night. 
 Wet and weary, like a beast in the rain, poor John came, and Alan with him. “Alack the day I was born!” said John. “Now we are brought to mockery and ridicule; our corn is stolen.”  They begged the miller to give them lodging for the night.
 This miller sent his daughter into town for ale and bread, and roasted a goose for them, and secured their horse so that it would not go astray any more. He made them a bed in his own bedroom, nicely decked with sheets and blankets, only eight or ten feet from his own bed. His daughter had a bed to herself right in the same room very close at hand. 

 They supped and talked and amused themselves, and drank ever deeper of the strong ale, and about midnight went to rest. 

 The miller drank until he was entirely drunk. And the wife went to bed also. The cradle was put at the foot of her bed, so that she might rock it and nurse the child.  And the daughter went to bed. And Alan and John went to bed as well. None of them took anything else; they needed no sleeping potion! Truly, the miller had so gulped his ale that he snorted in his sleep like a horse. His wife also snorted; one could have heard their snoring two miles away. The daughter snored also, to keep them company. 
 Alan the clerk, hearing all this poked John and said, “Are you sleeping? Our corn is stolen, without a doubt, and all day we have had an bad time; and since all that cannot be remedied, I shall have some comfort to counter my loss.”
 “Be careful, Alan,” John answered. “The miller is a dangerous man.”
 “I do not count him as much as a fly,” Alan replied, and up he rose. He crept up to the young woman (she lay on her back and slept soundly) until he was so close to her that, before she could see him, it was too late for her to cry out. And, to make a long story short, they were soon one. 

John lay still for about five minutes or so, and pitied himself. He thought, “I am just a fool.  Yet my friend has gained something for his trouble; he has the Miller’s daughter in his arms. He took a risk and has accomplished his purpose, and I lie here like a sack in my bed; and when this prank is retold another day, I shall be thought a fool, a weakling.” And up he rose, and softly he went to the cradle, took it up with his hand, and took it to the foot of his own bed. 

 Soon after this the wife stopped snoring, awoke, went out to pee, returned again, could not find her cradle, and groped here and there but did not find it. “Alas,” she said, “I almost went to the wrong place; I almost went to the clerk’s bed. Ah, God bless! Then I would have made a bad mistake. And she went forth and found the cradle. She groped along with her hand, found the bed, and thought all was well since the cradle stood next to it. And she did not know where she was since it was dark. 
And softly and carefully she crept into bed with the clerk, and lay perfectly still, and would have fallen asleep. In a while John the clerk leapt up and with all his energy laid on this wife. 

 These two clerks led this jolly life until the rooster crowed the third time. Alan said, “My dear, I love you always. But I must go.”
 “Dear sweetheart,” she said, “now go, and farewell! But before you go, I will tell you one thing. When you pass the mill going homeward, right at the entrance behind the door you will find a loaf that was made of a half a bushel of your own meal, which I helped my father to take.”
 Alan rose up and thought, “Before it is day I will go back to share the bed with my friend” and he crept about. He almost got into bed but felt the cradle at the end of the bed and said, “O, I have almost gotten into bed with the miller!”
 And with the Devil’s own luck, he went forth to the bed where the miller lay. He thought to have crept in next to his fellow John, but he crept in by the miller and caught him by the neck and said softly, “John, you swine’s head, awake, for Christ’s soul, and listen to this! For, in this short night I have coupled three times with the miller’s daughter lying flat on her back, while you have, you coward, been afraid.” 

 “You false knave!” said the miller. “Ah, false traitor, false clerk! You shall die, by God’s dignity!” And he caught Alan by the throat. Alan caught him in turn furiously, and struck him on the nose with his fist. Down ran the bloody stream onto the miller’s breast, and on the floor they wallowed like two pigs in a poke, with nose and mouth crushed and bleeding. Then his wife, who knew nothing of this fight, got up and tripped over them and kicked her husband in the head and he lost consciousness. And Alan and John used this time to leave, collecting their grain, as well.
 Thus was the proud miller well beaten, and has lost his toll for grinding their wheat, and paid every penny for the supper of Alan and John who beat him well. 
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