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The Shipman’s Tale

Geoffrey Chaucer

 At St. Denis there once lived a merchant, who was rich and therefore men deemed him wise. His wife was of excellent beauty and loved company and parties, which is a thing that causes more expense than anything else. But woe to him who must always pay! For his own honor's sake the poor husband must give his wife beautiful clothing and shoes. If by chance he cannot, or else will not allow such expensive purchases, then some other man must pay for those items, and that can be dangerous to a marriage.

 This worthy merchant kept a beautiful house, to which there were many visitors every day on account of his kindness and his beautiful wife. But listen to my tale. Among his other guests was a monk, a bold and handsome man named Brother John, thirty years in age, who was always visiting that place. This young monk who was so fine-looking in face had been such good friends with the husband of the house, that he was as familiar in his house as any friend could be. Free and generous was Brother John, and especially with his money in that merchant’s house, and diligent about giving pleasure. So everyone was very glad to have Brother John visiting.

 It so happened one day that this merchant made ready to go to the town of Bruges to go shopping. Therefore he then sent a messenger to Paris, asking Brother John to come to St. Denis to visit with him and his wife for a day or two before he went to Bruges.  Brother John brought with him a great jug of beer and another full of fine wine, so everyone was again happy to see him.

 On the third day of his visit, Brother John had risen on this morning and walked back and forth in the garden, saying his morning prayers like a gentleman. The wife came walking secretly into the garden where he was pacing softly, and greeted him as she had often done before. “Oh my dear Brother John,” she said, “what prompts you to rise so early?” 

 He said, “Ah, a man only needs five hours of sleep or less each night. But, dear lady, why are you so pale? I believe you need to rest yourself soon.” And with that word he laughed merrily.

 This lovely wife began to shake her head. “I’m so unhappy. I have decided to run away or to kill myself. I see no other solution to my problem.”

 The monk was shocked. He said, “God forbid that for any sorrow or fear you should destroy yourself! But tell me your trouble; perhaps I may help you in your troubles, and therefore tell me all, for it shall be a secret. I swear I will never tell another soul what you tell me.”

 “Dear friend,” she said, “I want to tell you that I have suffered from my husband since I wedded him, even though he is your friend. I know you will not believe me.”

 “Nay,” said the monk, “I will believe you. I swear upon it.”

 “Oh my Brother John!” she said. “I wish I could keep this secret, but it must come out: I can wait no longer. My husband is the worst man to me that ever was since the world was created. But since I am a wife, it is inappropriate for me not to tell any person of our private matters, those in bed or elsewhere. You well know that all women want six things in life. 1. they would have their husbands brave and 2. wise and 3. rich, and 4. generous and 5. obedient to their wives, and 6. energetic in bed. My problem is that I must pay one hundred francs by next Sunday. I bought some new clothes and can’t afford the bill. If my husband heard that I owed money, he would kill me himself. Therefore, I ask you to lend me this money, or I will die.”

 This monk answered, “Now truly, my own dear lady, I have such pity for you that I swear to you and pledge you my word that when your husband has gone to town shopping, I will deliver you from this trouble. I will bring you a hundred francs.” And at that he caught her by the thighs and kissed her many times. “Now go,” he said, “be calm and know that I will help you.”

The wife was as merry as a magpie, and told the cooks to hurry up so that they all might dine soon. Then up to her husband she went and knocked at his bedroom door very boldly. “Sir, dear husband, it is time to eat.”

 The merchant agreed without delay and they hurried themselves to eat. After dinner Brother John took the merchant aside seriously and said to him secretly, “Friend, I see it is planned that you will to go to town. May God aid and guide you! I pray you, cousin, be careful in your journey. One thing before you go, I would pray you, if it may be; to lend me a hundred francs, so I may buy two horses. But let this thing be secret, I beg, for I must buy these horses tonight.”

 This merchant then answered courteously, “Brother John, truly this is a small request. My gold is yours whenever you wish to have it, and not only my gold but my goods. Take what you like. Pay me back again when you can. I am glad to serve you as I can.” He fetched these hundred francs then and delivered them secretly to the monk.

They drank and talked and rambled about a while and amused themselves until Brother John rode away to his church.

 The morning came and the merchant rode toward town. 

 After the merchant had gone, Brother John arrived at St. Denis, his crown and head all freshly shaven. But to go shortly to the point, this fair wife agreed with Brother John that for money, he would have her flat on her back all night in his arms. And this agreement was indeed carried out. 

 All night they led a busy life in fun until it was day when Brother John went his way, bidding the household “goodbye!” None of them and no creature in the town had suspicion of my lord John. And he rode back to his church.

 When his business trip was over, the merchant traveled to see Brother John to get his money back. “Brother John, are you able to repay me for those horses you bought? I would like my hundred francs back now.”

 “Surely,” Brother John answered, “I am glad that you have come back safe and sound. But I have already repaid you for your kindness in giving me money. I took it to your house and gave it to your wife just the other day.”

The merchant apologized and went home. His wife met him at the gate as she was accustomed to do. That entire night they enjoyed themselves in bed, as husbands do with their wives.

 When it was day this merchant embraced his wife all over again and kissed her on her face, and up he started and put all of his energy into it. “No more,” she said, “by God, you have enough!” And again she played with him wantonly until at last the merchant said, “In faith I am a little angry with you, my wife, though I am unwilling to be so. And do you know why? You have caused some unfriendliness between me and my friend, Brother John. You should have warned me before I went that he had paid you a hundred francs in cash. It was embarrassing that I asked him about the money when he had already paid me back.”

 His wife was never a bit afraid, but said boldly and at once, “I don’t care one bit about Brother John or his gold. Sure, he gave me some money, and I spent it on clothes. I’m your wife. If you want to take it out on me, do it in bed.”

 This merchant saw there was no reason to get mad at her because the deed was already done. “Now, wife,” he said, “I forgive you, but don’t spend so much money again. Take better care of our money, I beg you.”

 Thus ends my tale now.
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