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I first encountered David Mills, ‘met’ is perhaps too intimate a description 
of the occasion, in Leeds on Tuesday, 10 September 1974, as a long-haired 
postgraduate (me, that is, not David) attending what became, 
retrospectively, the first SITM meeting.  In the 33 years since, I have had 
the pleasure of meeting him at numerous conferences and lectures and 
enjoying his and Joy’s hospitality.  In that time I have admired his 
thorough and meticulous approach to medieval drama research and his 
uncompromising attention to the tiniest detail of its record.  It is in 
recognition of that admiration and in his honour that I dare to be 
conjectural, speculative, and even a bit vague in an area in which he is 
indisputably a world authority. 

It is also a delight to return to the subject of the staging of the Chester 
Whitsun Play which I was about to begin researching in the October 
following my encounter with David; a coincidental rather than causal 
connection.  I’ve always had a soft spot for the Chester records, not least 
for the glimpses of humanity and human frailty that lie beneath the surface 
of its magnificent enterprise.  This is particularly true of the members of 
the Painters, Glaziers, Embroiderers, and Stationers’ Company whose 
quarrels, insults, and transgressions parallel those of the Shepherds in the 
pageant that they sponsored.  At the time I began my research, REED was 
in its infancy and Larry Clopper’s edition of the Chester records was five 
years ahead.  Initially, this meant surveying antiquarian transcriptions of 
the records.  It was here that I first came across the cantankerous painter 
Thomas Poole.  Unfortunately, the account that most fully exposes his 
irascibility is not in the old or new REED: Chester, for the very good reason 
that only in the post-modern sense does it have anything to do with 
performance: 

Thomas Pole dyd say the laste of October att a metyying that he 
wolde nott come to any metying at the warnyng of anye Stuerte 
[Steward] upon an others warnyng no nor with Mr Mayre nether 
That the same tyme he bade Thomas pentnye being stuerte that he 
shulde nott come in his house, for if he did … that that came for the 
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one shuld smarte fo ytt Att the same tyme he sayd to our Alderman 
by these wordes of the name of Halwood thou lies falsleye and thou 
wyll prove a thousant lyes I have an … othe to lay againste the.  At 
the same tyme he called the whole Company Drunken Swallyguttes.1  

It seems that the Painters’ Company were as fond of the ale of Halton as 
the Shepherds they played.  Poole’s outburst had probably been simmering 
for some time.  A year earlier, in 1574, his child was given 4d by the 
company ‘bycose he pled not our god’.2  Six years before that, in 1568, he 
himself received 3d as compensation for being ‘bated in his parte’.3  But, I 
think, my favourite Chester item, for the frustration it reveals and the 
intrigue it conceals, occurs in the same company’s accounts for 1576–7. 

Robert Waytt is fyned for that he did promysse the Company that 
his man shuld goe vppon the Styltes vppon mydsomer eueen 1577 
and keptt bothe his man and the Styltes from vs And went in to the 
Ile of man with them And […] he […] caused vs to be at xviijd. more 
charges vntyll we had neded                xijd.4

Why Waytt reneged on his promise is not entirely clear, but his temerity in 
doing so was no doubt compounded by the fact that he was one of two 
company stewards for the year responsible for, amongst other things, the 
safe-keeping of the stilts.5  His ‘man’, whom he committed to stilt-walking 
at the Midsummer Show, was probably his apprentice or journeyman.  
Whatever attraction the Isle of Man might have held for Waytt, it was 
clearly sufficient to outweigh incurring the wrath of his guild and the 
penalty of a fine.6  He was possibly seduced by the offer of a stilt-walking 
engagement at the famous Isle of Man Midsummer Fair that formed a 
major part of the Tynwald Day celebrations held on Tynwald Hill in St 
John’s.7  The Isle of Man may have paid more for walking on stilts than 
the Chester Painters’ Company average of 6d, but no fee was ever likely to 
cover the cost of travel, accommodation, and subsistence for two abroad as 
well as the loss of reputation at home.  It is possible that Waytt, as a 
glazier, secured work on the island that he opportunistically timed to 
coincide with the fair.  Although there is no evidence of his active 
involvement with the Painters’ participation in the Chester Midsummer 
Show after his conspicuous absence in 1577, he remained a guild member 
and is recorded as processing with their banner on Midsummer Eve 1591.8

The registering of Waytt’s fine is not the only or, indeed, the first time 
that the Painters’ Company, a glazier, stilts, and the Midsummer Show 
come together in the Chester records.  The earliest explicit reference to 
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stilt-walking at Midsummer is in 1571 when two unnamed men were paid 
12d for their skill.  The last is in 1603 when Moses Dobe received the same 
sum for going solo.  In between these dates, Richard Dobe walked on stilts 
at Midsummer in 1573 accompanied by his brother Edward who also went 
alone in 1576, 1582, 1583, and 1594.  Another member of the family, 
Aaron Dobe, stilt-walked in 1602.  Unnamed stilt-walkers are recorded in 
the years 1575, 1577, and 1580.  As well as fairly regular appearances in the 
Midsummer Show, an anonymous stilt-walker featured in the riding and 
reading of the Banns in 1572; a task later undertaken by Richard Dobe in 
1575.9  The Painters’ Midsummer Show account for 1576–7 makes clear 
that the named and unnamed stilt-walkers appeared in the rôle and, 
presumably, the costume of the Shepherds from the Whitsun Play pageant 
with which they were associated: ‘Item to the ij shepertes for going vppon 
the Styltes xxd’.10  The form in which the expense is expressed is very 
similar to a corresponding item in the earliest surviving Painter’s account 
of 1567–8: 

Item to tow shepperttes for goyng vppon mydsomer euen       x d. 

Item to the tow sheppertes when the [sheppertes whytsone] banes 
were Rydden                 x d.11

This suggests that stilt-walking may have figured slightly earlier in the 
records of the Painters, Glaziers, Embroiderers, and Stationers’ 
entertainments than specifically mentioned. 

All of the stilt-walkers named in the accounts were members of the 
Dobe family and it is likely that they were also some, if not all, of those 
unnamed.  It is unfortunate that no record survives of the name of Robert 
Waytt’s apprentice but it is not impossible that he, too, was a Dobe, 
although no one of the name quite fits the dates.  Enough has been written 
about the Dobe glazing dynasty to require only the briefest outline here.12  
Edward and Richard were sons of Richard Dobe of Handbridge, a suburb 
of Chester.  Richard senior was franchised later in life than usual in 1565/6 
and died sometime around 1572.  Edward appears to have been his eldest 
son and was made free in 1571.  Richard, who was apprenticed to his 
father, gained his freedom in 1574.13  This makes their probable respective 
birth dates 1550 and 1553.  Moses Dobe became a freeman in 1610/11 and 
was probably born in 1589 or 1590.14  If correct, these calculations mean 
that Edward Dobe stilt-walked between the ages of 25 and 44, Richard at 
20 and 22, and Moses at the much younger age of 13 or 14.  All of the 
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Dobes mentioned were glaziers, as was Henry Dobe, active in 1533, who, in 
all probability, was Edward’s and Richard’s grandfather.15

Edward Dobe, in particular, was much in demand as a glazier in 
Chester.  He worked on the windows of Holy Trinity Church, the 
Cathedral, and the parish church of St Oswald’s within the Cathedral, and 
the Cathedral Song School.16  The bulk of his work was repairing rather 
than making windows although he did supply new glass and on one 
occasion was paid to deface images in Holy Trinity according to the 
Queen’s instructions.17  He took his guild membership seriously and was 
steward and alderman on a number of occasions.18  He died apparently 
intestate in 1612.19

The obvious questions that arise now are why glaziers and, it seems, 
only glaziers walked on stilts dressed as the Shepherds from their Whitsun 
Play pageant in the Midsummer Show and at the Riding of the Banns, 
and, as a corollary, whether the Shepherds used stilts in the performance 
of the pageant.  The last question is the easier to answer — we simply don’t 
know.  It is certainly not possible to be as definite as F.M. Salter who 
stated that ‘there would be no “goynge one the styltes” at the Whitsun 
plays’.20  The pageant text, as it survives, gives very little opportunity for 
stilt-walking but the convention of station-to-station presentation certainly 
does in the movement between performances.  This would not necessarily 
be recorded in the accounts as any fee for going on the stilts could be 
subsumed under the general payments to those playing the Shepherds.  In 
this respect, it is worth noting that Trowle, the youngest Shepherd, 
consistently received more than the others.  The extra payment may be in 
recognition of his stilt-walking but it is as likely to recompense him for 
three bouts of wrestling to the one each by Hankin, Harvey, and Tudd.  
Whatever circumstances the differential payment may reflect, it cannot 
conceal the fact that if the Shepherds did not go on stilts at some stage in 
the Whitsun Play there would be no obvious reason for them to do so in 
the Midsummer Show or at the Riding of the Banns.  In the context of 
these instances of the city’s festive culture, where guild recognition was 
vital, audience identification of the figures as shepherds would have been 
paramount.  Skill in the art of spectacle was a delightful bonus. 

This apparent lack of a connection between glaziers, shepherds, and 
stilts, succinctly summarised by David as ‘it is difficult to see why 
shepherds should be on stilts either in the show or the play’, may explain 
why so little attention has been paid to the relationship between the 
occupations and a particular performance practice.21  Peter Meredith, as so 
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often, is an exception here.  He has done much to identify the Chester 
stilt-walkers and speculate on their possible roles in the Painters’ pageant.  
Even he, though, concedes that, in spite of the named stilt-walkers all 
being glaziers, ‘their occupation has nothing to do with the plays’ and, by 
extension, that ‘stilt-walking may have nothing to do with the plays’.22  
This leaves us with the rather disappointing conclusion that the situation is 
serendipitous; the Dobes, and maybe others, could, by chance, stilt-walk 
and their talent added to the spectacle of customary celebration as in the 
case of the Moko Jumbies in Trinidadian Carnival.23  The stilt-walkers 
simply took their place along with the fabulous creatures, morris dancers, 
and hobby-horses in the Midsummer Show.24  This would be more 
convincing were there a history of stilt-walking on similar occasions in 
England and Wales.  There is, though, not a single other reference to stilt-
walking in the REED volumes to date.  Notwithstanding the inconsistent 
survival of accounts, this absence might suggest the existence of a special 
relationship between glazing and stilt-walking in Chester.   

It is here that I need to make a leap in time as well as in faith.  Since 
the 1960s, Dura-Stilts, an international company, has been making stilts 
for use by plasterers, dry-lining contractors, painters, decorators, 
electricians, and ceiling installers.  Their website home page also boasts 
specification by leading theatre groups and street entertainers.25  It is easy 
to see the advantage a pair of stilts could bring to these occupations where 
height and movement are essential.  Stilts, in the right circumstances, can 
offer a safer and/or cheaper alternative to ladders, trestles, and scaffolding.  
The Chester glaziers would obviously use scaffolding for any job in excess 
of ten feet and trestles for the installation of whole windows at anything 
below that but above head height.26  For the kind of repairs that Edward 
Dobe was undertaking, much of it apparently in situ, a pair of stilts would 
be a more flexible and less hazardous option than propping a ladder 
against fragile glass.  It is, of course, impossible to prove that the Dobes 
used them in their working lives.  Nonetheless, it is improbable that such 
use would not have occurred to them following the successful employment 
of stilts in play.  More likely is the reverse connection where the Dobes 
exploited an existing occupational skill in the celebratory displays of their 
guild.  Stilts as a glazier’s tool of trade might also explain why Robert 
Waytt was so keen to have them with him in the Isle of Man. 

The type of stilts used by the Dobes for performing, and possibly 
working, would have been peg stilts that strap on at the foot and the knee 
leaving the hands free, rather than pole stilts where the feet rest untied on 
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struts and the hands grip the shafts.  An example of peg stilts can be seen 
in the Luttrell Psalter left-hand marginal illumination of Vulgate Psalm 37 
(PLATE 1).27  The Chester stilts were painted at least twice, in the play 
years 1572 and 1575, either for decoration or preservation, or both, 
suggesting that they were visible and not covered by costume.   

At the time of the Whitsun Play and Midsummer Show, the existence 
of an occupational link between glaziers and stilts may seem somewhat 
tentative, but that between shepherds and stilts is fairly conclusive.  The 
tradition of shepherds wearing stilts to keep above marshy ground, cross 
streams, avoid briars, and to extend the distance at which they could see 
their sheep, particularly on flat ground, is best known in south-west 
France.  The department of Landes in Gascony, bounded by the Atlantic 
coast to the west, the rivers Adour in the south, and Garonne in the 
north-east, is a region celebrated for its stilt-walking shepherds.  Before 
forestation in the nineteenth century the area was either a waste land of 
heath, herbs, and brushwood or, after rain, a boggy marshland.  The 
region lacked roads and relied heavily on the raising of sheep for a living.  
As an effective means of mobility in these conditions, shepherds depended 
on stilts.  One of the earliest references to this practice survives in a letter 
Frederick Robinson (1746–1792) sent to his sister, Anne Robinson, from 
Bordeaux on 29 July 1771.  At the time Robinson was Secretary to his 
brother, Thomas, the Ambassador to Madrid.  Frederick spent a week in 
Bordeaux during which he made courtesy visits, swam every morning, and 
travelled between nearby ports by boat.  On landing, he describes the 
terrain as consisting of black sand, briars, and fir forests and observes that 
this compels the shepherds to tend their sheep using stilts to avoid the 
briars.28

Albert Racinet, in his classic, if idiosyncratic, Le Costume Historique, 
depicts a group of Landes shepherds on stilts, one of whom is also knitting 
(PLATE 2).29  Many of Racinet’s illustrations were taken from 
contemporary photographs.  The one that may have inspired his Landes 
shepherds’ plate survives (PLATE 2B).  In both, shepherds can be seen 
standing on stilts that raise them about four or five feet above the ground.  
Their feet rest on ledges in stirrups and the stilts are strapped to their legs 
below the knee.  The base of each stilt was often reinforced by a ferrule 
made of sheep’s bone.  To maintain balance when stationary, long staves 
were used, some fixed with a narrow board for a seat.  The staves also 
enabled wearers to rise from the ground once the stilts had been attached 
and to lower themselves in order to dismount.30  
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PLATE 1: Youth wearing peg stilts, from the Luttrell Psalter, c. 1340. 
London: British Library, Additional MS 42130, fol. 70v. 

© British Library Board.  All rights reserved. 
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PLATE 2A: Landes shepherds on stilts (lithograph). 
Albert Racinet Le Costume historique (1876–88) 
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PLATE 2B: Photograph of Landes shepherds on stilts, late nineteenth century. 
From <http://lous.tchancayres.free.fr/stilts.html> 
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Although the evidence for stilt-walking in the Landes may be relatively 
late, there seems no reason to doubt that it was a practice in use before the 
eighteenth century.  In the city of Namur in Belgium, records exist for stilt-
walking as a response to the overflowing Sambre and Meuse rivers from as 
early as the beginning of the fifteenth century.  Not only did the 
inh ent flooding but the local 
mi d drainage had removed 
the s of the city held 
reg thern 
Spanish village of Anguiano stilt dancers annually celebrate the Feast of 

ublished in 1622, Michael Drayton lists some of ‘the 
ple

 of 
Ed

abitants resort to stilts to avoid the frequ
litia also found them useful.  Even after improve
 necessity for stilts, residents from the old and new side

31  In the norular stilt-fights which are performed to this day.

Mary Magdalene.  The tradition is claimed to have been handed down 
from father to son for generations having originated in the practice of 
shepherds using stilts to overcome flooded fields.32

In England, the utilitarian value of stilts is recorded in literature from 
the beginning of the seventeenth century, mainly in the context of the 
fenlands of East Anglia.  In the continuation of Poly-Olbion from the 
eighteenth song, p

asures of the Fennes’: 

The toyling Fisher here is tewing of his Net: 
The Fowler is imployed his lymed twigs to set. 
One vnderneath his Horse, to get a shoot doth stalke; 
Another ouer Dykes vpon his Stilts doth walke …33

Drayton had been researching material for this work since at least 1598.34  
In 1603 he had published a revised edition of Mortimeriados, first printed in 
1596.  At one point, this quasi-epic on the civil wars during the reign

ward II extols the various virtues of fighting men and their weapons in 
the English counties.  When considering the ‘Fens and Marshlands’ he 
notes that the ‘doubtfull foards and passages’ are best negotiated with ‘stilts 
and loapstaues’.35

A seemingly closer allusion to shepherds stilt-walking is found in the 
unflattering description of ‘Fen-men or Fen-dwellers’ in Philemon Holland’s 
English translation of William Camden’s Britannia, first printed in 1610.  
Camden, who worked closely with Holland on the translation, considers 
them, ‘a kinde of people according to the nature of the place where they 
dwell rude, uncivill, and envious to all others whom they call Vpland-men: 
who stalking on high upon stilts, apply their mindes, to grasing, fishing 
and fowling’.36  It is possible that Camden’s Fenland findings were acquired 
whilst he was researching for Britannia in Norfolk and Suffolk in 1578.37
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More convincing evidence for shepherds using stilts than the literary 
citations is the marginal illumination illustrating Psalm 1 in the Fenland 
manuscript Brussels: Bibliothèque Royale MS 9961–62, fol. 14.  Better 
known as the Peterborough Psalter, this manuscript, executed in the early 
fourteenth century for monastic use, is thought to owe its stylistic 
background to the court school of Westminster with some of the artists 
working in the contemporary East Anglian style.  The textual and 
liturgical content as well as the pictorial programme was furnished by 
Peterborough Abbey.38  The historiated initial B that begins Psalm 1 
depicts David playing the harp accompanied by two musicians.  In the left-
hand border (from top to bottom) David slays Goliath, a young man 
catches a swan, or possibly disturbs it in order to steal its eggs, and a man 
walks on stilts carrying a crook over his right shoulder on which is draped 
his cape (PLATE 3).  Lucy Freeman Sandler describes the lower figure as a 
‘jester on stilts’.39  Clifford Davidson follows Sandler’s identification by 
captioning the reproduction of the image in his book on early illustrations 
of the stage as a ‘fool on stilts’.40  There is, though, nothing ‘foolish’ about 
the

ent carried over the 
shoulder of the figure on stilts is undoubtedly a shepherd’s crook and not a 
‘foolstick’ or marotte as suggested by Davidson.42  It is identical in its 
rather club-like shape to the crooks carried by shepherds in Annunciation 
scenes of contemporary manuscripts.43  The border illustration in the 
Peterborough Psalter is almost certainly a reference to David’s early life as a 
shepherd, shown in Fenland manner. 

Although the Fens, as an extensive area, attract most attention to stilt-
walking, it is clear that the inhospitable terrain, rather than a unique 
practice, is the reason.  Stilts are an asset wherever the ground is marshy or 
boggy.  It is precisely these conditions that the Welsh shepherds would 
have encountered as they worked their way from the Conway to the 
Clwyd and on to Chester through Saltney Marsh.44  The first shepherd, 
Hankin, acknowledges as much when he reports that, 

 appearance of this character other than his fingering of the crook as 
though it were a musical instrument.  He does not wear the ass’ ears and 
coxcomb of a medieval fool nor the motley.  The carrying, rather than the 
wearing, of his cape implies an outdoor worker having removed a layer of 
clothing because of warm weather.41  Moreover, although fools do appear 
in Psalters it is almost always as an illustration to Vulgate Psalm 52, as is 
the case with the Peterborough Psalter.  The implem
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PLATE 3: Shepherd on stilts: decorative border illustration to Psalm 1 of the 
Peterborough Psalter, East Anglia, c.1300. 

Brussel: Bibliothèque royale de Belgique, MS 9961–62, fol. 14, detail. 

© Bibliothèque royale de Belgique 
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For with walkynge werye I have mee rought; 
 besydes the suche my sheepe I sought.45

The fact that their sheep are prone to foot-rot, a separation of the horny 
portions of the hoof from the sensitive underlying tissues caused by 
excessive moisture, confirms exposure to a marshland environment.   

It is entirely credible that the Welsh shepherds were renowned for 
entering the outskirts of Chester on stilts.  It is also possible that the 
Chester glaziers used stilts in their occupation.  The synergy between 
occupation and Whitsun Play pageant may not be as obvious as that 
between the Waterleaders and Drawers of Dee and their pageant of Noah’s 
Flood, or the Bakers and the Last Supper, but to contemporary spectators of 
the Midsummer Show, the Riding of the Banns, and possibly the Whitsun 
Play, the association of the Welsh shepherds’ tactics for navigating 
marshland with the working practices of the glaziers might have made 
perfect sense. 

University of Bristol 
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