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GENEii, Category 2, Second Place 
 
The Parting of the Ways 
By Pauline Abbott 
  
1590, Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, England 
 
The sound of the church bells faded away over the green Northamptonshire fields, and the two 
young boys knew it was time to get themselves back to the cottage where a simple meal would 
be waiting for them.  Fourteen-year-old Thomas Dudley and his cousin Francis were often 
mistaken for brothers because of their looks, each with dark hair, high cheek bones, straight 
nose, and long upper lip.  In character, however, they were different.  Thomas was obviously the 
leader in all their escapades, and not just because of his four years’ seniority.  He already had a 
natural way of expecting others to agree with his plans.  Perhaps this was inherited from his 
father, Captain Roger Dudley, at present fighting in France.  It hardly disturbed the boys’ 
friendship, as Francis was naturally quieter, more serious, contented to do as he was told.  This 
included his readiness to follow his father into the trade where he was respected, that of tailor 
in the town of Wellingborough.  Thomas and his younger sister lived with this family while his 
father was away, his mother having died some years earlier. 
 
On this day, in the spring of 1590, the boys sensed a strange atmosphere as they returned.  
Thomas’ uncle stood uneasily in the center of the main room.  His aunt’s back was turned, her 
shoulders hunched and tense. 
 
“Thomas,” said his uncle solemnly, “You must be a man now, and think about your future, for 
your father is dead.  News came today of a great battle fought at Ivry.  Your father was a brave 
soldier, and he gave his life fighting for what is right.” 
 
Thomas felt the breath leave his body, but he strove to hold in his emotions.  He knew his father 
would not wish him to break down.  He had talked to him about life as a soldier, about the risks 
he took, about his reasons for supporting the oppressed Huguenots in France.   
 
Before he could reply, another figure stepped forward from the shadows.  It was Judge Nichols, 
godfather to both the Dudley cousins.  Thomas had met him only a few times before.  Now he 
could see the older gentleman was tired, dusty from a journey.  He must have brought the news.  
Thomas greeted him with composure. 
 
“Good day, sir.  I thank you for coming with this news yourself.  And now, you can tell me what I 
must do to volunteer, to take my father’s place.  It is what he would wish me to do.”  
 
In spite of the seriousness of the occasion, Judge Nichols smiled.   
 
“Your eagerness does you credit, my boy, and perhaps in time that is what you will do.  But, in 
the meantime, we must make more immediate plans.” 
 
“Thomas can stay here,” broke in his aunt, turning from the fire.  “He’s become like a son to us.” 



 
“Like a son, he is,” agreed her husband, “but we knew it could be only for a while. Now Thomas 
has an opportunity we cannot give him, and I think that is what his father would wish.” 
 
Over a simple meal the family conferred in calm tones.  Thomas’ sister would stay where she 
was secure, and loved, in this place she had come to call home.  But Thomas had been left a 
small sum of money, and his godfather had used it to secure him a position as page in the family 
of Lord Compton, Earl of Northampton. 
 
“You will learn much there, my boy,” said his godfather.  “You will be among gentlemen, you will 
learn their ways.  You will be trained by the steward, a wise and honest man of strict morals.  
You will have some schooling with the children of the household.  And, you will learn 
horsemanship,” he added, seeing the frown that Thomas could not quite conceal at this picture.  
“That will stand you in good stead if you choose to volunteer later.” 
 
The two cousins were quieter than usual that night.  Thomas was to leave the very next day, and 
neither knew if or when they would meet again. 
 
“Next time we meet,” said Francis, seriously, “you may be a gentleman, who will come into my 
shop to order his fine cloak and breeches.”   
 
Thomas brushed the remark aside with a boisterous shove, and the boys concealed their 
feelings with a tussle, but each knew this forecast could well be true.  Their boyhood was over. 
 
Thomas Dudley went on to great political success.  He married, and in 1630 emigrated to 
America with his family to establish a Puritan settlement.  He became the second governor of 
the Massachusetts colony.  He signed the founding document of Harvard University.  His 
daughter, Ann, became a famous poet under her married name, Ann Bradstreet. 
 
Francis Dudley, as he had foreseen, stayed quietly at home in the small Northamptonshire town 
where they had grown up.  He lived out a respectable life as a local tradesman, and he became 
the patriarch of that branch of the Dudley family from which I am descended. 

 


