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Edward Grim, who provides an eyewitness account of the murder of Archbishop Thomas Becket, in Canterbury Cathedral on December 29th 1170, is credited with writing the first Vita S. Thomae. This essay examines Grim’s biography of Becket, considering his purpose, motivation, and reliability. Grim’s firsthand account of the murder of Becket is perhaps the most famous and one from which many other sources have gleaned their telling of the gruesome event.
Grim, not only provided a firsthand account, but was also part of the story, as he was a victim of the violence as well. He was attending the Vespers service at Canterbury Cathedral, when the four knights attacked. His arm was struck while trying to protect Becket, and he stayed with him though out the entire horrific affair, unlike other monks who ran.  There is no evidence that he was a Becket enthusiast prior to the attack, nor had he published any works or correspondence which gives us insight into his own personal story.  William of Canterbury, another monk who was present at the murder and subsequent biographer of Becket told us that he was " an Englishman by birth." (Staunton, 2006, p. 31). James Craigie Robertson, Canon of Canterbury and editor of  a compilation of biographies of Becket, tells us that there had been added, by some later writers the narrative that Grim was a Benedictine monk of Canterbury; that he was the archbishop's cross-bearer, the inseparable companion of his exile, and his most intimate and confidential adviser (Robertson, 1875, p. 353). But Robertson provides, what he calls “more authentic” information that contradicts the later statements; that Grim was not a monk, but a secular clerk; that Cambridge was his birthplace, and probably his home; and that his acquaintance with the archbishop was limited to a visit which, out of a desire to see the great ecclesiastical champion, he paid to Canterbury after the return from exile (Staunton, 2006).  There is little known of Grim, what gives him his place in history is serendipity. Most historians agree that he was a clerk born in Cambridge, and he may have been based there when he visited Canterbury on that fateful day. It is likely he had been rector of Saltwood, which is a few miles south of Canterbury, but was ejected from that position in April 1163 when Henry of Essex had his lands confiscated by the king (Staunton, 2006, p. 29).  Grim obtained the degree of Master by 1170 at an unknown University. (Norgate, 2020)   Herbert of Bosham who wrote his version almost a decade later, generously includes Grim as one of Thomas’s learned companions” (Staunton, 2006, p. 29) Due to Saltwood’s proximity to Canterbury, it is likely that Grim was well acquainted with Becket’s story even without knowing him personally. According to Staunton, Grim’s original manuscript was begun around 1171 and completed a year later. It is almost certain that in its original form the Vita concluded where Grim, having reported Thomas’s burial and early miracles, wrote, ‘Here ends the passion of the holy martyr Thomas.’ Later manuscripts include the story of Henry’s penance in 1174 so Grim might have done some updating. There is no evidence that he traveled to France to write his work, however a great part of his narrative closely resembles that of the French poet Garnier (or Guernes) de Pont-Sainte-Maxence, which was completed in 1175. It is uncertain who copied whom. (Norgate, 2020).  
	Once Becket was martyred, he was credited with miraculous healings and was on his road to Sainthood which the Pope finalized in 1173. Thus, the earliest biographers of Becket, of which Grim was the first, became hagiographers. Though Grim did not spend time with Becket prior to his brief, albeit momentous encounter with him in Canterbury, he wrote a biography that began with Becket’s parentage and his humble beginnings. From the start, he subtly sets Becket on his path to Sainthood, but does not reveal his sources for his information. He likens Gilbert and Matilda Becket, to the Old Testament figures Zacharias and Elizabeth, highlighting that they were wealthy and pious, not of nobility but in no way inferior to their neighbors (Robertson, 1875, p. 356). Staunton points out that many authors of Saints Vitae, include incidents the give premonition of the coming sainthood. In keeping with this formula, Grim asserts that Matilda had several prophetic dreams while pregnant to include stars falling from heaven and baby Thomas covered by a cloth of precious purple cloth accompanied by a heavenly voice declaring that “All of England is smaller than this purple cloth and cannot contain it”. Grim explains that the purple is the precious blood of the martyred Becket that will be spread all over the earth. (Robertson, 1875, p. 358)  He details a fire that broke out in London on Becket’s day of birth, attributing it to God’s message  that “He who overcomes as I have overcome, I will make him a fire in my temple” (Robertson, 1875, p. 358) .
Grim says that Henry appointed Becket as chancellor because of Becket’s courage, wisdom and a being a lover of truth. (Robertson, 1875, p. 363) Bringing the reader back to the central theme of the holiness of Becket, he then compares him to the Old Testament Joseph, who was put in charge over all of Egypt by Pharoah. (Robertson, 1875, p. 365)  Concerning the accusations made against Becket at Northampton, Grim emphasizes  how much the King loved him (more than any other human) and how he was loyal to the king, faithful in his actions and had integrity while chancellor (Robertson, 1875, p. 391) .
	He treats the appointment of Becket as Archbishop like a Paul on Damascus Road conversion moment saying that though he did not change his habit on the spot, but his soul. (Robertson, 1875, p. 368). He  gives a detailed account of the change in Becket who was now living “as a holy sacrifice to God…strangling the old appetite, the illicit impulses…with the constant devotion of sacred reading and prayer”… becoming the perfect saint’s “example of penitence” (Robertson, 1875, p. 371). He then details what is in official records such as Becket’s differences with the King over the Sheriff’s Customs Duty. He makes it clear, by entitling the lengthy and detailed section that outlines the Criminous Clerk Dispute and the Council of Clarendon On a new kind of harming the Archbishop (Robertson, 1875, p. 374) .
Staunton describes Grim’s treatment of the exile as “uneven and confused”. The confusion is due to its ambiguity but also to three different approaches in writing: the first is a report of the major chronological events from 1164-1170, highlighting the oppressive measures of Henry. The second being an observation and praise of Becket’s asceticism and thirdly he intermingles transcripts of Becket’s letters, mostly from 1166, in his narrative. As an amateur historian, it is a somewhat clunky approach at including primary source material, however it is useful in learning the rhetoric of the times and gives us more reliable data (Staunton, 2006, p. 31).
It is no surprise, that Grim’s account of Becket’s return and subsequent murder is his most compelling part of his biography. His depiction of Becket is like a modern movie hero, complete with poignant “one liners” as exemplified by his account of when the Knights entered the cathedral:
‘The righteous will be like a bold lion and free from fear’, he descended from the steps to which he had been taken by the monks who were fearful of the knights and said in an adequately audible voice, ‘Here I am, not a traitor of the king but a priest; why do you seek me?’ And [Thomas], who had previously told them that he had no fear of them added, ‘Here I am ready to suffer in the name of He who redeemed me with His blood; God forbid that I should flee on account of your swords or that I should depart from righteousness.’ … Then you," they said, ‘will now die and will suffer what you have earned.’ ‘And I,’ he said, ‘am prepared to die for my Lord, so that in my blood the church will attain liberty and peace; but in the name of Almighty God I forbid that you hurt my men, either cleric or layman, in any way.’ The glorious martyr acted conscientiously with foresight for his men and prudently on his own behalf, so that no one near him would be hurt as he hastened toward Christ. It was fitting that the soldier of the Lord and the martyr of the Savior adhered to His words when he was sought by the impious, ‘If it is me you seek, let them leave.’ (Grim, n.d.)
Grim writes that after receiving two sword blow to his head and before the final death stroke, his final words were “For the name of Jesus and the protection of the church I am ready to embrace death” (Grim, n.d.).The reader might question Becket’s ability to make such eloquent remarks after having his head split open.
	Being the first to publish his very personal account of Becket, Grim’s version became a prototype from which later biographers borrowed. As a devout cleric, his motivation for writing his Vita is either altruistic, or since he witnessed the murder, he felt obligated to tell Becket’s story.  He completed his work before Becket was canonized, and early in the miracle period, therefore he wasn’t just hopping on the latest trend. He minimized his own great injury to one short line, keeping the focus on Becket’s murder and was not aggrandizing himself.  He did his research, using records and letters for his story, but intermixes them with opinion, glorifying Becket using terms such as holy martyr and saint, alluding to Biblical themes, or overtly comparing him Biblical figures. His final account of the murder is fascinating reading, is as intimate as it can get, written within two years of the event, most likely embellished, and somewhat reliable account.
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