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I, the author of the following deeds and words, have resolved to record them on these pages, day by day, at my leisure. These are the stories and undertakings of my life insofar as I recall them, so that mine heirs and kindly brethren henceforth may be informed through the acquaintance of, or familiarity with, these things which are of mine own here and now, in my time, and which, even if they be not a source of pleasure to them, may perchance be of use to them in their time, given our common humanity.


Furthermore, as the wise Plato testified, I do wish to leave behind something of myself for posterity, as my nature doth prevent me from passing through this world as a shadow.


E. de C. 1561





1. The Epiphany in Èthe


On this day of the Epiphany, early in the morning, the dawn is slow to arrive and there is a hard frost in the seignory of Èthe. At the heart of the village, not far from St. Peter's church, stands the Maison Carrée, its walls whitened by the snow which has formed a layer covering the stone. Standing in a circle around a large bonfire are people wrapped up warmly in thick rabbit or fox skins. They are stamping their fur-clad feet on the frozen ground as if in an attempt to calm their impatience, rather than because of the cold. One of them breaks into a joyful song and the others join in:


‘Oh, glorious time of the Magi! Here cometh the long-awaited child...’


Upstairs in the Maison Carrée, a flickering light can be seen through the frosted windows. At the far end of the room, a candle has almost burned out and barely casts any light on a blond woman with a pale complexion who is lying under the eiderdown on a well-padded bed, decorated with pale oak and covered with a canopy of billowing velvet suspended from the ceiling. The lady's hair flows over her shoulders like a stream of honey. On a tall table a platter can be seen on which there are several slices of cucumber soaked in wine vinegar to stave off the nocturnal cravings which have been tormenting the blond lady.


Grazia, the short, plump maid, busies herself at the corner of the hearth whilst humming a song from her homeland of Padua. She has turned up the hem of her outer skirt all the way around and attached it to her waist with a copper hook, to facilitate the handling of the basins filled with boiling water. In case supplies of good wood run short, Gonry the valet is fanning the flames with bellows made of pine. Pristine linen waits on a dresser. In spite of the cold season, it smells of lavender dew.


An old woman wearing a long black serge overcoat is mumbling as she fingers her cedar-wood rosary. Her proud head is covered with a white bonnet which frames an ample forehead and hides her small ears. Two pieces of hair have fallen away from the rest, and hang down each side of her upper body which is encased in starched cloth. Now the old woman approaches the bed and rests the palms of her hands on the finely sculptured bed post. With a fixed gaze, which is both firm and gentle, she watches the woman who is lying down and writhing. She says:


‘Take heart, Blanche my dear; your time approacheth. It grieveth me sorely that your mother, Madame de Wal, is laid low at this joyful time, but you may depend on me.’


In the garden the milk-white feast of crystals encrusting the bare branches of trees and vines can be seen through the mullioned window next to the bed. In the middle of a flowerbed, a drunken stone faun points stiffly towards the sky. In the distance, a fox barks mournfully. No doubt it is returning empty-handed from its hunt!


In the office adjacent to the delivery room, Jehan, the tall, round-faced master of the house, paces back and forth across the flamed oak floor. He goes up and down like peas boiling in a pot, while, in the candlelight, his shadow is like his double, skipping over the smooth wooden panelling on the wall. His steps crunch in the sand which has been put down that morning to keep the floor clean.


Master Jehan has donned his creased, white nightshirt and his large, blue-green velvet coat, set off with a reddish-brown fox fur collar. Around his neck is a braid threaded at intervals with gold rings. At the end of the braid is an enamel pendant on which is painted the family coat of arms: three female blackbirds are depicted on a white background above a green rectangle, underneath which is a red rose with stems of the same green. The pendant sways as he walks. The master of the house is wearing a strained expression and his nose is twitching.


‘This is too long; I can bear it no longer. How goes it in there?’


‘Be still, Master Jehan. Be patient; God provideth all things!’ replies Master Henry Houssa, the parish priest of Èthe, a devout and sinewy man kneeling on a flame-red prie-dieu.


He thrusts his red nose back into the missal which he is holding at arm’s length. Soon, his motionless pose is interrupted by his sneezing and a disgusting trickle of mucus. Just as he is preparing to wipe his slimy nose on his sleeve, Jehan says:


‘For goodness’ sake, Father, please take my handkerchief!’


Good Lord, as soon as he has done this, he opens the soiled handkerchief to inspect the contents, as if pearls and rubies might have come out of his brain!


Suddenly shrill cries come flooding in from the bedroom. The entire household rush to the maternity bed, the master at the head. At the sight of all these giants, I scream all the more. While Grazia uses a wooden-handled knife to cut the cord which still attaches me to my mother, the righteous old woman takes hold of me and shows off my genitals like a hunting trophy.


‘See, it is a boy!’ she laughs.


They scarcely notice my dear little countenance under the linen cloth in which she is wrapping me, and which contrasts with her crimson bodice. Curled up in her arms, I can feel her heart pounding! I smile the innocent smile of a newborn. Like a traitor, she thrusts her fat finger into my mouth and rubs my palate and my gums with something very sugary, ‘to clean the inside of thy little orifice and to give thee an appetite for things sweet and for the taste of honey!’ she says. My torture is perpetuated by Grazia’s strong hands. Not satisfied with grinding away at my skin with rock salt, she also anoints the whole of my tiny body with rose oil! I am enraged and begin to cry all over again.


Master Jehan then seizes hold of me and exclaims:


‘Evrard, my heir, I bid thee welcome!’


Next, he pecks at my forehead with a whiskery kiss. I am smothered by the forest all over my face and so I scream! However, as if out of spite, he does this several times more whilst praising God for having granted him such a handsome son who is perfect in every way.


The young mother who has just given birth raises herself slightly in order to check, through blurred vision, on the fruits of her labour, and then, because her body is in such a wretched state, she slumps back down into the bedclothes without uttering a word. The abbé gives a lively rendition of the nativity of St. Mark while Grazia takes hold of me and secretly slips a chain with a strange little round stone on it around my neck. Caught in the act by my father, the impudent Italian woman mumbles something about it being a lucky charm from the Holy Land to protect me from evil spirits.


‘But my dear Grazia, do not tell lies. It was given to me by a knight-friend in honour of the birth of my little one!’


Shrugging his broad shoulders, as if in an attempt to shake off this nonsense, the master of the house goes down the stairs, four at a time, and opens the door of the house, at which the pressure of the wind sends a thick drift of snow swirling in. In keeping with tradition he ties a large handkerchief, embroidered with the seignory coat of arms, to the icy door latch and then calls out to the group stamping their feet around the fire:


‘Good people, go ye and proclaim to bourgeois and villeins alike that the Most High hath granted me a first-born son. Tell them also, that, according to the custom, I shall stand as godfather to the next five children in Èthe and Belmont to be born after my heir.’


The assembled throng immediately begin to scuttle like mice through the streets of the village, frantically ringing their bell:


‘Burgundy! Burgundy! Our little master is born! He is born!’


From the lofty, whitewashed bell tower of St Peter’s church, the bells ring out a melody for three voices by Maestro des Prez. It is six o’clock in the morning.


On this day, bourgeois, peasants, church servers, villeins and other loyal followers hurry out of their homes, having changed into their Sunday best, and converge on the Master’s house in order to pay their respects. The great church bells ring out in turn. Five of the provosts’ men-at-arms arrive from Vireton and Saint-Mard. They line up in the courtyard and fire three shots from their muskets into the air. Jehan holds me up for the crowd to see:


‘See, my sweet Burgundians. In this, the fifteenth year of the reign of Maximilian, over his Roman Empire, I present to you my first-born son and heir, whom I shall name Evrard!’


‘Long live Evrard!’ replies the crowd.


At this point my father showers the crowd with silver and copper coins. Then, at his invitation, they all go away to drink to my good health throughout the house, so that by tomorrow the casks in our cellar will have had their burdens lightened! Grazia laughingly places a drop of a yellow liquid on my lips. Ugh! It is so bitter! My companions, however, are lapping up huge mouthfuls of it. I end my wild adventure on a cot, where Grazia swaddles me and binds me so well that my neck and back do not have the slightest hint of a curve. She looks after me with such care, as if I were a sacred relic in a cottonpadded chest!


My mother, Blanche, considering herself to be in no fit state to suckle me, had swiftly sent for Gudule, a buxom wet-nurse who lived in her native country of Rossignol. I find a sense of barbaric joy in dangling from the pink nipple of this red-haired woman and sucking greedily on her precious mead! I am so demanding that Mariette, a plump girl from Saint-Mard, is also brought in, and so now I have four breasts at my disposal!





2. The Clucking of the Mother Hen


On this day, in spite of her frailty, Lady Blanche has summoned a whole army of mother hens. From the bottom of my cradle, with its rounded base, I am equally shaken about by the incessant prattling of the visiting ladies and by Grazia’s hand rocking me like a pendulum. My mother has taken great pains to have her room furnished with her own exquisite furniture and the finest hangings decorated with her initials and mottos. She has made sure her most precious jewellery is on display all around the room. Perched on her bed as though it is a throne, she bears a striking resemblance to the Queen of Sheba, resplendent in the brilliance of the precious stones, set off by the fine sheets from Holland which are smoother and more polished than marble. My view is obscured by my mother’s bedstead. Carved alternately into the wood in Gothic lettering, are the mottos of my families:


+Honour for our guide+Forsake everything+


The mother hens discuss Lady Blanche’s good fortune which has been granted at the behest of the Virgin Mary in her motherhood:


‘Such a dear, plump baby and so full of life, while so many bourgeois and peasants have lost their little angels this year!’


‘Indeed so,’ she clucks. ‘It only remaineth for me now to give thanks to Mary the mother of our Saviour for having spared him the same fate as those angels.’


‘But you are not yet fully recovered from thy labour!’ object the mother hens.


‘I must forthwith render thanks to Our Lady Queen of Heaven for having spared my little one, and I must show her my devotion before her support doth begin to wane.’


All this chattering serves to weaken my bladder and the ladies fall into a state of shock as they hear my waters trickling onto the floor. Soon, though, one of the gossips helps her companions out of their predicament:


‘Ladies, have ye not heard tell of the latest tragedy? It was told to me by a merchant in the good town of Metz. A young wench did cut the throat of her poor clerk husband. And, what is more, she must have been sorely tempted by the devil, for, what is more, she did also sever his manhood! The insolent woman denied all of these deeds before the judges, craving God for vengeance, as she was dispatched into the next world.’


Another continues on the subject of various foolish marriages, the likes of which have not been seen in the provostship for years. A third woman quickly takes up the subject of the great ladies of France:


‘Look at poor Queen Anne who gives the Crown only daughters or boy angels!’


‘You know,’ says another, ‘how Madame d’Angoulême rejoices every time a funeral service is ordered throughout the realm, as she doth take such care to honour her dear François, her Caesar!’


‘But,’ says yet another, ‘Madame Louise, is most accommodating as she taketh her late husband’s mistresses into her retinue. Indeed, she doth of course welcome her chamberlain into her bed, but she keepeth him for herself!’


The next day, as I am trying to suckle at Blanche’s breast, my mother seems valiant in her travelling overcoat. Despite her forthcoming churching, she is determined to make her bare feet and knees bleed by walking over two leagues to place her offering at the Receiveress of Avioth. Soon my father appears and protests in an angry voice:


‘Thou art heading for certain death! What little strength thou hast will abandon you on the way.’


‘I do not wish to listen to thee!’


‘Thou shalt perish on the threshold of the basilica, as the hilarious yet hideous faces of the gargoyles look on!’


‘Not another word!’


‘Saint Jude will leap down from the stone and whirl about to ease thy passing into the next world.’


‘Get thee hence!’


‘Is there nothing in the whole of this region which could satisfy thy desires? Are there not enough altars to the Mother of God where thou canst offer your oblation?’


‘I do not desire any others!’


‘At least permit me to take thee there by cart!’


‘Nay! How would I be making an ex-voto of mine own flesh in that case?’


‘At least take Gonry to look after thee!’


‘No, no, leave me be! I have put my faith in our Holy Mother. My first-born is safe and so I must go presently to give thanks to her!’


‘God-a-mercy! Go then, fly and may thy wings be burned on this foolish adventure!’


Thus, she leaves with her head held high and her feet bare. I cry out in anguish. She closes my mouth with a long kiss. The rising sun frames her head like a halo. Do not seek Sire Jehan anywhere in the Maison Carrée. He is following my mother secretly in a carriage, like a ghost of the theatre following an actor. At that moment a black giant of a woman suddenly appears. She takes hold of me, lifts me up, squeezes me, and then lays me back down: My little one, my baby Jesus, my little angel, I am thy Grandam!





3. A Turbulent Besprinkling


On this, the fortieth day after my memorable birth, I am brought to the sacred font for my baptism. In order to travel the quarter of a league from the manor house to St. Peter’s church, my father has ordered a litter with heavy curtains because of the bitter cold. Inside, Blanche de Wal, her nose dripping, yet radiant, is holding me wrapped up warmly on her ample lap. As is the custom, we have waited until the dark of night as it pleases the masters to burn their torches brightly on such an occasion.


The whole household follow on foot behind the litter, which is borne by two strapping lads decked in livery with our colours. My father is the only one riding, mounted on his bay horse. He is wearing a green velvet cap with a white feather. He is accompanied by a page who sounds the trumpet to ensure that no-one remains ignorant of the events taking place. We pass along two avenues of torches which light our way as far as the parish church.


Abbé Houssa, his bald patch hidden under a broad, black taffeta skullcap, is waiting for us at the door. According to that fine custom, the church is draped on the outside as well as the inside with green velvet embellished with silver thread. The priest has clothed his long, rangy form with an ample cream chasuble down to his feet. On top of this is a shawl in the same colour and decorated with a golden fringe. A swarm of little imps in white pleated surplices and red collars busy themselves around him, ringing their shrill bells vigorously. I wonder whether these choirboys derive much pleasure from music, as there is so much that I find it insufferable!


Assisted by her chambermaid, Blanche, my mother, carries me towards a large stone basin. She uncovers my head while the abbé, his eyes made ugly by his spectacles, speaks quietly to my father:


‘Master Jehan, pray remove that unseemly stone from around the neck of your newborn son!’


Confronted with my father’s surprised expression, Abbé Houssa continues:


‘Canst thou not see the eye of the Devil in that stone, placed there by a servant who is none other than the maid of Lady Blanche?’


At that my mother, whose hearing is rather keen, exclaims:


‘Master Abbé, I beseech thee not to direct your accusations of devilry towards my faithful servant. She hath always shown herself to be a good Christian! Her parents, who have an excellent reputation in the parish of Saint Mard, did come to our land in the company of an Italian prelate, Monsignore Antonelli!’


‘Indeed so,’ adds my father. ‘Let not this trinket cause us to argue! I see naught in it but the cross of our Saviour. I must tell you, Master Abbé, that this black cross was once worn on the tunics of the German gentlemen who liberated the tomb of Christ in Palestine! Moreover, it is Master Hermann of Trier, a knight of Saint Mary, who hath given it as a gift to his godson, mine Evrard! Our maidservant hath simply put it around his neck!’


At that point I see a huge, blond giant approaching, his long beard wavy like the ocean. He is wrapped in a large white coat with a black cross emblazoned on the shoulder. He is holding his left hand against strikes his breast which is clad in a gleaming gold coat of mail.


‘Ah, so here is the godfather who giveth away moonstones!’ says the priest. ‘My good knight, pray hold the newborn firmly over the font.’


Surveying the whole of the transept through his ugly spectacles, he adds:


‘But I see no godmother!’


From my uncomfortable position, I notice, out of the corner of my eye, a portly lady with jet-black eyes. A starched veil surrounds her head and falls about her neck in elegant folds. She crosses the nave, her Italian petticoats scraping on the tiled floor. It is Grandam, or should I say Madame Marguerite d’Yvory, my mother’s mother.


‘We must hurry, Madame. The Good Lord will not wait!’


‘Master abbé, I know him well, He cannot punish a small child for the unexpected tardiness of his godmother! Well, I am here; prithee proceed with the sacrament.’


At that the abbé begins to pour his purifying water over my head, whilst muttering through his teeth strange words loaded with imprecations to the archangel Gabriel. Perhaps he is exorcising me as a precautionary measure.


The little church at Èthe is so packed with wellwishers and onlookers that, under my fox fur, I am hardly bothered by the holy water and the North Wind, which are both ice-cold. The peat which my father has had brought over, only serves to block the priest’s stove. The congregation all hold their handkerchiefs to their noses to avoid breathing in the foul-smelling smoke, but a lavish concert of coughing and wheezing can soon be heard.


Finally we are released. We process out of the church gates with Jehan at the head perched astride his fine mount. To our surprise, the entire length of the road to the Maison Carrée is lined with a dense hedgerow of villagers. As we pass, they cry:


‘Long live our new Master.’


Bonfires crackle in the frost all the way along our route.





4. A Countryside Outing to Rossignol


On this day, at around four o’clock, there is a hailstorm which lasts for just half an hour. The hailstones are the size of walnuts and batter the Maison Carrée like harquebus shots. Lightning illuminates the heavens, while the heat stifles me. Nevertheless, Lady Blanche has decided against all the odds to take us to Grandam’s manor at Rossignol.


On the way our carriage encounters a large band of hairy people who have come from the country of Liège and are wearing blood-red crosses on their breasts. They tell us that they are going to fight the Turks. Their leader speaks sternly to my mother and shows her a shirt covered in small red crosses, saying that it fell miraculously from heaven. Emboldened by his celestial vocation, he demands provisions for their journey. In other safer places Madame Blanche would have been amused, but, for now, her only thought is to be rid of this strange crowd without inciting any trouble. So, she hurriedly gives the tiresome, inspired man a few coins, bidding him Godspeed in his pursuit of the infidels. Our carriage hastily resumes its journey. When I arrive at the foot of the great round tower of Rossignol, Grandam is waiting for me on the raindrenched doorstep watching me with her dark eyes. I cannot resist running and hurling myself into her wideopen arms which close around me like a loving, wet vice! She has been picking strawberries in anticipation of our arrival. Berthe, her plump servant, shouts from inside the kitchen that our meal is ready. At that moment, my Grandfather, de Wal the knight, returns quite dejected from a bad trial which took him before the Council of Luxembourg. He mutters to us in a hoarse voice filled with bitterness:


‘See how miserable is life and how perilous the road where there are stones to stumble upon, paths to stray along, and thieves to fear!’


He briskly leaves the room to take refuge, illtempered, in his room.


At eventide, Grandam is engrossed in a large, illuminated volume. What dost thou read with such attention, mother? Lady Blanche enquires of her. It is Master Poyer of Tours’ Book of Hours, which I bought from a French pedlar who gave it to me for five pounds, because Mary of England possesses the same book! It is strange, says my mother; I see on the page which is open that the Archangel Gabriel is announcing to Our Lady her imminent death! When the embers begin to fade in the hearth and there is no more wood to rekindle the flames, we go up to my Grandam’s bedchamber where she traces the sign of the cross on my forehead saying:


‘Love thy God with all thy heart and thy neighbour, for that is thy good fortune. Amen.’


My mother will sleep in here with Grandam, while I have my cradle, a soft feather bed which is already too short for me. I fall asleep protected by the canopy of my grandmother’s bed, dreaming of the boisterous nights of long ago, filled with the verbal sparring and fits of laughter of Grandam and Lady Blanche. At that moment, I notice Master Didier hiding in the shadows. He creeps forwards, bends over me and kisses me gently on the forehead. He leaves behind a pleasant scent of musk.


On this day, early in the morning, I am woken by a mixture of smells wafting past my nostrils. The governess has left steaming plum tarts in shallow copper bowls on the floor. I am tiptoeing towards these objects of desire when a grave and powerful voice rings out:


‘Arrant rogue! Stop right there lest I beat thee soundly!’


Then, in a gentler tone, it says to me:


‘My little one, knowest thou not that there is a large bowl of steaming hot milk from my farm waiting for thee in the kitchen, and thou mayest dip thy buttered bread buns in it!’


‘Yes, indeed,’ I reply. ‘But Grandam, I beg of you, I should so love a little slice of tart!’


‘Verily,’ she answers. ‘But not before Mass.


Come, now, take off thy nightshirt! Do not be like thy grandfather who is out of humour!


On this same day, after the service in the manor’s blue chapel, my grandmother has persuaded some parents and neighbours to come on an outing into the countryside, in spite of Master Didier’s remaining behind closed doors. She sees no reason for her husband to stay locked away, while his son, Sire Jehan, has gone to plead his cause before the Council of Luxembourg. Resolutely, she mounts her chestnut horse, but then, as if as a last loving gesture, she says to me:


‘My dear, go and see whether thy grandfather is in a more amiable mood! He really is a gentle and good-natured man who has pity for the poor! I shall wait for thee.’


I hasten to my grandfather’s study, which is housed in an old stable building. Cautiously, I slip my head through the half-open door. Before my very eyes is a cavern filled with amazing instruments: stills containing objects used for alchemy, alongside mechanical inventions worthy of ancient Archimedes! What an admirable gentleman! He is crouched in the centre of the study like an ephebos floating up into the ether, his eyes full of dreams which, I am certain, he will eventually make into reality.


‘Oh,’ I say in a thin voice. ‘Master Didier you have so many beautiful things displayed here; you undertake so many important projects!’


‘But, my little one,’ says a youthful voice, ‘goest thou not on the outing to the countryside with thy grandmother!’


‘Nay, it is she who did beseech me to bring her news of your health.’


‘Since thou art here, hold this rope tightly so that I may raise my hoist a little higher! Take care not to let the large pulley come crashing down on thy pretty little nose.’


‘As your work is finished for the present, may we go to the countryside together?’


‘Since thou dost enquire so politely, I should be most pleased to accompany thee.’


The small party makes its way across fields and meadows until it reaches the banks of a delightful stream. Besides Lady Blanche and her parents, the group includes her sister Beatrice with her husband Jean de Crepy, his brother Jean and his wife Jacqueline de Lamorteau, and each couple has brought their children with them. Grandam’s servants, who have travelled ahead, are taking food out of large wicker baskets and setting it out on low trestle tables which they have erected and covered with tablecloths. The guests are all most condescending and civilized, save one youth of noble lineage, judging by his haughtiness, who appears to be about my age. He calls irritably to me:


‘Whence hast thou come, roguish knave, in thy dreadful doublet? Without a doubt, thou art the son of the warden of the Vire!’


At these cruel words the blood did rush to my head: ‘And thou, rascal; what art thou? Son of the King of Persia?’


‘I, my brave fellow, am Gaëtan de Crépy, heir to the Lord of Serainchamp!’


‘Ah, well met, young cousin. Thou art honoured to meet the son of Cugnon the knight!’


I seize hold of the objectionable boy. We roll in the grass exchanging multiple blows with the fists and the head. He attempts to crush my head with a large rock, which I just manage to avoid. I bite his arm in retaliation. Our aggressive encounter is only interrupted when a hedge-adder, which has slid under our breeches, slides across our skin. We stop immediately. I stand up with a dignified air, still hurt by the rascal’s insult, which is like a wound to my soul. I dare not tell my mother of my misadventure, as I notice that she is withdrawn, silent and sullen.


‘For two days there has been no more news of thy father, who is gone to the Council of Luxembourg to beg for golden spurs! But why, in the name of Our Lady, hath he need of the new sword of a knight of the golden spurs which is not worth a sou?’ she mutters.


Then suddenly she urges the servants to close the trunks. She prepares to ride away at full speed, having had her mules loaded up. However, on the horizon, a rider is approaching on his mule. It is Gonry, our servant, who dismounts and, clutching his cap with both hands over his stomach, explains to my mother in his dull-witted way:


‘Mistress, no man has died! Nevertheless, I must say that our master is sore shaken. He was engulfed in the flames which did consume the low town of Luxembourg.’


Lady Blanche swoons into the arms of Grandam who has hastened to join us. Grandam bids Gonry recall the events and give us more accurate news of my father’s health.


‘Our master liveth,’ stammers the halfwit. ‘At present he is lodged at the hostel of the German knights, which did miraculously escape the flames e’en though it was fast by the fire. Do not fear, our master shall return to us when he hath recovered his strength and bought a new horse, as his mare did perish in the blaze, crushed under a wall which did collapse suddenly.’


‘Well, my good man, there is more fear than real danger!’


‘But wherefore was my son-in-law in the Grund? Come now, my little one,’ Master Didier says to me, leading me into his inventing room, thinking I would make a good spectator.


He goes over to a small tower of bricks inside which a glass ball is cooking in a cauldron.


‘Grandfather, what is the name of that invention?’


‘The alchemy machine, my young fellow.’


‘But what do you cook in that egg.’


‘In faith, it is the raw material!’


‘But what is that?’


‘Puff pastry.’


‘So, do you bake a pie?’


‘No, my boy, I do make a carbuncle.’


‘A what?’


‘It is a special kind of rose which I do cultivate with my friend Cornelius Agrippa.’


‘But what it this rose of which you speak?’


‘The philosopher’s stone! Did not our Saviour say to Simon of Cyrene: Thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build my church!’





5. My Wandering Ancestors


My family had been wanderers since leaving the manor house nestled on the banks of the Semois. In an attempt to settle down, some made their home in Brittany and others in Champagne. In the case of Jehan’s father, he eventually purchased from the former lords of Èthe a large square building surrounded by several acres of land in the heart of the village.


The roof of our square house, or Maison Carrée, is slightly sloping. In the thick walls, covered with a redbrown plaster, is a door at head height, fitted into corbelled masonry. Visitors can reach the raised front entrance by means of a double stairway. On either side of the door are two grey stone mullioned windows. Similarly, there are two rows of windows above: three large ones on the first floor and three attic windows on the second floor. The latter is my realm.


I go in search of my family’s little glories in the large, studded chests. Some of them have managed to survive the wanderings. A piece of parchment reveals, in Latin, that the purse attached to it contains rose petals brought back from Damascus by Hébert, and which he had received from his Levantine lover. A small, wooden incense box contains a tiny black piece of an unknown substance. This was given to Hébert by the Count of Champagne, purporting to be a piece of our Saviour’s cross.





6. My father and my Friend


Often, at eventide, my father tells me many tales, such as the one about the fox stealing a fish, or the lion, king of the beasts, who made the ass his lieutenant and wanted to be the king of everything. On another occasion, he told me about the adventure of Mélusina, whom Sigefroid, Count of Luxembourg, married in days of old, but later lost when he discovered her secret. To wit, she was concealing her fish tail, which she secretly unveiled each Saturday whilst bathing. This evening, he is telling me about the fairies which often frequent a rock situated one league from our house. He has even heard them chatting with each other as he was passing by along the lane, and he has also seen them dancing a branle near Belmont fountain to the sound of red leather bagpipes. One day, even though he was wary that they would not play fair, my father followed them, treading quietly as they were withdrawing into their caves, and just as he was about to reach them, they vanished in a blue whirlwind. As my father speaks to me in his charming loquacity, I watch him carefully and, the more I look, the more I imagine him to be a tall, mature and shapely tree with strong branches. He is so robust and majestic that his wood could warm all the shivering people of the Duchy. With the shade afforded by his boughs he could bring comfort to a hundred road-weary travellers, and his abundant fruits would satisfy all the starving wretches of our lands!


Jehan is a first-rate horseman. Jonas, his groom, a wizened old man in a threadbare coat, is well-versed in equine diseases. He tells me much about the adventures and the bravery of my father. No horse, however wild or difficult, can rear up savagely enough to make him lose his footing in the stirrups. So, when he is out riding, my father often wagers with his companions that the double ducats which they have given him and which he places under the stirrups will be his to keep if they do not fall to the ground. I have never seen him lose at this game. Jehan also jousts at the quintain. Charging on his steed, he aims his lance at the head of a mannequin which spins around. My father hits it head on every time! Every time, Lady Blanche crosses herself because he was not overthrown by this mannequin of rope and cloth!


On this day, much to my mother’s great displeasure, Master Jehan has invited his noble neighbours and acquaintances to an old-style joust in the market place in front of the town hall. He takes on the role of King Arthur and names his companions Perceval, Gawain and Lancelot. They each joust with sharpened weapons so much and for so long that my father eventually wins the main prize of a gold spear, while de Lory, his neighbour and comrade-at-arms, wins a golden lance.


On this day, at dawn, I leave with Jehan for the Rabais ponds, where he likes to hunt, as there are plenty of small birds which are soft and tender on the tongue, particularly, as my father says, on this day of fasting, when water fowl are one of the only meat which our priest permits us to eat! Followed by our horses which are laden down with cages, we arrive through the mist and dismount some way off so as not to frighten away the residents. My father is carrying a pot of birdlime and I have a bundle of small willow branches. Jehan dips the branches in the birdlime and charges me with the task of setting them around the edge of the pond where he knows the birds come to drink. Then we hide in the tall grass and wait patiently for our prey to be caught in the trap. Waiting for such a long time, crouched in the rushes and the wet grass, I feel numb, as the freezing water gnaws at the bones in my thighs, which are soaked in the oozing mud. My father, though, pays no attention as he has captured a bird. By midday, we have finally caught three thrushes.
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