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Illustrations and Acknowledgments





The ship depicted on the map on p. ix is the common medieval cargo ship called a cog. This drawing, dated 1329, is based on the seal of the Baltic port of Straslund.





The frontispiece shows a late thirteenth-century seal of Duiske Abbey affixed to a charter now in the National Library of Ireland. It depicts the standing figure of an abbot holding a book and crozier. The inscription reads ‘SIGILL ABBATIS DE [SALV]ATORE.’ (Photograph courtesy of Roger Stalley.)





The decorated initial letters on pp. 3, 9, 25, 33 and 47 are taken from a manuscript of the Epistle of St Gregory which once belonged to Duiske Abbey and is now in the British Library, London. (Re-drawn courtesy of Frank Gaule.)





The publisher would like to thank Dr John Bradley, Director of the Urban Archaeology Survey, for his professional advice and interest in the work.



















HISTORICAL NOTE





The great Cistercian abbeys of Ireland were built between the years 1100 and 1300. Mellifont was the earliest and is probably the best known. Among the many kings and chieftains who founded abbeys in their territories was Dermot Mac Murrough, King of Leinster, who founded Baltinglass. His vassal, Diarmaid Ó Riain of Uí Dróna, founded Kilenny, or Vallis Dei, near the present-day Goresbridge, and gave land for another abbey about six miles farther south where the little river Duiske flows into the Barrow and where the town of Graiguenamanagh now stands. Both sites were on the western bank of the Barrow in County Kilkenny, which may indicate that Uí Dróna was at that time more extensive than the present baronies of Idrone East and Idrone West in County Carlow. Plans for the founding of the second abbey were disrupted by the Norman invasion of 1169.


County Kilkenny was acquired by William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, and it was he who renewed Ó Riain’s grant of land and founded the abbey of Duiske, or Vallis Sancti Salvatoris. The first community came from Stanley in Wiltshire, and Duiske remained very Norman, in personnel and in spirit, compared with other abbeys such as Killenny or Killenny’s mother-house Jerpoint, ten miles away to the west near the river Nore.


There was further cause for bad feeling between Duiske and Jerpoint: when Killenny was reduced to the status of a grange by the Cistercian General Chapter of 1227, it was put under the control of Duiske, and, Jerpoint naturally resenting this, a long feud followed between the two abbeys.


Song of Duiske, then, takes place in the year 1304, one hundred years after the foundation of the abbey. At that time it was doing a brisk trade in wool with the merchants of Lucca in Tuscany, in return importing wine, glassware, iron, fruit and textiles. The narrative stays reasonably close to the historical and geographical facts but makes no claim to strict accuracy.
















Dramatis Personae





Brother Simon: there is some disagreement as to his place of birth, some maintaining that he was born in Ireland in 1254, others that he was born in England circa 1246 and was sent to Ireland from the abbey of Stanley. He became Cellarer in 1295 when Duiske was already in debt to the merchants of Lucca. He lived to a great age and is said to have been taken at length by the Black Death. No stone marks his grave in the Abbey’s burial ground.





Brother Orion: little is known of him. It is thought he may have been a natural son of Ó Maolriain of Uí Dróna, descendant of that same Diarmaid Ó Riain who founded Killenny. Ó Maolriain was now, in 1304, much reduced in power and territory, if perhaps not in pride.





The Earl: Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Hertford and Gloucester, Lord of the Liberties of Kilkenny. He was killed fighting for his king at Bannockburn in the year 1314. He was the last of his name.
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WHILE the voice of the bell still hung on the shivering air Brother Simon was out of bed, feet wincing from the cold of the smooth stone floor. Quickly he crossed the dormitory where vague ghosts rustled all around him. He reached the arched stairhead, was first down the night-stair, glimpsed through a slitted window high in the stone a merciless black sky and one glittering star. Now the chill silence of the morning denied that a bell had lately called or ever could have called, but it rang still in Simon’s thought. He put his hands into his wide sleeves air and stepped down. A candle-flame shook, shadows danced, and Brother Porter was only one sconce ahead, breathing heavily, working feverishly with his taper and as always leaving half unlighted.


‘Lord, Lord, forbearance give to me that I may not notice incompetent blunderers.’


From his place he saw the dim hooded shapes flit by. No face, no hands, a shuffle of sandals on the worn tiles.


The monks’ choir was not so decorous; a great flurry of noise as three of the choir-monks pushed, pulled, lifted old Father Gout into position.


At last, silence.


Now you could hear the stones whisper. The massive pillars stood strong and proud; the stone ribs curved up and up and up into the blackness. Candle-flames twitched nervously. Frost curled toes and pulled cowls closer.


From far off came the Abbot’s voice. The other voices followed. Up soared the pointed Latin, swelled until it filled all those sombre shadows between the arches. It silenced the squeaking stones, threw back shoulders and cowls.


There came a tremendous clatter and commotion from the dim reaches of the choir. Old Father Gout had fallen out of his stall again. Simon’s thoughts wavered from his prayer – a pity about the Abbot’s singing, his Latin tainted with French, his tenor with falsetto. Were it not for Brother Cantor that tenor would rise until it disappeared into the massy vaults and joined the throng of stars in the night sky. The Brethren, however, thought the Abbot’s pronunciation so distinguished, his tenor so devotional.


‘Lord, grant me charity, that I may not know a good singer from a bad.’


Brother Orion pondered the advantages of being a Cistercian lay-brother. There was fine singing all around him, but it was not only that, but many other things. Oh indeed winters were cold, but summers, ah, summers were warm. And autumn cornfields lit by a harvest moon. I am Lucis. There were privileges, too: Pontage, Lastage, Stallage, Portage, Wastage, Ullage – what a litany; Knockage, Loppage and Cleavage, the Abbey enjoyed all of these and more. Cleavage was best. It warmed him in dim and dark when frost shivered the stones and a man’s hand stuck to the iron bolt when he went to open it at glittering dawn-time, and the red sun peered angrily through bare branches, and then to think of Cleavage. It warmed so many times. The forest had great shelter, a man could be happy there all day with a fine axe, soft moss and wood-flakes underfoot. Split a log from the head. The kitchens then, warmest place of all, with logs roaring out their heat, or the bakehouse, when you bore in armfuls of timber and piled it near the ovens. The calefactory was but a place for cool scholars. The towering oaks by their life and by their death kept life in men when the sun failed them. The Rule – ah yes, there was the Rule. It could be – interpreted. Exempli gratia: No female foot shall tread the Abbey stair. Vespers, midnight, cock-crow, dawn. He considered that in general it was a good Rule – there are many ways out of a cornfield, only one way down a stair.


Matins were ending. Brother Orion joined enthusiastically in the singing of the last line. He never failed to give thanks for his good fortune.


It was Brother Timothy’s turn at the great mill. He was trustworthy, enthusiastic and inexperienced. Early, early, while the stars still showed, he went up the mill stair to begin the day’s work. It was soon clear that something was wrong: his wheel did not turn, he could not understand why. There should have been abundant power all through the winter when Duiske came down heavy with flood-water. He went out again into the wan light and mounted the revetment.


The mill-race came towards him, full, threatening, its edges touched with ice. It fell thunderously over the spillway in black and silver. It did not turn his wheel; an alder bough had fallen to block the race, flotsam of sticks and grasses, ice in thin curving ledges. Something else also was amiss; part of the embankment had broken and the escaping water made a spongy morass of the slope where it found its way down to Duiske again. Young and strong, he did not go for help. He went to the mill and returned with an axe, a shovel, a rope, and, working quickly but very carefully because there was little light, he made a temporary repair with branches and earth. Then, having tied his rope to the fallen alder, he looped it round a strong sapling that grew on the bank and pulled steadily. One thing he had forgotten – all was still in mesh, and so when the alder came slowly out half onto the bank and the eager water was released, his wheel ran wild. At once he knew his mistake. He rushed in panic down the revetment, slipped on the icy slope, his sopping habit impeding him, and fell headlong, his hands so numb that he hardly noticed them cut on the iron-hard ground, then scrambling to his feet again he flew up the stairs and threw over the lever. The racing wheels came to a stop but the damage was done. Years of grinding work had worn the nether stone to the condition where the added strain was too much. It cracked across.


Brother Timothy, out of breath, his hands beginning to feel their hurt through the bitter cold of the water, his wet habit clinging to his knees, his feet gone, gone, where were they? he could not feel them – he fell to his knees, leaned his head on the stone, and sobbed.


Brother Simon and Brother Shepherd parted just beyond the gate, Shepherd to climb the steep path that would bring him to the sheep-fold, Simon to march briskly along the Via Magna. The spangled heaven lit the way with a faint silver. Simon pulled his cloak tight. The broad path, hard as rock, black with cold, gleamed here and there in ice-puddles, and he could see the hurrying stream with its grey-rimed alders. A star danced in the brimming water of the race. Five hundred paces brought him to where the bridge crossed to the mill. There all was still and idle, and mounting the stairs he found Timothy kneeling on the floor in the flour-dust licking the blood and tears from his knuckles. He looked up with sad eyes and pointed to the riven stone, so Simon knelt beside him and they prayed together and Simon added silently, ‘Patience, Lord, give to me, for not everyone is as careful and far-seeing as I.’


Through the eastern window he saw the low red sun that now at last deigned to peer down from the shoulder of Blackstair on his deserted world, where waters thickened, the brittle leaf shivered and the trees smoked with frost.
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