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MADOC


BERNARD KNIGHT


The epic story of Prince Madoc, son of the ruler of North Wales, who after the death of his wife leaves behind the battles for power and prestige in his homeland and journeys into the unknown, sailing with a small group of companions across the Western Ocean.


In this novel, acclaimed author Knight skilfully blends historical fact and the histories of medieval Britain and France with the story of a Welsh prince who, legend says, discovered the continent of North America.




AUTHOR’S NOTE FROM ORIGINAL 1977 EDITION


The truth behind the legend of Madoc has been hotly debated and disputed since Tudor times, as it was held to be merely English propaganda against the Spanish claims in the New World.


Throughout succeeding centuries, innumerable claims to contact with the ‘Welsh Indians’ in North America have kept the dispute alive, even to the extent of an expedition being promoted amongst London Welshmen to explore the upper Missouri for their lost compatriots.


During the eighteenth century, a controversial National Eisteddfod essay added fuel to the fire of controversy, but in 1967, the definitive historical treatment of the subject was published by Richard Deacon, whose researches have greatly restored credence to the legend.


It is largely upon Richard Deacon’s book that this novel is based and the author gratefully acknowledges his debt to Mr. Deacon’s 1966 Madoc and the Discovery of America, as well as to personal communications.


Further thanks are due to the staff of the Cardiff Central Library, the British Museum, Mr. A. N. Stimson, Deputy Head of the Department of Navigation at the National Maritime Museum and to Mr. B. W. Bathe, of the Department of Water Transport of the Science Museum, South Kensington, for their assistance in providing material which, it is hoped, has added all possible authenticity to this story.




ADDITIONAL NOTE TO 2016 REISSUE


In the thirty-nine years since this novel was first written, much critical evaluation has been made of the evidence for the truth of the Madoc legend. Though some of it still stands, much of it has been exposed as fraudulent, specifically that claimed by the late Richard Deacon (real name Donald McCormick) who was a journalist with the Sunday Times. He wrote many books on a variety of subjects, especially crime, espionage and history, but it is now clear that much of his ‘research’ was spurious, invented by himself to further the authenticity of his writings.


In the context of Madoc, many of his claims have been shown to be false, such as the finding of the Port Books in a Sussex saleroom, the discovery of a Madoc stone from Lundy, and the supposed text of an ancient book found in Poitiers. His ‘Professor from Uzbeck Academy’ turned out to be non-existent! Deacon evaded requests to see his basic material and is now largely discredited.


Though these falsifications do not totally destroy the credibility of the legend, its veracity has been badly damaged and a consensus of historical opinion now suggests that the story was either invented, or at least greatly elaborated, by the Tudors in order to counter the claims of Spain to much of the conquest of the New World. A more cautious interpretation is that there were stories circulating in Wales between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries about an intrepid Welshman who made voyages far into the Western Ocean. However, this novel is meant to be an entertaining version of one of the most well-known and enduring Welsh legends, rather than a historical textbook.




CHAPTER ONE


May 1160


The youth reined his horse at the top of the rise and waited for the old man to come plodding up behind him. Though Idwal’s impatience was tempered by his respect for the other’s reputation, he found it hard to conceal his impatience with the ungainly way the older man was draped side-saddle over the docile mare.


For his part, Gwalchmai, court bard to Owain Gwynedd, Prince of North Wales, heartily wished that he had made the journey on his own two feet. He was discovering that Irish horses were no more comfortable than the Welsh variety.


Gripping the long-suffering mare’s mane tightly with one hand, Gwalchmai lumbered up to his guide, who sat across his own steed with an easy assurance.


Below, the wide curve of grey-blue sea that formed Dublin Bay, funnelled into the tidal channel of the River Liffey. The huts of Dublin itself were way up-river, but immediately below them were shipyards that straggled untidily along the northern bank.


Rising smoke from a dozen fires showed where the midday meals were being prepared. The youth pointed down the slope to the river bank.


‘He could be anywhere along there, sire. We shall have to ask for him.’


The old bard suffered the jolts of the mare as she picked her way through the rough grass and rabbit-holes of the scrub-covered land, long since robbed of trees to supply the boat-builders down below. There were no sizeable trees for as far as the eye could reach.


For several hundred years now, ever since the Northmen had erupted from their Scandinavian homes, these shores had provided the timbers for generations of the dragon-prowed ships and the less terrifying trading vessels that had succeeded them. Now timber had to be brought from Caledonia, Wales and the lush woodlands around the Severn Sea.


As they neared the Liffey, the sound of axe and adze on this vital wood came drifting up to them. Soon Gwalchmai could see ships in various stages of completion along the bank of the river. All flat-bottomed, their keels were laid on rollers well above the high-water mark. When finished, they were hauled to the water’s edge and slid into the calmness of the Liffey, then towed to staithes nearby. Here the single stubby mast was fitted and the square leather-banded sail rigged.


The two Welshmen soon reached the edge of the yards, where the grass gave way to beaten mud and wood shavings. A confusion of piled timber and waste wood stood around a few ramshackle huts, where tools were kept and meals eaten in bad weather. Further along were some larger, though equally wretched buildings, where women cooked and children played in the muddy squalor.


Idwal, the old man’s guide, called out to a slatternly woman who was throwing corn to some dishevelled chickens, using words which Gwalchmai recognised as a curious mixture of Irish and Norse.


The woman shrugged and waved her hand vaguely towards the nearest boat being built. The Welsh boy moved on.


‘Where might Madoc the minstrel be, friend?’ Idwal asked several men passing by and each pointed towards the inland end of the boatyards.


Here a noticeably larger ship was under construction. Gwalchmai could see a dozen men busy on the last stages of planking the sides, driving both iron nails and wooden pegs through into the oak ribs. Further up the bank, some women and even children were feeding scrap wood onto several fires that kept large cauldrons belching forth steam. Two figures were holding the end of a long plank in the vapour, warping it so that it could be forced into position along the curve of the bow. One of the figures was a tall, fair-haired young man, whom Idwal recognised.


‘Hey, Madoc! I’ve brought a visitor for you,’ he yelled.


The fair youth waved back in recognition. Apparently the plank must have had enough steam, for the other man began hurrying towards the ship with it, leaving Madoc free to greet his visitors. In a moment he was standing expectantly at the side of Gwalchmai’s horse. He recognised the old man as a bard by his flowing robes dyed in multi-coloured stripes and by the round cap above the pigtail of grey hair. The youth made a quick small bow and looked enquiringly at Idwal.


‘This is a bard from your father’s court, Madoc. He arrived at Clochran yesterday.’


The guide shifted his eyes to Gwalchmai.


‘This is the one you seek, sire. This is Madoc of the Ships.’ He grinned as he spoke and Madoc smiled with him, his blue eyes twinkling as he playfully grabbed at Idwal’s leg. Gwalchmai again sighed inwardly at the full realisation of the generation gap between him and these young lads, the inheritors of his present world.


‘I am Gwalchmai ap Meilyr, Madoc,’ he said gravely, ‘one of the Royal Bards of Prince Owain of Gwynedd. I have come especially to seek you, from your father’s lands.’


‘The prince has sent me a message, sir?’


Gwalchmai shook his head, a little sadly.


‘No, Madoc ab Owain, not your father. I come secretly from your mother.’


The young man’s face paled, then reddened in a blotchy livid pattern, so great was his confusion. ‘My mother, sir … but I never knew her name … nor even if she still lived.’


Gwalchmai looked away from the boy, to the bustle, noise and squalor of the shipyard. ‘This is no place to talk of such things. We must go back to Clochran and I will give you my news in more tranquil surroundings.’


Madoc, bewildered, bowed his head to the bard. ‘I will go and borrow a horse … I have been living here these past few days, helping with the big ship.’


He dashed away towards the crude buildings and Idwal kicked his horse across to Gwalchmai’s side.


‘We will start back, sir. The sooner we are out of this stinking place, the better.’


Gwalchmai pondered on the lad he had just met, a royal son of the Prince of North Wales. ‘Does he really live in that pigsty of a place for days on end?’


Idwal nodded vigorously. ‘For weeks, sometimes. He is in love with ships and all manner of things to do with the sea. Though our cousin Merfyn of Clochran is always generous with hospitality, Madoc spends more and more of his time away from there. Sometimes, he actually goes to sea with the shipmasters. Last year, he was away for three months, when he went to Brittanyand France on a trading vessel. And this year, he went in a Viking knarr up to some islands in the far north of Caledonia.’


Gwalchmai shook his head. ‘Vikings! Yes, of course Madoc has Norse blood in his veins, as well as Welsh. His great-grandmother was a Viking princess, who married his great-grandfather, Cynan ap Iago, when he was also in exile in Dublin. Strange how history repeats itself.’


The thud of hooves on the turf came up behind them.


‘Here he comes now,’ said Idwal, ‘in a great haste to learn more. I know that, for years, the thought of his mother has plagued him.’


The bard risked a backward glance as he hung onto his horse’s neck.


‘A fine lad. I wonder what he will make of my news.’


After the evening meal was over, Merfyn, Lord of Clochran, led his guest to a small chamber off the wooden hall.


‘Much as we would like to have the honour of your songs this night, Gwalchmai ap Meilyr, I think the fatigues of your journey and your need to talk privately with our beloved Madoc must come first.’


Diplomatically, Merfyn withdrew and Gwalchmai beckoned Madoc near.


He saw the young man’s open face gazing at him expectantly. Madoc was indeed a handsome youth, with a high brow, a longish face, but most of all an expression of calmness, almost innocence that rarely left it. Anger, greed and hatred would be strangers on a face like that – it was more the countenance that he had seen on hermits and saints, living apart from the troubles and temptations of civilisation.


‘You have always known that you were a bastard son of Owain ap Gruffydd, the prince they call Owain Gwynedd?’ he began.


Madoc nodded, his blue Nordic eyes fixed on the bard’s face.


‘I have lived here in Clochran ever since I can remember. Always, people have called me Madoc ab Owain Gwynedd and given me some respect for being the son of a great prince.’


Gwalchmai smiled, almost cynically.


‘Yet exiled kin of princes, be they bastard or not, can be had by the sackful in Ireland. Royal blood does not place gold in the purse!’


Madoc shook his head, puzzled. ‘No, but I care not about that. I have been happy with my friends and my ships, though sometimes I feel the call to live in the land of my birth.’


‘Your birth … what have they told you about that?’


‘Nothing … some have said that my mother died in labour, others that she was but some servant or concubine of my father’s, unknown by name. I feel somehow that they were wrong, but maybe that was wishful thinking.’


Gwalchmai sighed. This boy had been deprived of his mother, denied by his father and exiled from his homeland, all in his short lifetime. Yet Madoc had fallen on better times than many royal by-blows, having been fortunate in being adopted into the household of Merfyn who ran a little island of Welshness in the Dublin countryside.


‘I know who your mother is, Madoc. I was in her company less than five days ago when she pleaded that I came to you with her message.’


Madoc’s expression almost glowed up at him.


‘Who is my mother, sir … please?’


Gwalchmai looked down at him gravely. ‘She is Brenda, daughter of Hywel, Lord of Carno. Brenda – your father’s favourite mistress these many years.’


Amazement, then sheer elation chased themselves across Madoc’s face. Suddenly he grasped Gwalchmai’s hand in an impulsive gesture of gratitude.


‘Brenda … then I am a full brother to Riryd. Oh, God, Riryd, my real brother … my full, real brother.’


Gwalchmai shrugged to himself. He had crossed the choppy Irish Sea and sat on a blasted horse for league after league to bring the news of a mother to Madoc and now the boy had gone into raptures because he had discovered that one of his nineteen half-brothers was also his full brother!


‘Sit down, boy,’ he snapped, rather testily. ‘What is so important about Riryd?’


‘He is my closest friend, as well as being a blood relative, sir. We share a love of ships and the sea … though he is seven years my senior, we are almost as twins. I knew that we must be especially close,’ he said fiercely, with a return of some of his excitement.


‘Where is Riryd now?’


‘Gone with a Cornish trading ship to Brittany. I could have gone too, but this big vessel is near completion and I wanted to be at the launching.’ He brushed a hand across his face.


‘But my mother, please … what of her? What is she like … is she well … what message did she send me?’


‘Wait … wait! Firstly, she wants to see you; that is the main reason for my visit. Secondly, no one is to know of this matter for the time being until she can sound out your father’s reaction to news of your return to Gwynedd.’


Madoc’s smooth brow creased.


‘Why should that be, sire? Why have I always needed to remain here in Ireland, banished and unrecognised? Riryd, son of the same parents, has been to Prince Owain’s court and acknowledges our mother openly.’


Gwalchmai sighed. ‘It’s a long story, Madoc … a long story.’




CHAPTER TWO


June 1160


Madoc crouched alongside Gwalchmai as the little boat clawed its way along the last stage of their voyage.


The old bard was almost as bad a sailor as he was a horseman, for he groaned for most of the three days’ journey from Dublin to North Wales.


It was not a planked ship, but an Irish currach, made of tarred skins stretched over a flimsy framework. As the three scrawny Irishmen who made up the crew fought the little boat across the ebbing tide towards Deganwy, it lifted and slapped sickeningly on the choppy waters.


They were painfully edging across the broad stretch of shallow sea between the island of Mon – or Anglesey, as it was becoming known since the Norsemen’s arrival – and the great hook of the Orme peninsula – another recent Viking name. The waters here funnelled down into the narrow northern entry of the Menai Straits and, on their right, the great mountains of Eryri1 loomed in the summer mists.


Madoc stared thoughtfully at the massive bulwarks of Gwynedd towering into the clouds. It was behind that central core of Eryri that they were bound there that Madoc had been born – in the little castle of Dolwyddelan, one of the strongholds of the Princes of Gwynedd.


‘Gwalchmai, where does my father spend most of his time now – in Dolwyddelan or Aberffraw?’


The bard painfully swallowed the welling saliva that accompanied his nausea. ‘Uh … mainly in Mon, my son … though he comes quite often to Dolwyddelan … oh, Christ, will this journey last for ever?’


Yet two hours later, when they had their feet on the solid ground at the port of Deganwy, Gwalchmai rapidly came back to life. They lodged for the night at an inn looking across the estuary of the Conwy river. Though Gwalchmai, as a royal bard, could have claimed lodging in the castle of Dinas Conwy, he preferred to keep clear of any establishments belonging to Owain Gwynedd until the reaction of that fiery prince to the reappearance of yet another of his bastards could be gauged.


Next morning, they set out early on two hired horses. Noon saw them sixteen miles up the broad vale of Conwy, to the point where the little Lledr river came down a side valley from the southern peaks of Eryri.


By late afternoon, they were at Dolwyddelan. Madoc had been getting more and more restless as he neared his birthplace, which he had left long before he could remember any events of his childhood. In fact, he had no idea how old he had been when he left the castle. He asked Gwalchmai, just before they turned the last bend into the pleasantly wooded valley.


‘How old, boy? About three weeks. It would have been three hours if the prince had got to know the truth earlier.’ He refused to be drawn further and they rode in silence up the quiet vale towards the castle of Dolwyddelan.


It stood on a spur on their right hand, high above the meadows of the valley. The old road, originally Roman, came from Ardudwy in the west and climbed behind the castle on the barren southern slopes of Moel Siabod, one of the southern outliers of Eryri. This road cut away from them over the hills, to join the Vale of Conwy downstream from the confluence of the Lledr.


They came to a little stream that tumbled down through rocks and sodden turf from the castle to the meadows. A path led up towards the old road and the entrance to the fortress. Madoc looked with curiosity and some misgivings at the royal building now silhouetted against the reddening western sky. It was here that he had been delivered into the world – by all accounts, a world that had not been particularly excited about his arrival.


After nineteen years, he was to meet his mother again – and hope not to meet his father. Gwalchmai had made sure in Deganwy that Prince Owain ap Gwynedd was safely housed in Anglesey at his major court of Aberffraw. Though the bard hoped to engineer Madoc’s acceptance at the court of Gwynedd, the time was not yet ripe for such an abrupt disclosure.


So the bard’s consternation was acute when he heard Madoc exclaim as he pointed back along the old road across the hills.


‘A cavalcade, Gwalchmai … who can be coming?’


The older man picked up the hem of his robe and hurried to the youth’s side. Shielding his eyes, he squinted across the rough uplands towards the Vale of Conwy. The sun glittered off the pennants and spearheads of a procession winding its way along the road, still three miles distant.


Gwalchmai groaned. ‘It can be no one else but Owain Fawr!’


‘But you said he was safe in Mon!’ protested Madoc, a sudden feeling of terror gripping him.


‘Then they told me wrong!’ snapped the bard, anxiety fraying his temper. He whirled around and dragged his horse towards the castle, which loomed high over their heads. ‘Quickly, let us get you tucked away at once; it will be the better part of an hour before they reach the gates. We must see whether your mother feels that you can safely be hidden away.’


They hurried the last few hundred paces to the castle, which perched on a great rocky hump amidst marshy ground. A long pool acted as an incomplete moat on the side facing them. A rough wooden bridge, merely a few crude planks, stretched across it and on the other side, rough steps were hewn into the rock to climb to the narrow gateway.


‘I had imagined Dolwyddelan to be all in stone,’murmured Madoc, as he followed on the heels of Gwalchmai.


‘It will be soon, boy … the keep has been refashioned in masonry already … your father intends to do the same with the West Tower and the curtain walls before long … aping the Normans, I call it!’


It was more a fortified tower than a castle, only the new stone keep having any air of dignity about it. This was two storeys high and had a gabled roof. The rest of the castle was composed of a wooden stockade diverging from each side of the keep, which stood on the apex of the crag overlooking the Lledr valley. The palisade enclosed the whole rugged platform of rock and a lower, wider wooden tower formed the remainder of the structure at the opposite angle. The whole place was not more than forty paces across in any direction – its cramped quarters were emphasised by the straggling collection of huts and shacks that clustered around the foot of the crag and housed the more lowly members of the Dolwyddelan household.


These were times of peace, right in the heart of Owain Gwynedd’s kingdom and the security on the gate was a mere token. The castellan and his staff were too concerned with the distant sight of the prince approaching to bother with the familiar figure of Gwalchmai the bard and some young man he had picked up in his travels.


The pair passed unheeded among the busy folk in the small courtyard as they made their way towards the flight of steps that led up to the entrance of the keep. The only door was a dozen feet above the ground, to make defence easier, the basement being entered only through a trapdoor in the floor of the hall. Above this was a single large bedchamber, together with a few tiny closets cut in the thickness of the walls.


At the great studded door into the hall, Gwalchmai stopped an agitated maidservant and asked after the Lady Brenda.


‘In her chamber, pencerdd,’2 she said, ‘gettingherself ready for the lord’s appearance.’


Gwalchmai groaned. Turning back, he swung the bemused Madoc around and went back down to the courtyard. ‘Lady Brenda lives in the West Tower … I had thought to find her in the hall.’


Madoc looked at him in puzzlement. ‘Why does not my mother stay in the main bedchamber up there, then?’


Gwalchmai nudged him sharply with his elbow, as they passed through the thronged yard. ‘Keep your voice down, boy … no one is to know who you are until we see how the land lies. You are Merfyn, an apprentice bard from Aberdaron, understand?’


Madoc nodded reluctantly.


‘But why is she skulking in this old wooden house, when a new stone keep lies within arm’s reach?’ he persisted, in a lower tone.


‘Boy, your life in that wild bog of Ireland has made you innocent – or simple,’ hissed Gwalchmai. ‘Look, your royal father has a wife … albeit a union cursed by the priests of Rome. Even he must pay lip service to convention.’


They plunged into the gloom of the West Tower, a grand name for a structure that looked like a high barn with massive oaken walls. The ground floor was a combined kitchen and eating hall for the lesser folk of Dolwyddelan, but a stair at one side led to an upper floor divided into three chambers, the largest of which was that of Brenda, favourite concubine of Owain Gwynedd for so many years.


As in the rest of the castle, all was bustle and preparation, the permanent retainers scurrying around to get the place ready for an extra two score people. They climbed the stairs and came to a low door at the end of the short corridor above.


The bard tapped, his ear close to the jamb. As soon as he was bidden, he pushed the door open and gestured for Madoc to follow.


Madoc’s eyes rapidly sensed a big curtained bed and sombre tapestries hanging from the walls. Even before his gaze dropped to the woman standing expectantly in the centre of the room, his mind seized on the probability that that bed was where he had been both conceived and born.


He looked at the figure waiting to greet him. Without a doubt, this was his mother. It was in her face and her eyes as she came across the room, hands outstretched. She had borne a number of sons – and insignificant daughters – to Owain Gwynedd, but here was one who had been taken from her almost at birth.


On his part, he suddenly found his blue eyes unaccountably full of tears. Blinking them back indignantly, he darted forward, intending to kneel before Brenda, but somehow the formal gesture seemed to crumble on the way and he found his face crushed into her waist and his arms gripping her mantle below the armpits.


For a moment, no one spoke, the mother’s cheek pressed into his hair, the boy struggling to regain his manly composure.


It was Gwalchmai who broke the silence, with a warning.


‘Lady, Owain Fawr is within sight. You must say what you wish to be done.’


Brenda looked up at the old bard over her son’s head. ‘How long?’ she asked.


‘Half an hour … the cavalcade is but a mile away by now.’


She put her hand on Madoc’s head. ‘Five minutes … give us five minutes, Gwalchmai, then come for him.’


The court poet nodded and vanished silently.


‘Madoc … my son,’ said Brenda gently. Sniffing loudly, Madoc pulled himself to his feet. He stepped back, but still held his mother’s hands in his.


‘You are a fair, fine boy, Madoc.’ Her voice was choked with emotion. ‘So much like Riryd.’


Madoc nodded eagerly. ‘Almost as much as I yearned to meet you, I ached to know that he was my full brother.’


The distant blast of a horn brought them back to reality.


‘Owain Fawr … he will be here soon.’ Brenda’s eyes darted to the window. It faced the wrong way to see the road, but it was obvious that the cavalcade was near.


‘My father – he knows nothing of me?’ asked Madoc impulsively.


His mother shook her head sadly. ‘He has seventeen sons that he acknowledges – no one has bothered to count the daughters. Several more sons, you included, he banished at birth. He already has too much dissent and competition from his elder sons to want to add to it.’


There was a discreet, but urgent, tapping on the door and Gwalchmai put his head around the rough boards.


‘The lad must come, my lady. The royal party is almost at the gates.’


Brenda gave a last squeeze to Madoc’s shoulders and pushed him towards the bard. ‘As soon as there is an opportunity, you will come to me again, my son.’


Madoc stooped quickly and kissed his mother’s hand. As he walked across to the door, Brenda spoke to Gwalchmai.


‘Where will you hide him? He must be safe; his father is not yet ready to know of his existence.’


As Madoc slipped out into the passage under Gwalchmai’s arm, the bard reassured his mother. ‘There are a score of young lads about the castle, one more will not be noticed. If anyone asks, he is Merfyn, a young bard-pupil of mine. I will lodge him with the servants; he will be quite safe.’


They hurried out into the courtyard and jostled into the throng that waited there for the arrival of their prince. Iago, the Penteulu3 of Dolwyddelan, was stalking about, yelling orders to the castle guard who lined the parapet walk of the massive wooden stockade.


‘Can I stay and watch my father arrive?’ Madoc asked Gwalchmai, as they struggled through the pushing crowd.


The bard flashed startled eyes across at the lad, who was as tall as himself.


‘Ssh, boy!’ he muttered. ‘Keep your voice down and your thoughts to yourself. There are those here who would delight in carrying tales. I have not suffered that cursed journey by boat just to have it wasted by seeing you hanged.’


‘But may we stay – just for a few moments?’ persisted Madoc.


Gwalchmai nodded. ‘Keep in the background, then. Afterwards, we must go outside to the servants’ huts to get you a place to stay.’


Moments later, a ragged cheer came from beyond the gate and the leather-jerkined guards on the parapet raised their spears in salute. There was a stir and a shuffling around the gate and then Iago came striding in, leading the royal party. Madoc sensed the natural dignity of the occasion as the Prince of Gwynedd returned to his family – for such was the unity of the Welsh clan, that even the lowliest kitchenmaid felt bound to Prince Owain by chains of affection and loyalty.


And here he was – Owain, the Lion of North Wales, son of the great Gruffudd ap Cynan. Between them, the father and son had held the North against the hated Normans, slowly pushing out further and further, turning Wales into a power that held its head level with many other kingdoms in Europe.


Striding behind Iago, he towered over most of the men nearby. The half-Viking blood of his father had come out in full in Owain’s generation, giving him a blond massiveness that contrasted strangely with the small darkness of the Welshmen around him.


Madoc, himself fair and taller than average, bent his knees instinctively, partly in awe and partly afraid that his height and colouring might give him away as yet another bastard of the prince.


But every eye was on Owain Fawr and his eyes were on the staircase to the keep, where Lady Cristin waited with a cluster of children and handmaidens. With a roar of welcome, Owain waved his hand to her. The blond giant hurried across the little courtyard, bounded up the stairs and embraced his wife robustly. With a wave to the grinning throng below, he turned and ushered Cristin into the hall of the keep, the great studded door shutting with a bang.


As the rest of the cavalcade straggled into the courtyard, Madoc looked at Gwalchmai who was smiling at him with a curious expression.


‘And what did you think of your royal relation?’ he murmured.


Madoc shook his head. ‘He is a great man, both in his size, his dress and his bearing. But he seems more of a stranger than, say, any new seacaptain that drops anchor in the Liffey.’ He shook his head sadly again. ‘I don’t feel that with Brenda. At once, there was a bond between us.’


Gwalchmai shrugged.


‘To be expected, boy. Your mother bore you and for three weeks, mothered you. You have never clapped eyes on your father before – nor he on you, thank God.’


‘Do you think my father might ever be made to acknowledge me, Gwalchmai?’ he asked sadly, as they left the stockade.


Gwalchmai’s grey beard wagged as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully.


‘Before he can acknowledge you, my son, he must learn of your existence. It is nineteen years since he learned he had yet another brat from Brenda. In those days, all new sons were potential rivals, but now the problem seems to have crystallised down to the jealousies between Iorwerth, Dafydd, Rhodri and Hywel.’


He stopped on the steps and looked pensively across at the bare moors stretching towards Eryri. ‘It depends now on whether he sees you as yet another possible contender for the throne of Gwynedd or if he accepts that the four elder boys must fight it out between themselves.’


With that rather gloomy opinion, he started down the ramp again, with Madoc walking sadly at his side.


Once across the bridge, they turned left, where stretching along both sides of the rough track were a scattered collection of huts, stables and smithies. Gwalchmai made for one of the largest, around which a group of barefoot children were playing.


The hut was divided into a number of cubicles around a central common area. There was a wide balcony just above head level, also made into little rooms by wattle or cloth screens. Smoke rose from a large cooking fire in the centre, filtering both through a hole in the roof and wafting indiscriminately through the walls and thatch.


‘This is a primitive place compared with the prince’s main court at Aberffraw,’ growled Gwalchmai. He looked around and then strode across to a cubicle against the far wall, where a figure lay on a heap of rushes, softly strumming a small harp.


‘Ho, Llywarch … get up and meet a friend of mine.’


The man looked up and Madoc saw that the face was extraordinarily long, a caricature with a wide upper lip and a long, pointed chin. A pair of humorous brown eyes twinkled in these odd features as he scrambled to his feet.


‘This is Merfyn, a young friend of mine from Llyn. He also has some ability with the harp and a voice that does justice to his playing.’


Llywarch was only about thirty years old, but already wore the multi-coloured robe and the pigtailed hair of a professional bard. This was Llywarch ap Llewelyn, one of Prince Owain’s official bards. Whereas Gwalchmai was Owain’s Pencerdd or ‘Head of Song,’ Llywarch was only the Bard Teulu, the resident family songster of Dolwyddelan itself.


‘Another of the brotherhood, eh! Welcome, Merfyn, to this pigsty which we call home.’ He swept his hand about him in a grand gesture, taking in the women baking and washing, the infants squealing and the chickens pecking on the earthen floor.


‘Pigsty!’ guffawed Gwalchmai. ‘Is that why they are beginning to call you Llywarch Prydydd y Moch … Poet of the Pigs?’


Madoc sensed that there was no great affection between these two. This was usually the case between bards. It was a highly competitive profession and there were constant jealousies between them for the favour of their royal masters. It was even more so between the younger ones and the older, as the latter constantly feared that the new man would jostle them out of their patronage.


‘Merfyn will be here for a few days, until he moves on with me to either Dolbadarn or Aberffraw. I promised to show him the great houses of our Lord Owain – and let him hear the real bards at work.’


Llywarch nodded and beamed at Madoc.


‘And he’ll be wanting a place to lay his head and fill his belly, no doubt? I’ll see to it, never fear. We songsters must keep together, eh?’


Gwalchmai thanked the younger bard and took his leave of Madoc. ‘I’ll call for you in the morning. I’ll arrange something then, it cannot be before that.’ Madoc knew he was referring to another secret visit to his mother.


Llywarch put an arm around Madoc’s shoulders and led him to a bench at a table just inside the doorway of the hut.


‘Let’s talk, Merfyn. Tell me about yourself.’


As people came and went past them, Madoc had to keep his wits about him to fabricate a tale of how he came from a seafaring family at Aberdaron, a little village on the Llyn peninsula some forty miles away. He stuck as closely as he could to the tale that Gwalchmai had thought up for him. The Bard of the Pigs listened politely, then suddenly slapped his thigh.


‘What an ill-mannered lout you must think me. You’ve journeyed from Llyn today and not eaten for many hours, I’ll wager. Let’s get something to keep us alive … I could do with it myself.’ Madoc was to learn that Llywarch had a thirst and an appetite that was unmatched in the whole of Gwynedd. He called to a girl who had just come from the direction of the castle.


‘Annesta! Come and meet a fine young man … but before you do, get us a pitcher of beer and some bread, there’s a good girl.’ Annesta was slim and dark, with a pair of deep set eyes that now turned on Madoc with an interest that matched his own. She smiled quickly, then hurried into the hut.


‘Didn’t I see her on the steps of the keep when my … when Prince Owain came in just now?’ he asked Llywarch.


The long face nodded back at him.


‘No doubt – she would have been standing behind Yr Arglwyddes4 Cristin, as she is one of her maids.’


For a moment, all thoughts of his father, his mother and even Wales vanished from Madoc’s mind as he recalled Annesta’s face and figure into his mind’s eye. Llywarch grinned at him crookedly.’


‘She is not spoken for by any man yet, Merfyn … and she sleeps in this very hut.’


Before they could elaborate on the matter, Annesta herself came out of the doorway, carrying a pitcher of beer, a loaf and some cheese, which she put on the table before Llywarch.


‘There you are, bard – my part of the bargain done. Now tell me who your friend is.’


Llywarch, though a rising figure in the hierarchy of the household of Owain Gwynedd, never held airs to himself and even a lowly maidservant could talk to him as equal. It was soon clear that Annesta was a girl of independent spirit and carried herself with a natural dignity.


Llywarch introduced Madoc as Merfyn of Aberdaron and the girl slipped on to the bench next to him as they ate. Madoc felt strangely attracted to Annesta. He’d had girlfriends in plenty in Clochran and in an age when girls became marriageable at twelve and boys at fourteen, he was no stranger to robust lovemaking. But after a few moments of listening to her soft voice and looking at her deep, thoughtful eyes, he felt a strangeness inside him that made him glad that he had come to Dolwyddelan.


Half an hour later, the girl had to return to her duties with the Lady Cristin. Llywarch went with her to the keep, to find out from the Penteulu what form of entertainment was to be held in the hall that evening. Madoc was left to his own devices. He went up to the little cubicle on the balcony that Llywarch had pointed out and went sound asleep until the sun was almost on the horizon.


He dined that night in the large room under his mother’s lodging in the West Tower of the castle, where most of the senior servants and men-at-arms had their meals. The Hall at Dolwyddelan was too small to hold any more than the prince, his family, his guests and the chief officers of his court. It was nothing but a large square room occupying the whole of the floor above the basement. In the thickness of one wall was a steep stair running up to the large bedchamber above, where Cristin and Owain slept. All the rest of the household and court had to find what space they could either in the West Tower or in the motley collection of huts outside. When the prince was in residence, the whole settlement was stuffed with people as tightly as fleas on a hedgehog.


After the meal was over in the hall, Gwalchmai sent word to Madoc, telling him to come up to the main chamber to hear the entertainment. Clustering at the doorway with other castle inhabitants, he saw and heard both the Chief of Song, Gwalchmai himself and the Household Bard, Llywarch, give their traditional recitals to the prince and his retainers. A very proficient performer himself, Madoc could well appreciate the superb talents of the two bards, both in poetry, song and mastery of the small harp.
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