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1903–1964

    


    ‘There have been few historical imaginations better informed or more gifted than Alfred Duggan’s’ (The New Criterion).


    Historian, archaeologist and novelist Alfred Duggan wrote historical fiction and non-fiction about a wide range of subjects, in places and times as diverse as Julius Caesar’s Rome and the Medieval Europe of Thomas Becket.


    Although he was born in Argentina, Duggan grew up in England, and was educated at Eton and Balliol College, Oxford. After Oxford, he travelled extensively through Greece and Turkey, visiting almost all the sites later mentioned in his books. In 1935 he helped excavate Constantine’s palace in Istanbul.


    Duggan came to writing fiction quite late in his life: his first novel about the First Crusade, Knight in Armour, was published in 1950, after which he published at least a book every year until his death in 1964. His fictional works were bestselling page-turners, but thoroughly grounded in meticulous research informed by Duggan’s experience as an archaeologist and historian.


    Duggan has been favourably compared to Bernard Cornwell as well as being praised in his own right as ‘an extremely gifted writer who can move into an unknown period and give it life and immediacy’ (New York Times).
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      Prologue

    


    Yesterday I overheard one of my grandchildren boasting that his grandmother, my wife, had been a cannibal heathen Turk until she married me. So I have decided to write down the adventures of my youth; partly to inform my descendants of their noble, Christian and civilised ancestry; but partly as some little memorial to the hero I followed in my youth, the best knight in all Romanie, my lord Geoffrey de Bruyere.


    I myself was born into one of the great families of England, the Briwerrs. But my father was the younger son of a younger son, holding only a single fee from the Bohuns of the Welsh March; and in the very year of my birth, 1233, the greatness of the Briwerrs vanished with the death of Sir William Briwerr of Devon. He had been one of the foremost barons of England, a stubborn old-fashioned King’s Man who told Archbishop Langton to his face that Magna Carta did not bind King Henry, for it had been extorted from his father by force. Yes, while he was alive the Briwerrs mattered. But he left no male heir, and his lands were divided among women. Nowadays there is no great magnate to look after country knights of the house of Briwerr.


    Our fee will support only one knight, and I was the third son. Richard would stay at home, and in due time succeed; Henry became a clerk in the family of the Bishop of Hereford, for we all had a sound education; but I told my father, as soon I was old enough to decide, that I had no vocation for the celibate life. In our old-fashioned family we believed that rules are made to be kept, so I could not be a clerk. Since a Briwerr cannot go into trade I must fight for my bread. At twelve years of age I went to learn the profession of arms as a page in Ludlow Castle.


    Then my father won a good ransom, and very generously used it to fit me out with sound mail and a destrier. When I was twenty years old, and properly equipped, Lacy of Ludlow dubbed me knight. I came home for a few days, to take leave of my parents before I went out into the world with their blessing.


    My mother was interested chiefly in my private life.


    ‘Never seduce a virgin,’ she said most earnestly. ‘You’ll hear men boast of it, but it’s a felon’s trick. Half an hour’s fun for the man, and the girl ruined for life. Don’t rape peasants, either, even if you are ravaging the land of their lord. That’s not even fun, for a fastidious gentleman. Marry a nice girl as soon as you can support a wife; and remember that nice girls don’t make the first advances. In the meantime, if you please some pretty married lady there’s no harm in making her happy so long as you are discreet about it. No harm in this life, I mean; you know your catechism. But chastity is too much to expect from a man, though most men take it for granted in their womanfolk. For the rest, say your prayers night and morning, try not to get excommunicated, and remember that by now your grandmother is probably out of Purgatory and can see from Heaven everything you do. Don’t make her ashamed of you.’


    My father was more practical.


    ‘Choose a good lord and stick to him. Take a ransom if it’s offered, and remember that there’s no point in killing even a penniless foe after the fighting is over. But if you are going to kill a prisoner, tell him. Let him see a priest if one is handy; then cut his throat and get it over. King John used to lock up his captives and let them starve, not knowing whether they were meant to live or die. That’s a beastly trick; no knight should ever do it. That’s why you must make sure you serve a good lord. Take wages at the beginning, without giving your fealty; then you can leave without dishonour if you don’t like your lord’s habits.’


    He shook a finger in warning.


    ‘Some lords will try to pay you with empty titles, so don’t do homage for a fee until you have seizin of it. Grand Babylon would make a very nice barony; but if you are offered it in lieu of wages point out that the infidels hold it and you are not strong enough to dislodge them. Oh, and by the way,’ he added, ‘remember that you come from what has been a great family. Our ancestors came here from France in King William’s time, but they may have left brothers behind them. If you meet a Briwerr anywhere overseas you may claim kinship with him.’


    I rode southward from the March into the King’s England, with a single servant to lead my packhorse and clean my mail. At Portsmouth they were recruiting for the mesnie of the Earl of Leicester, governor of Gascony, and I enlisted at a wage without any oath of fealty. But one season in Gascony was enough for me, though Earl Simon was an honest lord. The Gascons hated him, King Henry did not trust him, and he was always short of money; I would never get rich while I followed his banner. So early in 1254 I rode eastward into Toulouse, and then on through Provence towards Lombardy. I could have found employment in Toulouse, but it would have meant serving the King of France, who is usually at war with the King of England. That might have brought trouble to my father. But on the far side of the Rhône, and even more on the far side of the Alps, no one either helped or hindered our unfortunate King Henry.


    In Lombardy there were wars on every hand; but they were private fights between Guelfs and Ghibellines which were really hereditary blood feuds, and a stranger from England would never be trusted. King Manfred of Sicily was recruiting troops and had the reputation of an honest paymaster; but there were a great many Saracens in his army and all his followers were under the special excommunication of the Pope. I felt that my mother would not like me to join him. There were also papal forces, who enjoyed great spiritual benefits; but there was no money to pay them, and in my twenty-first year I needed money more urgently than a safe conduct through Purgatory. I wandered uneasily through Tuscany to the lawless Abruzzi, where any castellan would give me hospitality if I fought for him in the next skirmish; but they were all treacherous brigands, and I had no desire to stay with them.


    Then one evening at supper in a little mountain castle I sat beside a French knight on his way home from Acre, where King Louis had discharged him as too sick for further warfare. It was pleasant to talk proper French again after the barbarous jargon of the Italians, and we quickly became friends. When I had told him my story he gave me sound advice.


    ‘You should try Outremer,’ he said. ‘Can you pay for your journey?’


    ‘I can pay for a sea voyage,’ I answered. ‘A few days ago a knight was killed who had a gold chain round his neck, and I was first to reach the body. But what is there for me in Outremer? I want to marry, so the Temple and the Hospital are no good. A man of my birth can’t open a shop in Acre. The barons of the land have no fees to spare for strangers. I suppose King Louis would hire my sword, but they say he won’t be staying out there much longer.’


    ‘Outremer is more than the Kingdom of Jerusalem,’ said the Frenchman. ‘There is all Romanie to choose from. Constantinople is a dead end, with schismatic Grifons raiding right up to the walls. But in Lamorie there are wealthy French barons, eager to enlist good knights. The lord of Satines is a de la Roche from Burgundy, and the Prince of Lamorie a Villehardouin from Champagne. He has recently conquered fresh cities and castles from the Grifons, and he will have vacant fees. Over there we are all Franks together, you know, even those who come from England. The Grifons, who have never forgotten Charlemagne, call everyone a Frank who hears Mass in Latin. To them even Germans and Italians are Franks.’


    ‘Though of course they cannot compare with genuine north Frenchmen,’ I took him up. ‘It seems to be the right place for a penniless knight. Who is the overlord of these princes and barons?’


    ‘That’s the beauty of it,’ he said with a smile, ‘they haven’t one. At the conquest, fifty years ago, it was arranged that they should owe service to the King of Salonique. But Montferrat of Salonique was killed by the Bulgars, and his kingdom died with him. So the Franks of Lamorie and Satines acknowledge no overlord at all, and they get on very well without one.’


    ‘It sounds a place that would suit me,’ I answered. ‘Tell me how I get there.’ We talked far into the night.


  

    

      1. La Cremonie

    


    I left my Italian servant in his own country, for across the water I would need a man who spoke the local language. At Bari I took passage in a Venetian ship. The Venetians stood neutral in the quarrel between Guelf and Ghibellines, and their ships traded to any harbour except those held by Pisa or Genoa, their mortal enemies. After coasting down a mountainous shore we reached Clarence in Lamorie. There I landed, and rode a few miles to the little town of Andreville, where the Princes of Lamorie have their lawcourt and their family tomb. But recently Prince William had fixed his chief residence in the town of La Cremonie farther to the south-east, which he had newly conquered from the Grifons. I was told that the road was safe and peaceful, as were in that happy time all the roads of Lamorie. So I set off to visit the court, with only my new servant for company.


    In those days Lamorie was the most prosperous land in the world, as well as the fairest. It is nearly an island, joined to the lordship of Satines only by a narrow isthmus; the whole of it was under the rule of Prince William who kept good peace. On the seas round about the only shipping was Italian; and the Venetians, though they fought the Genoese wherever they met them, kept down pirates. Neither infidel nor Grifon dared sail so far to the west. By every mountain pass there were great castles, but many towns were unwalled. I met merchants from Florence and Siena, journeying to buy the currants of Patras or the silk of Estives. They rode without escort for they carried no money; in any market they might cash their sealed letters of credit.


    It is hard to describe to a northerner the beauty of that land. Great mountains shut in every horizon, but between them stretch level plains, well cultivated. The mountains are taller and steeper than anything you will see in Wales, and the narrow roads that climb them are most frightening; though they were paved and embanked by the mighty men of old. Stone bridges cross every stream, and in the plains stand huge buildings of solid marble, intricately carved. You see something of the sort in Italy, but the old Italian idol-houses were built of brick under a marble facing, and as a rule someone has stolen the marble veneer. In Lamorie the solid marble keeps its dignity, even after the roof has gone. Orderly plantations of olives and mulberries make the plains seem like a pleasure garden, and wherever the hillside is not too steep thrifty Grifons sow their grain. Whitewashed churches stand at every crossroad, even in open country; they are roofed with domes, such as I had seen in Italy. But in Italy a dome is something special, reserved for an important building; here you saw them everywhere.


    But the beauty of Lamorie does not reside in any particular building or mountain. Something in the quality of the light would make a lazar-house look beautiful. Except in mid-winter the sun shines all day from a flawless sky, and at night the stars burn close at hand. The sea is a level plain of purple; rock-shadows move over the violet mountains; a knight glows in the plain, tinctures of heraldry, until when I first came home even the golden leopards of Anjou seemed dull and dingy. Remember that in this land of the silkworm every respectable man or woman dresses in brilliant silk. White houses, honey-coloured marble, purple mountains, red ploughland, blue sea and blue sky – Lamorie is the fairest land in the world, and to breathe its air makes a man feel young and brave.


    The villages on my way were thickly inhabited, with industrious Grifon peasants who were more than a match for a Frank when I bargained for a jug of wine or a night’s lodging. As a rule my servant could cope with them. Theodore was a young Gasmule, son of a Grifon mother and a Frank father, who had attached himself to me when I landed at Clarence. He spoke the French of Champagne with a slight accent, and Greek like a native. He cheated me in moderation whenever I spent a penny, but he did his best to stop my being cheated by others. I suppose he was a coward, since he chose to hang about Clarence and prey on strangers, though Gasmules are welcome in both Frankish and Grifon armies; but since I never put his courage to the test I cannot be sure.


    Theodore told me that the peasants were in general content under Frankish rule. The taxes were lower than in the days of their Emperor, and our justice is fairer and very much cheaper; he added with a grin that we are more easily deceived than the Grifon officials who used to keep them in order. What they really wanted more than anything else was freedom to practise the schismatic rites of their church, and this Prince William permitted. Of course he could not openly countenance heresy and schism, but he allowed Grifon priests to serve their parish churches after their own fashion on condition they swore obedience to Latin bishops. For centuries these peasants had been downtrodden taxpayers, supporting the splendour of the imperial court and getting absolutely nothing in return for their money. They were men of peace, and it would be useless to call them out even in the arriere-ban; but they would obey Frankish lords, as they would obey anyone who held the castles looming over their villages.


    I have said that Prince William ruled all Lamorie, but this was not wholly accurate. On the last day of my journey to La Cremonie a great range of mountains filled the horizon on our left, and Theodore glanced nervously at the peaks. He explained that among the glens of these mountains live the Esclavons of Escorta, wild mountaineers who acknowledge no lord. Their warriors come to battle on foot, so they cannot meet Franks in the field. But they skip over their mountains by paths no stranger can follow; and since they are too ignorant to plough they come down whenever they feel hungry to plunder in the lowland villages.


    ‘But on the plain we shall be safe from them,’ he added. ‘They fear even one man on horseback. And to get here from their mountains they must pass the castle of Carytena, which was built to keep them in. They prefer to raid northwards. I am glad the Prince is at La Cremonie and not at Chorinte, which lies at the end of that dangerous northern road.’


    In the afternoon we came in sight of the low unimpressive walls of La Cremonie, which lies in a rich valley between two jagged mountains. The walls still showed the scars of Prince William’s capture a few years ago. For nowadays La Cremonie depends for protection on the mighty castle of Mistra which the Prince has built on a spur of the mountain above it. Whoever holds Mistra holds La Cremonie. All that valley is very good land, with fine grazing for oxen; a precious thing in Lamorie, where sheep range on every hill but horned cattle are few.


    We entered the town just before sunset, and went straight to the Prince’s hall. This was a long building set in a huddle of houses, with no open space before it and without fortification; but it was roofed with a vault of masonry, like a basilica, which made it look imposing though it was only a single storey high.


    At the door stood a sentry, who called a French-speaking under-steward when he saw I was a gentleman of quality from the west. The steward, an Italian of the kind who pretends to knighthood and passes his spare time selling groceries, made me welcome in the most gratifying way. Before I entered the hall I saw Theodore and the horses bedded down in dry straw; though the steward in his burgess fashion thought it unfitting that a knight should look to the welfare of his following before he found a place for himself.


    The Italian did not recognise the arms of Briwerr on my shield, though he took in the label of cadency which marked me as a younger son. His manner was a little patronising as he asked me why I sought audience with Prince William of Lamorie.


    ‘You are welcome,’ he said smugly, ‘but it would be convenient if you will tell me on what errand you have come. Have you left home to escape the gallows, to win fame as a knight-errant, or merely to earn a livelihood? By what name shall I announce you?’


    ‘I am Sir William de Briwerr, from England,’ I answered with some stiffness. ‘No gallows waits for me at home, and I never expect to be famous. If the Prince will hire me I shall be glad to serve him, but if he already has swords enough I shall go on to Constantinople.’


    ‘Constantinople today is no place for a knight,’ he said with a smirk, ‘unless you are willing to be paid in holy bones. That’s all the Emperor has to offer, now that he has sold the lead off his palace roof. But our Prince will always find room for another good western sword.’


    He led me into the long hall, where hundreds of knights and ladies sat drinking on the benches. On the dais at the far end was a table of state with no less than twelve chairs behind it, and I recalled that this must be about the time of the Michaelmas parliament when vassals visit their lords; for on my journey I had lost count of the calendar.


    The Prince received me graciously, urging me to be his guest for the few days of the parliament until his marshal had time to talk business with me. He was a tall knight of about forty, with long fair hair and a rabbit mouth, very splendidly dressed; his French had a faint Levantine accent.


    A servant showed me to a vacant place at one of the lower tables. As I drew my knife to cut off a piece of meat I had the first of many surprises in this strange world of Romanie. A page leaned over my shoulder and placed a metal eating-prong before me.


    In Italy I had heard rumours of this dirty Grifon habit, current in Constantinople because Grifons can’t be bothered to wash their hands properly between the courses; but I had not expected to meet it in a decent Frankish court. However, I saw that all my neighbours were using these bone-handled eating-prongs; so I felt mine cautiously to make sure that the points were not sharp enough to damage my mouth and then stuck it into my lump of beef. Then I looked about the hall, to see what other novelties might be waiting for me in this foreign land.


    The surcoat and tunic I had bought in Milan were cut correctly, but the fine woollen cloth seemed clumsy and provincial when so many of my neighbours wore silk. Every man kept his long hair tidy under a white linen coif, tied with strings below the chin; even the youths wore beards, curled and combed as carefully as their hair. The dresses of the ladies were very elaborate, but I shall not attempt to describe them. I saw that my cropped head and shaven chin were definitely wrong; but they could easily be put right.


    Everyone spoke in French or Italian, which was a relief; but Grifon words popped up here and there, and they would break off to speak in Grifon to a servant without any fumbling, showing that they were at home in both languages. I was certainly in a foreign land. I kept my eyes on my food and said nothing, for fear of making some social blunder. My neighbours were not interested in yet another stranger, and in peace I ate very good food and drank very fine wine.


    Presently servants began to remove the tables, and most of the company went off to sleep in their own apartments somewhere in the town; it seems that in Romanie halls are not used for sleeping as in the west. I shared the straw of the stable with my destrier and my servant. In that warm climate it was as comfortable as a bed.


    On the next morning, after a solemn High Mass very badly sung by a scratch collection of clerks (for Romanie gets only the leavings of the Latin church), the parliament of Lamorie tried several cases of disputed inheritance. I kept away, for fear of being expelled with ignominy as a landless stranger. But this was the last day of the Michaelmas parliament, and by dinner-time I was told that the marshal was at liberty and ready for business. In the shade of a church porch I found Sir John de Neuilly, marshal of Lamorie, leaning against a pillar.


    ‘Ah, Sir William,’ he said in a friendly voice, ‘you have come to help defend Romanie from infidels and schismatics. That entitles you to the privilege of a Crusader, you know, if you are in trouble at home. But the steward tells me you have not so far committed any capital crime. We shall be very glad to employ you, as a household knight at the usual daily wage. But I am afraid we can’t offer you a fee until we conquer more land from the Grifons, and even then there is a long waiting list.’


    ‘I understand, my lord. I should like a fee of my own, and before I die I hope to get one. But in the meantime service for wages will suit me very well.’


    ‘Have you in mind any particular lord? Prince William pays wages to more than eight hundred knights, and his mesnie is already as big as his wealth will support. It would suit us better if you chose to serve one of his barons, though of course we don’t want to lose you. The Prince will employ you rather than see you go home. No, we mustn’t lose you, Sir William – er – I forget your family name?’


    ‘Briwerr, my lord, from the March of Wales beyond the Kingdom of England. Of course my family is French by origin, like most of the knighthood of England.’


    ‘Bri-werr, Bri-werr,’ he muttered, pronouncing it in different ways as he turned it over on his tongue. ‘A French name all right, a bit altered by barbarous northern speech. That gives me an idea. You would do better in a smaller mesnie than the Prince’s and the lord I suggest is certainly worthy to command you. Come with me and meet Sir Geoffrey.’


    He bustled me along through narrow streets, shaded by tall houses whose tiled eaves left only a narrow ribbon of sky. In Italy I had met this habit of walking about a town; but it still seemed strange to go on foot with a lord of his distinction. I was careful not to damage my spurs on the cobbles; Sir John wore high soft Grifon boots without spurs.


    We came to an inn, where escutcheons hanging from the windows marked the quarters of noble guests. ‘One wolf’s-head, you see, and on your surcoat are three. But there’s nothing strange in that, since you come from another kingdom.’ One of the painted escutcheons bore a single wolf’s-head, in the Briwerr tinctures. ‘Will you wait below a minute?’


    I heard him inquire for the lord Geoffrey de Bruyere, and understood the scheme in his mind. It seemed to me a good one. This lord of Outremer might or might not be my cousin; if he were, our common ancestor must have lived about two hundred years ago. But a tie of kinship between lord and knight, even imaginary kinship, is stronger than the mere bond of wages.


    Presently Sir John came downstairs with a young lord, very magnificently dressed. But before I had time to take in more than the general effect the young man gathered me up in the formal embrace usually exchanged between equals, and then stepped back with a dazzling smile to take a look at me.


    ‘Welcome to Romanie, cousin William,’ he said, grinning. ‘Will you join my mesnie? There aren’t half enough of us Bruyeres in Lamorie, in fact until you arrived I was the only one. I’m very glad to have a new cousin, even though we can’t trace our exact degree of kinship.’ Here he winked, to show that he knew as well as I did that the relationship probably existed only in Sir John’s ingenious mind.


    ‘There will be another Bruyere next year, God willing,’ said the marshal with a smirk.


    ‘Tut tut, Sir John, I am still an innocent bachelor. He means, cousin, that when this parliament is over I go to Estives to fetch my affianced bride. I want to take a good mesnie to the wedding, naturally, and another genuine western knight will add to my splendour. Now this evening I must attend the Prince’s council, so you will have to dine with the general company in hall. Tomorrow you show your horse and arms to my constable, Sir John de Catabas. Only a formality, of course, but old John might take offence if we skipped it. He will fix up your rate of pay and all the other tiresome details, and you can arrange with him whether you serve me for a weekly wage or whether you take oath to be my man until I can find you a fee. It wouldn’t be fair to ask you to decide now, in my presence. You may be hating the sight of me, and too polite to say so. Then a couple more days in La Cremonie, giving uncle the benefit of my sage advice. After that we all go back to Carytena to put on our best clothes, and on to Estives for a gay and gorgeous wedding. That’s a pleasant prospect, isn’t it? Aren’t you grateful to the marshal of Lamorie for bringing us together? I am. Now I must see my steward, or I shan’t have any money when I bring my bride home.’ With a wave of the hand and another dazzling smile he hurried off.


    After thanking the marshal I went to look over my mail and horse in readiness for the next day.


    I was eager to serve Sir Geoffrey. I have repeated his words, which I shall never forget; but I cannot describe the charm of his manner. He was about twenty-five years of age, still half a boy but a few years older than myself, as it was right that my leader should be. He was not very tall; but he moved with a graceful swagger, broad shouldered, slim waisted. His golden hair brushed his shoulders, and he sported an absurd little wisp of golden beard. His hands were very clean and well tended (which was common enough in Romanie) and his long silken surcoat fitted him perfectly. His smile was the most delightful I have ever seen; he looked on every stranger as a friend and on the world as a queer but amusing place. From the coif which controlled his curls to the golden spurs which never got in his way as he walked, he was the image of a knight who would have won fame at King Arthur’s Round Table.


    I had found a good lord, rich and noble and willing to call me cousin. For the rest of the day I walked on air.


    In the evening I drifted into the Prince’s hall, where there would be food and drink for any well-born Frank at any hour until bedtime. A servant recognised me, and explained that Sir Geoffrey had left word that I was to dine among his retainers. That was cheering evidence that my lord looked after his followers, and I was anxious to see my future companions. I was shown to a long table in a corner, where among the household of Bruyere I sat down modestly just above the salt.


    A servant immediately brought me cold mutton and a jug of local wine, which tastes of resin but is otherwise wholesome. Since I was very late for dinner this was generous treatment. Once I knew I would be fed I looked round at my neighbours, who had dined and were passing the time with drink and conversation.


    In my modesty I had taken the last place above the salt. On my right was a gap, and then an elderly Grifon who looked like a huntsman; he was talking busily in his own tongue and I did not care to interrupt him. On my left, I saw with some annoyance, sat a pretty young woman.


    On the wages of a household knight I could not afford to marry; so that social intercourse with ladies of my own class, the tail-end of the gentry, was a waste of time. A great lady might take me as her lover, if I tried hard enough; and my spurs would win me the favours of any servant-girl if I chose to condescend. But with a poor lady it is marriage or nothing; and poor ladies want to marry land, not wages. If I tried to be pleasant to this chance companion I ran the risk of a snub.


    But the young lady herself turned to me, with the easy manners that are more common in Romanie than in the west. ‘You must be the new Frankish knight,’ she said with an encouraging smile, ‘the long-lost cousin who turned up just in time for the wedding. Tell me, how does it feel to find an unexpected cousin? If you are really his cousin, that is. And what do you think of Prince William’s hall in La Cremonie? If you find any of our customs strange perhaps I can explain them to you.’


    The lady smiled happily. She was about seventeen, with a pleasant expression; though her language was not quite the French of France.


    ‘I felt honoured that the lord Geoffrey should recognise me as a cousin,’ I said carefully, determined not to give offence in this strange company. ‘There is no record of our relationship, but two hundred years ago my ancestors certainly lived in France. Until recently the Briwerrs were great lords in England, though now their barony has been divided among heiresses; and in any case I am a landless younger son from a cadet branch. All the same, it is not impossible that I am kin to the lord Geoffrey, as the marshal of Lamorie suggested before the idea had entered my head.’


    I wanted to make it clear that I had not turned up as a poor relation; Sir John de Neuilly had seen the possibility without any prompting from me.


    ‘I expect you are cousins, then,’ she said carelessly. ‘All the poor gentry have cousins among the great. I myself am a cousin of the King of France; though there is a bastardy in the line, naturally. My mother’s father was a Branas, son of Theodore Branas and the lady Agnes, daughter of the King of France and widow of the Greek Emperor. Of course he wasn’t married to my grandmother. My parents served in the household of the Frankish Emperors, until they came to Lamorie in the train of the other lady Agnes, the daughter of the Frankish Emperor who married Prince Geoffrey. He was the elder brother of our present Prince William. I was born in the great city, though I have lived most of my life in Lamorie. My mother has just found me a place in the household of Bruyere, since our new lady from Satines will need attendants who know the country.’


    ‘Then you are not entirely French, madam?’ I said politely, overwhelmed by this cataract of information about descents unknown to me.


    ‘Well done, sir knight, you didn’t ask if I was a Gasmule. That is a rude word. Never use it unless you mean to give offence. No, I suppose I am more Roman than Frank. That’s another stumbling block, by the way. Grifon is an insult, and Greek, though clerks use it when they try to be correct, is not much better. The people who lived here before the conquest are the Romans of New Rome. Sir Geoffrey is careful always to call the native gentry Romans; that’s one reason why they are so fond of him. I am more of a Roman than anything else, with a little Frankish blood. My name is Melisande Melissena. But my parents lived all their lives among Franks, and I think of myself as a Frank, or a follower of the Franks.’


    ‘Thank you, demoiselle. I am ignorant of the customs of Romanie. There’s nothing more annoying than to give offence when you don’t mean to, though it’s useful to know a few local expressions that are definitely insulting. Now please tell me more about Romanie and Lamorie. Start with my new cousin, Sir Geoffrey. Is he really a very great lord hereabouts?’


    ‘Indeed he is. Noble blood, strong castles, and a rich fee. He is one of the twelve Barons of the Conquest, the peers of Lamorie. Prince William is himself a Baron of the Conquest. His father took the Principality from the Champlittes, but he was only a baron to start with. A complicated story, too complicated to tell in mixed company. Hugh de Bruyere, the conqueror, married the sister of Prince William, the lady Elizabeth who is the mother of Sir Geoffrey. You may not meet her; she hates Carytena and lives in her own dower lands. So Sir Geoffrey is the nephew of his lord, and high in his favour. He is also a gallant knight, the most gallant of all the young Franks born out here. You see, his barony of Escorta is really a border fee, though it’s right in the middle of the Principality. The savages in the hills want to raid the lowlands and Sir Geoffrey holds them in check. They say he can get his horse over mountains where even the wild Esclavons must climb with their hands. You couldn’t have chosen a better lord. Even the peasants love him.’


    ‘Thank you, madam. And the bride he will marry shortly? Is she worthy of him?’


    ‘I have never seen her, but she ought to be. Her father is the Megaskyr of Satines. That’s a Greek title, meaning Great Lord; because Satines is more than an ordinary lordship. He holds it direct from God, too, with no other overlord. But he is the vassal of Prince William for some castles in the south, whereas Prince William owes homage to no man. Satines is only a village with a strong castle; but with it goes the rich town of Estives, where they weave the best silk in the world. The de la Roches are great lords indeed, as I believe they were great lords in Burgundy. It is an honour for a Bruyere to marry their daughter, but I suppose they are pleased at the alliance with Prince William.’


    The lady Melisande chattered eagerly about pedigrees. I wondered cynically how well she really knew these great men and the nuances of their social position. I thought of a test question, which had been told me in Italy.


    ‘Tell me, demoiselle,’ I asked innocently, ‘is the Church here truly at peace, or is there strife between Latins and natives?’


    ‘That I would hardly know, sir,’ she answered with a blank face; but there was a mischievous twinkle in her eye. ‘I hear the Latin Mass only, and never worship in schismatic churches. In general you will find that true of everyone in Romanie who sits, as we do, above the salt.’ She gazed at the narrow gap between my seat and the great silver salt-cellar. It was a fair point; if she was barely among the gentry I sat even lower.


    ‘But I’ll tell you one thing,’ she went on with more animation. ‘The pictures in the native churches, icons they call them, have greater power in Romanie than our Latin statues. If you are in trouble and you want a saint to help you, offer silver to an icon, don’t burn candles before a statue. Even the Archbishop of Patras did that when his best hawk flew away; and what’s more, the bird came back. This country belongs to the icons. Never be rude to them.’


    So the lady was more than a ready retailer of pedigrees. She could take a point in conversation, and throw back the ball. I looked forward to further talks with her when we were both in the Bruyere castle high among the hostile mountains.


    Sir John de Catabas, constable of the barony of Escorta, was a middle-aged knight who moved stiffly and complained of rheumatism. But he knew his business, and made up his mind quickly. We soon agreed on a wage, which seemed to me very generous; but in those days Lamorie was full of gold and silver, and prices were high. On his advice I got rid of my rogue of a servant, who went back to Clarence to pick up another innocent foreigner. Until we were in the castle of Carytena the Bruyere grooms would look after my horse, and then I could engage a native of the barony. I was content with my employment. In the last two summers I had seen many great households, in Gascony and Italy. There was no lack of money in Sir Geoffrey’s mesnie, and a comforting air of efficiency about the military arrangements. My wages would be paid punctually, and in war I would probably be on the winning side. No stipendiary knight can ask for more.


    I liked my comrades also, and in particular the lady Melisande Melissena. Luckily she seemed to like me too, in spite of hot competition from other bachelor knights; for at this parliament there was a shortage of ladies.


    The Princess of Lamorie lay sick in Andreville, and Sir Geoffrey was unmarried, as were several of the other great barons. Among the elderly were numerous widowers, for Franks find Romanie unhealthy, and many ladies die of fever in their first years oversea. So do many lords, of course, but if they held land someone will come from the west to inherit it; a lord who has an heir will not always bother to marry again after his wife dies.


    Before the gathering broke up there was a tournament, as is customary in most countries after a parliament; only in England, I think, is this diversion illegal. I watched, noting that the jousting was of very high standard, as good as one would see in France. But I did not take part. I was in no position to wager horse and mail on a single encounter; besides, like most English knights, I am a poor lance in single combat for lack of early practice. My lord, Sir Geoffrey, rode very skilfully at the ring; but he did not ride in the Round Table because he was known to be the best jouster in Romanie and no one would face him. He refused to ride in the mellay, which was a very tame affair with wooden swords. The Prince forbade anything more exciting, since Lamorie depends on its knights and he did not wish them to be injured. Sir Geoffrey thought such a scrimmage beneath his dignity.


    But the barony of Escorta maintained its reputation. Our constable, Sir John de Catabas, won the prize in the Round Table. I was surprised to see it, for he was stiff and no longer young; but he rode as though part of his horse, which obeyed him as though they were one creature with two heads. The prize was a pair of scented gloves, and he looked rather absurd as he received it at the hands of a pretty little damsel who can’t have been older than twelve. Sir John was no lady’s man; he looked as awkward as he probably felt, stiffly kissing her hand before she could offer her cheek. But though he was shy of the ladies he was a gallant and debonair knight in the field, and he generously allowed the defeated to take back their horses and arms in exchange for a few gold pieces. Everyone liked Sir John, all the more because it was so easy to make jokes about him.


  

    

      2. The Lady Isabel

    


    To a Frank all the buildings of Romanie are strange, but the castle of Carytena is really astonishing. It overhangs a stupendous gorge, in which a swift stream rushes westward; this is all the more strange because the stream leaves a level plain to flow between high mountains, instead of the other way round as you might expect. On a crag above the gorge, joined to the northern range by a low saddle, stands the citadel of Carytena; but the outer bailey takes in the whole crag, so that as soon as you cross the river you face the lower gate. The fine masonry bridge, built by Sir Geoffrey at his own charges, is a famous landmark; for its pointed arch was a novelty to the peasants. On it stands a little chapel dedicated to St Christopher, where every traveller stops to say a prayer; for any journey through Escorta will be dangerous.


    From the keep you look eastward to the Mesaree, the central plain of Lamorie, where Sir Geoffrey’s peasants ploughed under his strong protection; on every side this plain is girdled by the steep mountains of the Esclavons. Westward lies the gloomy gorge, and to north and south mountains shut in the view. The path from the bridge to the inner gate zigzags up the slope, too steep for a more direct approach. It must be one of the strongest castles in the world, but as a home it is undoubtedly gloomy.


    Much of the crowded summit is taken up with vaulted water cisterns; though below the donjon is a little spring, and in peacetime mules carry water from the river. Sir Geoffrey’s fine hall was paved with white marble, as were the solar and chamber opening off it. The other buildings were cut up into many small rooms, after the fashion of those parts; for Grifons dislike living in a perpetual crowd as we do in the west. I myself had a corner of a little square room, which I shared with three other household knights, an Italian and two Frenchmen; when I served Earl Simon in Gascony I had bedded down among the sleepers in the hall.


    Sir Geoffrey had seen the castle finished, not ten years ago. He thought it a splendid and commodious palace, for he had been born and bred in the mountains of Escorta. But as soon as his mother was widowed she went to live with her brother in level Andreville. The greatest inconvenience of Carytena was that horses had to pick their way down to the bridge before you could let them out into a trot, so that exercising them was tedious and difficult. But on top of that windy keep you certainly felt safe from your enemies.


    At this time there were only four ladies in the castle: Melisande and two other young damsels, under the care of an elderly widow whose husband had been a vassal of Bruyere until the Esclavons caught him. Sir Geoffrey looked after his dependants, and had invented the post of lady-housekeeper to provide for poor madam Magdalen. All the household knights buzzed round the three damsels; but Melisande, as fresh to Carytena as I was, seemed pleased to poke about the strange place in my company.


    ‘Perhaps it won’t be so gloomy when the bride comes here with her gay young ladies,’ she said hopefully. ‘Poor madam Isabel! She is younger than I am, so they say. She will find this a great change from Estives in its grassy plain, and from Satines where you smell the thyme and the sea. She will miss the burgesses too. Burgesses are often more lively and intelligent than provincial knights. In Romanie we mingle with Franks of every class, since there are so few of us in the country. Most of the merchants of Estives are gay, fashionable Tuscans. This won’t be a bit like the crowded de la Roche castles by the shore. I hope she has a full nursery. Otherwise I don’t know how she will fill her days.’


    ‘Not even any hunting,’ I added, ‘unless she rides a mule. Have you ever seen anything like these roads? Yet they tell me we have to ride after the Esclavons. On foot you cannot catch them.’


    ‘You will get used to it, Sir William. In Romanie we ride wherever a goat can find foothold. Ride a local nag, and keep your great war-horse for battles in the open plain. The ponies of these parts never put a foot wrong. Drop your reins, if need be shut your eyes, and a native pony will take you to the end of your journey.’


    That sounded comforting, and later I discovered that it was more or less true. But during that autumn the Esclavons gave us no trouble, since Franks riding to La Cremonie had traversed every road in their land. Winter and spring are their favourite times for raiding, when snow blocks the passes and fords are flooded. During our short stay, before we set out for Satines, I did not put on my mail.


    For the journey I wore mail, partly because we must ride northward through the heart of the mountains, partly because Sir Geoffrey wished to make a display of his power in the lands of his father-in-law. But in the baggage I brought a silk surcoat and a fine woollen tunic in the colours of Bruyere, an extra livery which Sir Geoffrey had given to all his household knights in honour of the wedding. We were a small army, all the warriors of Escorta except for the small permanent garrison of Carytena. We reached the isthmus without incident, though some of the roads we travelled seemed to me at first sight impassable.


    We hurried, to have time to finish the festivities before Advent, which is taken more seriously in Romanie than in the west. Estives is the chief town of the Megaskyr, as even Franks then called Sir Guy de la Roche; but the wedding was to be celebrated in Satines, which was his favourite residence and graced with a famous church. I was warned that this church would surprise me when I saw it, but the reality surpassed my expectation.


    Satines is a little unwalled village, so near the sea that no one bothers to build fine houses because pirates often land to burn it. But all around are the great marble ruins of the ancient; long ago it must have been an important place. As you come to it from the west you see first a tall pointed hill, very steep, with a little church on it. That is where you would expect to find the castle. Instead the citadel crowns a lower, flat-topped hill, which does not look nearly so strong. Then as you get nearer you see that the sides of this hill have been built up with masonry into sheer vertical walls. The flat summit has room for many fine buildings of pale marble; but the glory of it is the great many-columned cathedral of Our Lady.


    In Italy there are more spacious cathedrals; in parts of France they nowadays build higher into the sky. But there is no church more beautiful, more delightful, more satisfying than Our Lady of Satines. All is of smooth honey-coloured marble, exquisitely joined; and on the outer wall, within the colonnade, is carved a great procession bringing offerings to Our Lady in glory. Round the roof there are smaller carvings of saints warring against very queer devils, but no one could tell me what legends they illustrate. The whole thing was built by St Denys the Areopagite, a native of these parts, to the designs of St Luke.


    You enter the citadel by an imposing stair. The marble gatehouse above has been made into a small but luxurious palace for the Megaskyr and his household.


    In this wonderful setting the lady Isabel de la Roche, daughter of the Megaskyr of Satines, was married to Sir Geoffrey de Bruyere of Escorta, a baron of the conquest of Lamorie. Afterwards the whole company feasted at long tables in the open air, in the village below the citadel.


    Naturally I was placed far from the high table, but in that clear air you see every detail. The de la Roches and their household seemed to be mostly jolly, red-cheeked Burgundians, rather coarser and more beefy than true Frenchmen; but the lady Isabel was beautiful.


    She was sixteen, tall and slim, grey-eyed, with golden hair hanging to her waist in token of maidenhood. She held herself very straight, and looked remarkably calm during all the excitement. Her face was lightly freckled but the skin of her neck was quite white; her hands were delicate yet capable. We all thought Sir Geoffrey a very lucky man, to gain so much beauty with high birth and a rich dowry thrown in. He thought so too, from the way he gazed after his bride. She met his glance, and obviously liked what she saw.


    The marriage was a dynastic alliance, and I believe the happy couple met for the first time at the altar. But they proceeded to fall in love at first sight. It was a love-match, as well as the outcome of cautious political bargaining.


    On the second day of the feast, news reached us that the Princess Carintana of Lamorie, wife to Prince William, had died in Andreville. She had been Sir Geoffrey’s aunt by marriage, and everyone was sorry that she had died young and childless; in Satines there was court mourning, and the tournament arranged for the next day was cancelled. We all prepared to go home, as soon as we could round up our baggage animals.


    During the festivities I had seen nothing of Melisande, but on the journey home I rode beside her whenever the track was wide enough for two horses abreast. She was a stimulating companion. Thanks to her Frankish upbringing she could cope with the usual protestations of courtly love, the only manner of talking to a lady that I had been taught as a boy at Ludlow; but her eastern blood made her alive to little niceties of affection and enmity that a Frankish lady in her position would never have bothered to notice.


    I began to see also that she was very beautiful, though her looks were not of the kind I had been brought up to admire. On the March we praise golden hair and a skin as white as snow; but Melisande’s glowing black eyes and olive skin seemed better suited to the translucent air of Romanie.


    ‘It’s very lucky that Sir Geoffrey and his bride should be in love with one another,’ she said as our horses ambled side by side. ‘This match was meant to bind together Lamorie and Satines, and if they had quarrelled all the Franks of Romanie might have to choose sides in a dangerous civil war. You see, William, the Megaskyr is in an awkward position. In theory he is the peer of the Prince of Lamorie, neither owing homage to any lord except a non-existent King of Salonique. But the Megaskyr also holds two fees in the south, Argues and Naples de Romanie; and for them he owes homage to the Prince. Naturally, he has never performed his homage; something has always turned up to keep him at home when he ought to be kneeling to a lord who is in most ways his equal. But one day Lamorie will go to war, and Sir Guy de la Roche will be summoned to lead the knight service of Argues and Naples under the banner of Villehardouin. Then he can send his son-in-law to serve in his stead, a son-in-law who would have to serve Prince William anyway. No danger of a great lord having to take orders from a lord no greater than he. And perhaps one day, if Isabel has children and the young de la Roches continue to die in their cradles, Lamorie and Satines will be united into one great Frankish principality.’
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