

    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Bello:


    hidden talent rediscovered


    Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.


    At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.


    We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.


    

      

        About Bello:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bello

    


    

      

        Sign up to our newsletter to hear about new releases events and competitions:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bellonews

    


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Alfred Duggan


    The Cunning Of The Dove


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    

      Alfred Duggan
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)


  

    

      Prologue

    


    It was said by the wise men of old: ‘Call no man happy until he is dead.’ I am still alive, but in the nature of things I cannot expect many more years; and I am happy at present, in a household where I am held in honour. I cannot be accused of boasting when I say my life has been happy, and I can look for it to be happy right up to the end. A castle is a queer sort of place to live in; I work among foreigners and serve a foreign lord. But as chamberlain to the Count I am a local personage, and I shall end my days within a mile of the house where I was born, surrounded by the grandsons of boys who played with me when I was a boy. That is always best, to come home at the end to the scene of the beginning, to be buried in the church of one’s baptism.


    If I had been no more than a happy man there would be little to tell. But for much of my life I filled a humble post in the intimate service of the great. I was never an actor in great events, no one ever followed my advice or depended on my help; but because I was insignificant, and I suppose because I was also easy to get on with and a good listener, I heard what went on behind the scenes. Sometimes I talk at supper-time of the stirring days of my youth, and of the holy King who was once my master. The other officers of the Count are always interested in my stories, and whenever a great man visits us I am called to the high table to answer questions. So when one of the Count’s chaplains offered to write down what I should tell him I thought it would be absurdly modest to refuse. Of course I have to tell my story in French, and he writes it in Latin; that means that I can’t break into verse to mark a crisis, or rattle off a jingle of alliterations when things seem dull. That is how good writers keep alive the interest of their readers, but then I am only a chamberlain. Peter the chaplain says he must write in Latin, because no one has settled how French ought to be spelled and there are so many different ways of pronouncing it; and if I told him my tale in English he would interrupt every minute to ask the meaning of some unusual word. He understands English well, for a foreigner; but it is a difficult language, full of compound words and poetical metaphors. Even my holy master sometimes stumbled in it, though it had been the tongue of his infancy; when he had to say something important, which must be accurately understood by his hearers, he would sometimes drop into French without noticing it. I have seen great Earls very angry at being addressed in a foreign language which they could not understand; and they would be even more angry when my master switched to Latin, the best language for real accuracy.


    But there it is. The curse of Babel was especially a curse on the great. A humble ploughman may live and die believing that all the sons of Adam speak as he speaks; a burgess of the great city of Winchester knows that in Christendom there are hundreds of languages, and that men who deal with the world at large must be patient of clumsy translation. I think in English and speak in French; Master Peter thinks in French and writes in Latin. I shout through the fog as clearly as I can. But the reader must do his share of the work; for undoubtedly a great fog lies between us, the fog of vanished manners and a dying language.


  

    

      1. The Lady Emma

    


    I was born in the year 1027. That was the year when the great Canute, the King of the North, was received honourably in Rome by the Pope and the Emperor. It was a good time to be born, for there was peace and prosperity in England, and especially in Winchester, the home of Kings. I was the eldest son of my father, and so I was christened by his name, Edgar. I grew up among a crowd of younger brothers and sisters, but they do not come into this story. Indeed my father scarcely comes into it, for we were not important folk; but it is important that my father was the best cordwainer in Winchester.


    When rude urchins want to insult a cordwainer they shout after him: ‘Stinking cobbler!’ But making shoes is the least part of his skill. The real art is in the dressing and dyeing of the leather, to make it smooth and supple, to colour it a bright and even red or green or blue; above all, to tan it with as little offensive smell as possible, and then perhaps to fix a pleasant scent throughout the fabric. Anyone who can do that, as my father could, will find it easy to sew pieces of soft leather into fine shoes for the nobility.


    The King and his court were often in Winchester, more often than in any other city of England. There were plenty of rich folk to buy our shoes, and as a child I was always well fed and well dressed. When the great King of the North died I was eight years of age. Canute’s peace died with him, and for the next seven years there was constant war throughout England. But we in Winchester were protected from the worst of these troubles, for our noble city is the traditional dowry of the Lady of England. The widowed Lady Emma came to live permanently among us. She had a great hall of her own, quite distinct from the King’s hall; and there she stayed all the year round, protected by a bodyguard of the mighty housecarles who had fought for King Canute, and served with the splendour that was the due of the widow of two Kings (though King Ethelred her first husband was almost forgotten, and she was always spoken of as the widow of King Canute).


    The axebearers of her bodyguard kept the peace in Winchester, even while the rest of England was ravaged by the wars between the sons of Canute. Not quite so many rich nobles came to buy my father’s shoes; but the family still lived well, and so did all the city.


    In my fourteenth year my father had to decide how I was to earn a living, for soon after my fourteenth birthday I must be bound apprentice. I was not the heir to my father’s business, for we English burgesses follow a custom which must always be explained to incredulous foreigners: the heir to a craftsman is his youngest son, not his eldest. That is fair, when you come to think of it; a man’s eldest son will be settled in life by the time his father dies, it is the baby in the nursery who must live on the stock in the family shop until he is old enough to support himself.


    The trouble was that I could not abide leatherwork, especially the stink of it. I have always been in love with cleanliness, and perhaps more nice and dainty than is fitting for a common burgess. In childhood, if I dirtied my hands by accident I would run sobbing to my mother and beg to be washed, and I was always bothering her to give me a clean shirt when she thought the old one would do for another two or three days. Tanbark revolts me; the stench of undressed hides is even worse; even the pungent but not unwholesome smell that comes from the bubbling dyevats is more than I can bear.


    Three friends of my father in the same line of business refused to take me as apprentice, when they noticed how I wrinkled my nose at the smell of their workshops. After the third refusal my father brought me home in anger, and stormed at my mother for encouraging my ridiculous love of cleanliness. ‘The boy’s too dainty for this fallen world,’ he shouted. ‘He’ll never eat bread in the sweat of his brow. If he were a savage Dane we could send him off to be a Viking, but that’s no life for a civilised Englishman. The minster won’t look at him; monks preach that too much washing is evil luxury. He’s fit for nothing but to carry basins of scented water for some fat old woman to wash her hands in.’


    ‘Then that’s just what he’ll do,’ answered my mother with spirit. (Her father had farmed his own land until he was ruined by ravaging Danes, and she thought she had come down in the world by marrying a cordwainer.) ‘There’s a fat old woman at the end of the street, and I hear she has vacancies in her household.’


    ‘That’s no way to speak of the Lady of England, the King’s mother,’ said my father severely. ‘All the same, it’s an idea. I must go to her hall in a day or two, as soon as I have finished that pair of purple slippers. I know a chamberlain slightly, and I shall ask if he has room for a clean young page. Would that suit you, little Edgar? There’s no future in a job like that, and you will never be your own master. But you will live softly, if you do as you are told. Someone has to carry wine for these great lords, though it’s not really honest work. But then you turn up your nose at honest work.’


    I had never before thought of such a calling, but as soon as it was mentioned I saw it was exactly what I wanted. I am not lazy. I would not be in charge of all the manservants in a large castle if I could not be trusted to keep them up to their work. But I like to do my work in pleasant surroundings, particularly in surroundings that smell sweet. There are always a few stinks about, even in a prosperous castle; but now it is my job to get them cleared away as quickly as possible, and I do it willingly. I like living in a crowd, for people amuse me; every man in the world is quite different from every other man, when you get to know him, and it is my delight to know people and revel in their difference. I am always willing to obey orders, or to give them if that is my duty. I consider that a mark of civilisation. Only heathen Danes try to live on a little patch of land, paying no taxes and obeying no lord; Christians must remember that we are all members of one another, and that nothing worthwhile can be accomplished unless one man directs and many obey him.


    A few days later I left home for ever to live in quite a different world, though it was only a furlong away from the little house where I had been born. I had expected to wear different clothes, to eat different food, to keep different hours; it was a shock to discover that I must also learn a different language.


    While the under-steward was fitting me out in my livery, a handsome red tunic and leggings of white linen crossed by garters of narrow red cloth, he informed me of this.


    ‘You will begin by standing about in the anteroom to the Lady’s chamber. She likes to be served by boys and young men. In the anteroom there are always housecarles who decide which visitors should be admitted, and women to help the Lady when she needs them. But when she rings her little bell for someone to run an errand you will answer it; she calls her women by name. The only trouble is that she may give you her orders in French. It’s her native tongue, and at home she prefers to speak it. If you don’t understand what she says to you, ask her to repeat it in Danish. She doesn’t mind doing that. But she gets very angry with servants who are too shy to ask for a translation, especially if they then guess what she wants, and guess wrong.’


    When he saw my look of dismay he added kindly: ‘It won’t be long before you understand French, though it’s a tricky language to speak correctly. There are a great many Frenchmen in this hall, and the rest of us can manage it fairly well; so you will hear it spoken all round you. In any case, the Lady won’t be conversing with you. She will only tell you to fetch something. Learn the French words for comb and wine and a basin of water and a few other things, and you will soon be as useful to her as if you had been born and bred in Rouen as she was.’


    The under-steward was quite right. A great many of the upper servants in the Lady’s hall were French-born, including nearly all the women in her bedchamber. She liked to be surrounded by people who understood French, though it was enough if they understood it; she would rather be answered in fluent Danish or English than in stammering French. In a few weeks I had picked up the ordinary forms of French politeness, and the few necessary names of the things I might be asked to fetch. I was determined to be slow rather than make a mistake, and if I did not grasp what was wanted I always asked to have the order repeated in Danish. That language sounds like English with a broad northern accent; any Winchester man can understand it.


    In those days the Lady Emma was a splendid figure, worthy to be the wife and mother of Kings. Her hair was white, and her figure certainly on the plump side; but she wore her girdle tight round her waist, so that she bulged above and below it as a woman should. The skin of her hands and face was smooth and very clear; she was tall, and held herself erect. It was the first time I had seen an elderly woman who was obviously in perfect health, without rheumatism or gout or any other crippling infirmity; her stately walk and good eyesight seemed to me almost supernatural attributes. But then, unlike all the other old women I had met, the Lady Emma had never once been cold or wet or hungry since she was born.


    She was considerate to her servants, and at the beginning made allowances for my shyness. She gave her commands in clear distinct French, though when she chattered with her Norman women she slurred her consonants in the Norman manner; and if she saw that I did not comprehend she repeated what she had said in careful Danish with a French accent. She could never have been mistaken for a native Englishwoman, but her foreignness was not the most striking thing about her.


    I was not as frightened of her as a stranger would have been, for though she was the Lady of England and I was merely the son of a burgess she had a good reputation in Winchester. We knew that she was mild, and very generous to the Church; and if some said that she was niggardly to the lay poor – well, hardworking burgesses never like beggars.


    My duties were light and pleasant. For a few hours every day I waited in the Lady’s anteroom, taking my turn with the other pages. I had to be clean and well-dressed and graceful in my movements, but that came easily to me. For the rest of the day I made myself useful in the wardrobe, caring for fine robes or polishing beautiful jewels of silver and gold; I am in love with fine craftsmanship, and it was a pleasure to clean those glorious cups and splendid brooches. The under-steward quickly saw that I enjoyed my work and did it thoroughly, and he seldom had occasion to rebuke me.


    When I first came to live in the Lady’s hall I was a little bothered by giggling girls. I was a new face, a well-set-up youth on the threshold of manhood; and in any large household love-affairs occupy most of the time of under-worked servants. Half a dozen young sewing-maids competed to catch me, not because they loved me for myself but because they wanted another trophy. Young women would creep up and tickle me as I sat dozing on a bench by the fire. But when they saw I was not interested they gave it up. I may as well confess now, for it will make the rest of my story easier to follow, that I am not attracted to young women. I find handsome boys more enticing, and if I had been born a heathen Dane perhaps I might have sinned with them. But that is one of the sins that Christians just may not commit, and it is all the easier to resist temptation because the public opinion of everyday England happens to be on the side of virtue. I have never yielded to my private inclination, perhaps because the fear of God was reinforced by the fear of the neighbours. In a way I have been born lucky. Some men are inclined to drunkenness or murder, and no one helps them to resist those temptations; at Christmas it is difficult to keep sober, and anyone who inherits a bloodfeud is incited by all his friends to go out and slay. But no Englishman makes it easy for his comrade to be a sodomite.


    I have never married, yet in a large mixed household of men and women I have always behaved with decorum. But that is enough on such a subject. I am not yet making my deathbed confession.


    I had hardly grown used to wearing my handsome red tunic when the court went into mourning and I had to change it for a grey one. News came that King Hardicanute, son of the Lady of England, had died suddenly in the prime of his youth. His end was very terrible; as he stood to drink the health of the bride at a wedding feast God struck him down without warning. He went to Judgement unshriven.


    On the next day came further news, which meant that the Lady, my mistress, was still mother to the King of the English. We heard that the great men of the Council had chosen as successor to Hardicanute his half-brother, Edward. This Edward had long been recognised as the destined heir, but no one can be sure about the succession to the crown of the English until the new King is proclaimed. In this particular case the election of Edward as successor was by no means a foregone conclusion, for it entailed a change of dynasty. So much has happened since, including many greater changes, that I had better explain the position as it was in the year 1042.


    As a girl the Lady Emma had come from Normandy to marry Ethelred, King of the English and, as you would suppose, an Englishman. She bore him two sons, Alfred and Edward. Presently Sweyn, chief of the heathen Danes, conquered England from Ethelred, only to be struck down in the hour of victory by the miraculous spear of St. Edmund, the martyred King of the East Angles (on a peaceful journey Sweyn fell from his horse, crying that St. Edmund had run him through). He was succeeded by his son Canute, who accepted baptism and ruled as a good Christian. This Canute married the Lady Emma as soon as she was widowed, and by her had a son, Hardicanute. But in the manner of his heathen countrymen Canute fathered other sons on various concubines; and when he also died suddenly and young (for a King of the English rarely sees old age) his bastard Harold seized the Kingdom. This Harold reigned for a year or two and found time to murder Alfred the son of Ethelred; when he also died in the flower of his youth he was succeeded by his half-brother Hardicanute, son of Emma the Lady. Now Hardicanute was dead, young and childless, and no one was left to carry on the line of Canute; though in Denmark and the north there were young men of his kindred, descended from his ancestors, who had some claim to be considered hereditary chieftains of all the Danes in Denmark and England.


    Thus the succession of Edward meant a return to the dynasty discredited by the incompetence of Ethelred, and a setback to all the Danes settled in eastern England. It meant also a return to the old dynasty of Cerdic, who founded the Kingdom of Wessex more than five hundred years ago; so that it was popular in Winchester, the cradle of Wessex. But in upstart London and the Danish north-east some great men were not pleased.


    Strangely enough, the Lady also was not pleased. Naturally, she did not express her opinion on important political questions while I was in the room, but even a fourteen-year-old page could see that she was dissatisfied. The housecarles of her bodyguard made no secret of their views. They were Danes, who had served the great Canute; they said quite openly, as they drank the Lady’s ale by her fire, within the special peace of her household, that if any Danish or Norwegian claimant tried to upset the decision of the English Council he might count on their axes to help him to the throne. I heard one of the Lady’s Norman tirewomen remind them that of the great men who had given the crown to Edward the greatest, Earl Siward, was a Dane; and the second, Earl Godwin, though a South Saxon by birth, was married to a Danish wife and had been a trusted servant of Canute. A King who was good enough for Danish Earls ought to be good enough for common Danish axemen.


    Then of course the fat was in the fire. No man would dare to call a royal housecarle a common Danish axeman; and even among women only a Norman would have the courage. The housecarles protested that all of them had been the trusted companions of King Canute, and that the great Earl Godwin had no prouder title. I believe that in Danish eyes their position was in fact most honourable; though to Normans and English they seemed ordinary hired soldiers. I listened eagerly to the beginning of the dispute, because I like hearing foreigners expound a foreign point of view. Presently I saw that the housecarles were so angry that they longed to pick a quarrel with any man, even a half-grown boy; and I went away before one of them should sink his axe into my head.


    We wore mourning until the autumn, which seemed right when the Lady had lost a young and beloved son; though some people thought it a queer way to welcome another son to the throne of England. Anyway, our mourning did not mean that the Lady retired into seclusion. During all that time we were kept very busy as great men came and went, or came to stay.


    They were not at first the very greatest men in England, not Earls of the front rank; but rather substantial landowners from the eastern parts, Danes who had risen under Canute and remained faithful to the widow of their lord. The most prominent among them was the Bishop of the East Angles, who about that time came to settle in Winchester and act more or less as chaplain to the Lady, though he did not lodge in her hall. That is, if he was indeed the Bishop of the East Angles; for throughout his long life there was always something dubious about the ecclesiastical position of Stigand.


    We servants were commanded to kneel for his blessing, and in every way to receive him with the respect due to a Bishop. But of course we thought it odd that a Bishop with a fine minster at Elmham among the East Angles should come to live permanently at Winchester among the West Saxons. Two explanations were current in the hall, and to this day I am not sure which was the right one. According to one story he had been consecrated Bishop, and then expelled from his See by King Harold or King Hardicanute; according to the other version one of these Kings had granted him the lands and revenues of Elmham, but could find no Archbishop willing to consecrate him. Whatever was his trouble, I am sure the root of it was political. Stigand was a man of more or less regular life, or at least not so obviously debauched that an Archbishop would refuse him consecration. But he was a very busy and partisan politician. I remember him in those days as an urgent, thin, haggard man always in a hurry, always with a bundle of writings under his arm. He was affable to servants, but we did not like him. We could see that he was not quite a gentleman, but not holy enough for ordinary men to overlook his humble birth; and he was such a typical Dane of the Danelaw that his speech and manners grated on every West Saxon.


    During that autumn and winter nearly everybody of importance came to Winchester, except the King. That was odd, because in those days the Old Minster at Winchester was the shrine where a King of the English must be crowned; and until he had been crowned and anointed Edward would not be completely King. The official explanation for the delay was that Edward, as acknowledged heir to the Kingdom of Hardicanute, had already received the oaths of all the magnates and himself sworn the customary promise to do justice and protect the Church; so that only the religious rites remained to be performed, and they might as well await the convenience of the busy Archbishops. I believe the real reason was that the Danelaw was restive; the King and the great Earls dared not come so far west as Winchester.


    It was amusing to listen to all this gossip about the troubles of the great, and to pick up half-understood scraps of the plans of intriguing politicians. We felt that we were on the inside, hearing secrets that would never be known to the vulgar; and we were quite sure that whatever happened to the crown of the English we would not be affected. The Lady Emma, widow of two Kings, mother of two Kings, would live peacefully in Winchester and protect her household.


    At last the date of the coronation was announced, Easter Day, the 3rd of April 1043. My mistress had a place of honour in the Old Minster, for so long as her son was unmarried she was still the Lady of England. But there was not room, even in that great church, for all her servants; I saw what I could from an upper window of her hall. During the week of festivity I saw all the great men of England ride below me, and thought how well they portrayed the characters that popular gossip had bestowed on them. I saw the mighty Siward, a heavy load even for his magnificent horse; his bushy red beard, tinged with grey, covered all his breast; on his back was a round Danish shield ornamented with silver and enamel; his great doubleheaded axe, hanging from his saddle-bow, was damascened with gold; on his head was a winged Danish helmet. Here was obviously a great chieftain of the pirates.


    I saw Earl Leofric, of the ancient Mercian line. He was fair and slight and elegant and very splendidly dressed. It was pleasant to know that at least one noble of high English blood had a place among the greatest magnates, even after the Danish conquest of England.


    I saw Earl Godwin, who as Earl of the West Saxons might be considered almost my own lord. But in Winchester we served the Lady of England, and there were few cheers from the crowd for this renegade Englishman who had risen by the favour of Danish Kings. Some of his Danish sons rode behind him, fierce pirates by the look of them. But Godwin himself, a short dark man, looked affable and almost cringing. We were told that in his youth he had won victories far away on the shores of the Baltic, but he had not the air of a warrior. He smiled uneasily to placate the sullen crowd, and his slack mobile lips were those of an orator rather than a doer.


    Last of all I saw the King. Or rather, I did not see King Edward, for I could see nothing but his robes of state. He was tall, and he sat his horse well; so that he looked a mighty warleader, a true son of Cerdic and of Woden the devil of the heathen. We cheered in frenzy, longing for the day when he would lead us against our Danish oppressors.


    Besides the great men of England, envoys came from all Christendom to congratulate the new King, bringing him splendid presents. King Sweyn sent an embassy from Denmark, whose coming delighted the burgesses of Winchester; for it showed that the Danes oversea acquiesced in the restoration of the old English line. All our merchants had been afraid of war with Denmark, for that would have unloosed the Vikings and closed the seas to peaceful commerce. Magnus of the Norwegians sent a message of defiance, claiming to be heir to King Canute in all his dominions; but that was not at the time a serious threat, for Magnus was fighting for his little realm of Norway against a coalition of powerful enemies.


    The most costly gift offered to the King came not from a foreign ruler but from one of his own subjects. Earl Godwin gave him a warship, complete with its crew of professional Danish warriors. The ship was displayed at Southampton, and I heard from those who went to see it that it was a magnificent affair, adorned with gilding and costly red paint. The crew were armed with fine new axes, and Earl Godwin had paid their wages for a year. A ship is about the most expensive thing that can be bought with money, and it must have cost the Earl a fortune. But he could hardly avoid giving it, for he had set himself a troublesome precedent; he had given a similar ship to King Hardicanute at the last coronation less than three years before, and he felt that he must repeat the gift lest the new King should doubt his loyalty.


    The coronation was a great event for the burgesses of Winchester, but we of the Lady’s household took little part in the festivities. There could be no doubt that the accession of King Edward was a slight on the memory of King Canute; the Lady’s housecarles, and all her upper servants, had been devoted followers of the great King of the North. To some of us juniors it seemed odd that the Lady should show so little joy when her son was made King; but we were too young, and too lowly, to understand the mind of one so elderly and great.


    There followed a summer of peace, bright with the optimism which always brings in a new reign. The King ruled in peace, no extra taxes were imposed, veteran Earls who had been trained under the great Canute kept order in the countryside. The weather was appalling, drenching rain with cold blighting winds; but that did not worry the servants of the Lady, snug in her warm hall. In the middle of a crowded city we were hardly aware of what was happening to the fields, so that the disaster of that autumn took us by surprise.


    The harvest failed utterly, all over England. Even the peasants had not expected such a miserable yield; right up to the end they brewed barley into ale, and they had stored up very little of the old harvest. Immediately there was a panic, as burgesses saw supplies grow scarce in the market. Men with money, but no land of their own (my father among them), rode through the villages buying corn at any price; until it was said that the cost of grain reached as high as 50 pennies the sack.


    It was not quite so bad as the devastation of a Danish army. Peasants went hungry, but country folk can usually live through a single bad season by eating roots and nuts and vegetables and the small animals of the waste. Of course they would not part with their land, and if they had been willing to sell there was no one to buy it. The people who were ruined were the burgesses. My father kept his family alive by buying bread in the open market, by begging at the doors of religious houses, by cooking all my mother’s laying hens, and by other shifts honest and not so honest. I stole for him what I could from the thriftless kitchen of the Lady’s hall; but the other servants were doing the same thing, and in my humble post I had few opportunites. When plenty returned with the excellent harvest of 1044 few men had died of actual starvation and the peasants soon grew fat again; but practically every craftsman in Winchester had sold his stock and his tools to buy corn, and must start again as a penniless journeyman.


    In the midst of this frightful distress, with the streets full of whimpering beggar children, quite another disaster befell the household of the Lady. Dusk was gathering on a gloomy November evening, and I was on duty in the anteroom; in her chamber the Lady sat by a good fire, listening to one of her Norman chaplains who was reading from a new poem. Suddenly we heard a tremendous trampling of hooves, as though a great company had ridden up to the outer palisade at full gallop. The two housecarles who guarded the chamber door straightened themselves and caught up their axes, but the feet we heard pounding towards us were those of the commander of the bodyguard; of course they allowed him to run on into the chamber without challenge.


    I could hear all that followed, in the sudden hush of amazement before fugitives began to scurry through all the passages of the rambling hall. ‘My Lady,’ gasped out the Danish captain, ‘an army of Englishmen has ridden against us. Shall I bar the hall? We can perhaps hold it for a short time, long enough to smuggle you out in the dark.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ the Lady answered. ‘The English are not at war with us. My husband, the great Canute, conquered them and made peace with them. Throw open the gate, send out ale to the common soldiers, and ask the leaders to wait on me here in my chamber.’


    Though the Lady answered in Danish I could follow all she said. It was a revealing answer. I saw that she thought of herself as a Dane, even as a Danish conqueror of England; an odd point of view for the Norman widow of King Ethelred. But then I suppose a woman who had been married to the mighty Canute would forget any lesser husband.


    The captain of the bodyguard had promised more than his men were willing to perform. As he left the chamber I could hear a throng of soldiers pressing through the gate into the courtyard. Ordinary housecarles dared not defend this timber hall against an army.


    The chaplain also bustled out of the chamber, and when I looked round the two axemen who should have guarded its door had vanished. At the time I blamed them for cowardice; but cowardice is seldom a failing of housecarles, and now I know better. They were experienced veterans, taking a wise precaution. When a hall or a town is taken by storm it is the custom to kill all the men in it but to spare the women; yet a warrior who has begun to kill finds it hard to stop, and if he comes on men and women together he may kill the women also. The best chance for their safety is to leave them alone with no men near them.


    In my ignorance I thought I alone had stayed to guard the Lady, and though I was unarmed I determined to keep my post to the last. Above the noise of increasing confusion I could hear the march of armed men; they came steadily nearer, but there seemed to be only a few of them, and they were not shouting war-cries.


    Then four warriors crowded into the anteroom together. They wore mailshirts and helmets, but they were not prepared for immediate massacre; their shields hung on their backs, and their axes dangled by thongs from their wrists. With amazement I recognised men whom I had seen at the coronation. They were the four most powerful men in England: the King and the three great Earls, Siward, Leofric, and Godwin.


    Nevertheless, my duty was still plain before me. I stood in their path and appealed to them to halt. ‘My lords, this is the private chamber of the Lady of England. It is the custom that all visitors wait here until the Lady signifies that she is ready to receive them.’


    Earl Siward grasped his axe, but before he could raise it the King checked him. ‘Don’t harm the boy. I am glad to see that one of my mother’s servants is still faithful to his duty. Boy, announce to the Lady that the King and his Council have urgent affairs to discuss with her; she would be wise to admit us without delay. Come back with her answer, and then leave us. You had better go to the kitchen, where you will find the other servants under guard.’


    I did no more than put my head through the door-curtain, for I was so frightened that I could hardly walk. I saw the Lady seated in a tall chair, with her frightened women clustered round her; but she looked stately and composed, more angry than afraid. She heard my message with an unmoved countenance, and told me to admit her visitors. I pulled back the door-curtains and scuttled away to the kitchen.


    There I found the household sitting gloomily on benches, too scared to discuss this surprising adventure in tones louder than a whisper. Axemen clustered at the doors and peered through the windows; most were strangers of the King’s following, but among them I recognised some of the Lady’s housecarles.


    That is characteristic of the behaviour of housecarles in a tight place. They are honourable men, and take pride in their honour; they boast, with truth, that if they are beaten they would rather die than flee; but they like it better still if they can arrange to join the winning side in the moment of victory.


    As darkness fell outside we sat on. Torches were lit, for it was long past supper-time. But no food was served, and even the leather jacks standing on the tables were left empty of ale. No one dared to drink while those axemen watched us; they would have seized a share of the ale, and if they managed to get drunk they might have slaughtered the lot of us.


    Presently, after a stir among our guards, the King stood in a doorway, black against the flaring torches behind him. He addressed us all, in a loud carrying voice.


    ‘You are within the special peace of the King, and not one of you will be harmed in any way. Tonight you must stay here. Tomorrow there will be a great deal of work for you, packing all the treasures of this hall. After that I suppose some of you will have to seek another mistress, though the Lady will still maintain a household befitting the mother of the King. Now be quiet and try to get some sleep.’


    Then he went on in another tone, as though talking to himself. I was close by, and could overhear him. ‘I haven’t a servant nearer than Gloucester. I could get a soldier to prepare my bed and disarm me, but I don’t like soldiers in my chamber. Otherwise there will be only my mother’s women, and that would never do. A woman summoned to the King’s chamber would expect the worst, and be disappointed when it didn’t happen to her. But the young men here are all greasy scullions.’


    ‘I can prepare your bed and disarm you, my lord,’ I called, too excited to realise my temerity.


    ‘I remember your face. You are the page who stayed at your post when the housecarles fled,’ the King answered with a smile. ‘You shall prepare my bed tonight.’


    I knelt to kiss the King’s hand, and a housecarle with an axe on his shoulder led me to the little room in which the King would sleep.


    I had never before prepared a bedchamber, for of course in the Lady’s household such work was the province of her women. I sat down to think what a King would want when he retired for the night, and then I decided that any sensible King would want what I would have wanted myself if I could have had my own way in everything; that is, very clean bedclothes and plenty of them, and before going to bed scented warm water for washing and clean warm towels for drying. Every cupboard in the hall was at my disposal, for the upper servants were penned in the kitchen. I helped myself to a new copper cauldron and filled it with clean water from the drinking-well. I raided the empty bedchamber of the mistress of the robes for linen and towels, and there I found a jar of sweet-smelling paste which I decided must be soap. I tried a little on my hands (for never before had I seen soap) and it seemed to work. I took a fine glowing brazier from a deserted guardroom, and set my clean water to heat by the furnace in the brewhouse. An hour later, when the King came in with two housecarles to guard him, the room looked cheerful and inviting.


    The King dismissed his guards and sank down on a stool. I had never before handled a mailshirt, but he showed me the fastenings most affably, and told me how to take off his shoes and hose. The nightshirt I had ready warming by the brazier turned out to be a feminine garment, with a great deal of frivolous embroidery; but he put it on, roaring with laughter, and said cheerfully: ‘Well, everything in this hall now belongs to me, and I suppose that includes the nightshirt of the mistress of the robes. I see her furred bedgown over there. Help me into it, and then hold the basin while I wash my hands and feet. This campaigning is great fun. It doesn’t matter what I look like so long as I am warm and comfortable. The housecarles can’t see me, and no one will be the wiser.’


    Even in women’s clothes he looked imposing and regal. In fact, now that I had leisure to inspect him closely, I saw that he was a striking figure of a man. In those days King Edward was not quite forty years old, but already his abundant hair had turned white. He wore his beard long, after the Danish fashion; but because it also was white, and trimmed to a neat point instead of spreading all over his breast, it made him look more like a holy image in a church than a savage Viking. But he was a benignant image, not a prophet of doom; his clean smooth skin was pink and glowing, and his mouth stretched into a happy smile. For the rest, he had the slender well-balanced figure of a good horseman. But the most striking thing about him, except for his benevolent face, was the grace of his long white hands, the tapering fingers so fine that the torchlight shone through them. He was proud of those beautiful hands, and of his beautiful hair; he took a long time to clean them and get them ready for the night.


    When he had finished washing he went over to his armour and fumbled about looking for something. He would not let me help him. Presently from inside his mailshirt he fished out a little image of St. Peter, and set it up on a stool. In after years I learned that he did not like anyone else to touch this image, which he always carried with him. When it was balanced upright to his satisfaction (the manikin of ivory was less than three inches high) he prostrated himself before it, spread his arms wide in the form of a cross, and began to mutter his prayers.


    I knelt upright in a corner, where I could keep my eye on him, and said my own prayers under my breath; because that seemed what good manners demanded of me. But he went on for very much longer than I had expected, and by the time he had finished I was dozing on my knees.


    At last he climbed into bed. When I saw he was settled I walked quietly to the door. But I was still ignorant of the etiquette of the royal bedchamber. He called after me, in a pleasant voice:


    ‘Don’t go away, my boy. Let me see, what’s your name? Ah, Edgar, of course. A King must remember names, it’s most important. But a King may never sleep alone, either. Someone might creep in here and cut my throat, and then my whole following would be under suspicion. I haven’t been a King very long, you know, and I must keep the rules laid down by my predecessors. You will sleep on the floor of my chamber, to raise the alarm if anyone intrudes or to fetch me anything I may want in the night. Go and collect some sheepskins to sleep on; you will find them scattered all over the place. Make yourself comfortable on the floor, but don’t undress in case I should want you to go out on an errand.’


    With a couple of sheepskins I made myself a couch at the foot of the King’s bed. After the day’s excitement I was very tired; but I could not go to sleep, for the King would not stop talking.


    He was not talking to me, but rather to the world in general. This, I discovered later, was a habit of his. He often spoke his thoughts aloud, not caring who might overhear them; especially at night he would run over the events of the past day. I suppose this was how he examined his conscience.


    Now he seemed to be arguing with himself, or rather accusing himself.

OEBPS/images/CoverImage.jpg
DUGGAN
The Cunning
of the Dove






OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/BelloLogo.jpg
B ELLO





