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    ‘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)


  

    

      Introduction

    


    

      December 1096


    


    Although I am not yet forty-five, and hope to serve God for many more Advents and Christmases, Lents and Easters, yet even in this short life I have witnessed great events and surprising reversals of fortune; notably the overthrow of a great Empire and the struggles of brave men to save something from the wreck. And now all the good knights of the West have set out on that journey which in my youth was seldom accomplished. Our cousins from Normandy are wintering here in Italy, and next spring Duke Robert, and our Count Bohemond ride together for Romania, and then, if God wills, to the Holy City.


    Because I, alone of this community, have marched and fought from Thrace to Armenia and back again, our Abbot has commanded me to relate all that befell me. The scriptor will write it down, to be read to the young knights who keep Christmas here; they ride through Romania as allies, and it would be a pity if they offended their hosts through ignorance.


    There is one point I must make at the very beginning. Everyone has his own name, in which he takes pride; calling a man by the wrong name can cause great ill-feeling. So don’t call their Emperor ‘the King of the Greeks.’ It is a deadly insult, and he will not receive letters addressed to that title. His proper style is Basileus Autocrator, though we who pay due deference to the See of St Peter need not also call him Isapostolos, Equal to the Apostles, as his subjects do. But the people who dwell in the City of New Rome are Romans, their army is the Roman Army, and their ruler the Roman Emperor. That seems queer to us, who visit the true Rome and have dealings with the true Emperor in Germany; but the Greeks feel very strongly about it. It does no harm to follow their custom, and in this narrative I shall refer to them as Romans. Oddly enough, the language they speak is called Greek, and nobody minds; in fact they are rather proud of it, because the Gospels were written in that language; though I believe time has brought certain alterations.


    Very well then. Please pay attention, young gentlemen.


  

    

      1. I Meet Messer Roussel

    


    My father was Odo fitzRoger, a Norman of Normandy, who came on pilgrimage to St Michael at Monte Gargano and then served the fitzTancreds in their conquest of the country. He was not a gentleman, but neither was he a villein; he was a free craftsman, a smith. He carried his tools on a donkey, and boasted he could earn a living anywhere in the world where throats are cut with steel. He was not devout, but he kept his bargains and served his lord, in the field as in the workshop. He fought on foot, with a hammer of his own design, and said it was most interesting to find out by experiment whether strange armour was as strong as it looked.


    My mother was Theodora Melitissa, whose first husband came to this country from Romania as smith and armourer to the troops of the Catapan. Nowadays the young men use a horrible slang word, ‘Gasmule’, to describe the son of a Frankish father and a Greek mother; if anyone called me that in the days before I entered religion I drew my dagger and made him apologise; because the word really means Bastard. I suppose people take it for granted that such a child must be the outcome of rape or seduction, but my parents were properly married, in church, before I was born. It was not exactly a love-match; but the Catapan’s army had fled, and there was my mother trying to bury her husband single-handed, and heir to a well-equipped forge. By marrying her my father got a good title to the smithy, and settled down to shoe horses and mend ploughs at the crossroads instead of marching with the Norman army.


    That was in the year 1051, and in 1052 I was born and christened Roger; I was the only child to survive the perils of infancy, though I had several brothers and sisters who lived a few weeks. When I was seven I began to help my father in the smithy, but this is a land of war, and I did not finish my apprenticeship. When I was twelve the Norman conquerors fought among themselves; Robert the Weasel was making himself ruler of all the Franks of Apulia, and some of his fellows were unwilling to take orders from him. A band of defeated rebels halted to sack our little settlement. My father rashly tried to defend his home, and when they killed him someone cut down my mother also; I suppose I should have helped my father until I was killed in my turn, but I inherit a sensible caution from both sides of the family; the forge was cold, and I hid up the chimney until the plunderers rode on. The stone chimney did not burn, though it grew very hot as the thatch blazed round it; when I came down there was not another living creature within miles.


    I did not bury my parents. I know it is the right thing to do, but I had no spade, and was not feeling strong. Duke Robert the Weasel was coming up in pursuit of the murderers, and he always made his men bury casual corpses and in general keep his lands tidy. I am sure my parents did in fact get Christian burial; otherwise my mother would have haunted me in dreams, for all Romans set great store by a proper funeral; but she never has.


    I was twelve years old, my clothes were filthy from my hiding-place and I had not a penny or a friend in the world. But I knew something of metalwork, and a good deal about the management of horses, because my father dealt in them as a sideline. If warriors have ruined you the obvious remedy is to become a warrior yourself; then you can plunder others; a groom who could also do simple repairs to a mailshirt would be welcome in any army. I began walking westwards, towards the coast.


    In the evening I saw the coast-road below me, with Sicily on the horizon. That was where most warriors were at that time, for the infidels were besieged in Palermo. If I could beg a passage across the strait there would be gallant horsemen on the other side, needing grooms when they captured more chargers from the foe.


    But I did not journey as far as the coast. That night I joined the household which I served for the rest of my life in the world. As I came down a little ravine I heard horses on my left; I hid in a bush, fearing brigands; but round a spur came a troop of Norman horse, led by a lady on a tall stallion. There were ox-waggons also, containing women and children, and a few waiting-ladies sitting sideways on quiet mules. I did not suppose a lady would be gathering recruits, but she would give me alms, especially if I appealed to her in French (at home I spoke Greek to my mother, but I am fluent in both languages). The Italian children in my native hamlet begged from every passer-by, whether they were hungry or not; my father beat me if he caught me copying them, but I knew it was done. I skipped among the prancing horses of the escort, crying.


    ‘Gracious lady, spare a crust for a starving orphan. I have no father, I have no mother, my home was burned by brigands, and for three days I have not eaten.’ As a matter of fact I had eaten breakfast that morning, but it was a pardonable exaggeration.


    A sergeant knocked me over with the butt of his lance, which showed that the lady was charitable; otherwise he would have run me through with the point. I scuttled on all fours among the plunging hoofs, still begging at the top of my voice, until the lady raised her hand to halt the troop and called:


    ‘Come here, you filthy little scarecrow. I can’t think how you picked up all that soot in your short life. But how is it that you speak the decent French of a gentleman? Have you escaped from the sulphur-mines of the infidel?’


    I was strongly tempted to pretend I was the son of some great lord, delivered as a hostage to the infidel and then condemned to the mines. But the lady spoke a very Italian French; she must have lived in Apulia for many years, and would be personally acquainted with every noble family. I lifted my eyes for a brief glance at her face, and decided that, at least on this occasion, honesty was the best policy. For she looked competent, and more honest than charitable. She had the grey eyes and faded fair hair of a Frank, but her skin was so scorched by the sun, though she was not much more than twenty years old, that she must be of Italian birth; her nose was a commanding beak, very red from sunburn, and her mouth set in firm lines of decision. She was as big as a warrior, and more like a handsome man than a pretty girl. Above all, she looked as though she would stand no nonsense. I told her the truth.


    ‘So although you are not a gentleman you are a Norman, or at least half one,’ she said when I had finished. ‘My lord will always help Normans in distress. You may come in my company to Sicily, and if you can really look after horses and mend mail we will find work for you in the household. You are Roger fitz-Odo, and you should know my name. I am the lady Matilda, wife to Messer Roussel de Balliol, who serves Roger fitz-Tancred. Since you have been hiding in a chimney I shall forgive your present appearance, but if I give you a clean shirt you must look very different by supper time. Go and help with the pack-mules until we halt for the evening, and then see me again. Here is bread and cheese to eat on the road.’


    This speech was typical of the lady Matilda, as I got to know her later. I was so exhausted I could hardly walk, but she put me to work at once, for she hated her servants to be idle; on the other hand, she fed me immediately, instead of waiting for supper, because if her servants worked diligently she looked after them.


    In the evening we halted by the roadside, just short of a walled seaport. In those days in Italy anyone who was worth a ransom did not care to enter walled places which were held by someone else. Duke Robert the Weasel called himself chief of all the Normans of Italy, but in practice they did not obey him very faithfully.


    I threw away my sooty clothes, and a groom gave me a woollen shirt and a pair of pantaloons such as peasants wear, copied from the riding-chausses of their Lombard masters. I waded into a cold torrent and got myself cleaner than I had been for many years. Then, in my new clothes, I walked up to the main cooking-fire and asked a serving-maid where I might wait on the lady Matilda.


    Without thinking I spoke in Greek, because at home I had spoken Greek to my mother and it seemed the right language for women. But the lady Matilda had come up behind me; she was always trying to stop the cooks stealing more food than was reasonable.


    ‘What’s that you said, boy?’ she called. ‘E Despoina Matilda? I know those words, though that’s just about all I know. Can you speak Greek? Then my lord will certainly employ you. I suppose you can’t read? A pity, though it’s only natural. You can’t be our interpreter if you can’t read and write, but you will be a useful check on those rascally hired linguists; half of them don’t really understand French, and they tell the Catapan anything that comes into their heads. You look quite presentable without all that soot. We’ll see in the morning how you ride. My lord needs a lightweight page to ride his second charger, and one who knows Greek will be useful. You had better eat with my servants; then the sergeants won’t steal your food.’


    Four days later, when we landed in Sicily, I had begun to know my way about the household. There were more than three hundred men, women and children, of different races and speaking different tongues. But all had one thing in common; they had been uprooted by war, and they looked to further, unending war to provide their daily bread. The lady Matilda was the daughter of a Lombard noble, who had been killed in the breach when his town fell to the Normans. Messer Roussel married her that evening, as I learned from her women; I suppose he hoped for her father’s fief in dower, but Duke Robert gave it to another knight. She was content with her fate. Noble ladies are always wedded to strangers, and never, as maidens, marry the man of their choice; though occasionally as widows they do; at least it was a great deal better than being raped by the whole army and then thrown out to starve. Messer Roussel was of high birth, a cadet of the Balliols of Normandy, and he treated her with as much courtesy as if she had brought him a rich fief. Her women were local peasants; Italian was their native language, but some of them knew a little Greek. The men were more of a mixture. There were three Norman knights and about fifty Norman sergeants, who had arrived a few months before to seek their fortunes in Italy; it was to enlist this band that the lady Matilda had crossed from Sicily. Some of the grooms were infidel slaves, there were half a dozen Sclavonian mercenaries who had deserted from the Catapan, and ten horse-archers who came from nobody knew where, because their language was incomprehensible and they did not appear to be either Christians or followers of Mahound; no one could give them orders, but then they would not have obeyed anyway; they were crafty scouts and kept their horses very fit. I suppose they were nomads from the Danube, but we just called them the Foreigners. There was also one Saracen sergeant, who had been baptised; he appeared devout, and possibly his was a genuine conversion; but we all took it for granted that he had abandoned the faith of his forefathers to escape from slavery, and despised him accordingly.


    Italian was the common language of the band, as it was of all the Norman forces in Sicily. A Frenchman of the north can make himself understood in that language, and other strangers had to learn it or remain silent.


    Those Normans who were getting on with the war, instead of fighting among themselves or pillaging the open country, were at that time blockading Palermo; and Messer Roussel de Balliol awaited us before the city. By the time we got there my status had been fixed. I was luckily born with good hands, and even bad-tempered horses go quietly when I ride them; I rode a spare warhorse and led another. All over the world the great social distinction is between those who ride and those who walk, and I was a horseman. The food was good, and my lady had given me an old pair of riding chausses and two blankets. She said nothing about wages, but I gradually discovered that no one in the expedition was paid; the plunder we might take would be divided in fixed shares, according to the military worth of each man, and until we won plunder we would get nothing.


    That particular attack on Palermo was unsuccessful; the town did not become Christian until several years later. When we arrived the army was already discouraged, and the camp was as foul and uncomfortable as unwilling troops can make it. But naturally Messer Roussel wished to make a good impression on the warriors his lady had collected to join his banner. We found him under a gay awning, with his knights standing behind in full mail.


    If Messer Roussel had not been the man he was my story would be very different. When I stood by my horses, on the left of the line, my first impression, and I am sure the impression of everyone else in the band, was that we had found a friend. His hair was a foxy red, which was why he was called Roussel; I believe he had been christened William, but the nickname was so firmly established that everyone knew him by it; his skin was by nature very fair, but the Italian sun had burned it to a fiery scarlet; it never turned brown, and his nose was always peeling, so that in a crowd of southerners he stood out as a Frank of the Franks; he was straight and supple, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist; not the type of beefy musclebound champion who wields a mace no other man can lift, but obviously a good horseman who would be formidable in battle; he was about forty years old, and his red beard and red hair were clipped for comfort under the hauberk, though the sun made his skin so tender that he would never have his chin shaved. So far he was just a gallant Norman, like many other Normans in the following of the fitzTancreds. It was the smile which spread from his lips to his eyes that made him at once the trusted comrade of every man under his command.


    How can I describe that smile? It was very friendly, understanding, and a little mischievous, as though you had been up to something you ought not, and he knew all about it; but as he also had been misbehaving your secret was safe and he would back you if there was trouble. He seemed to welcome us, not merely as faithful warriors who must obey his commands in the field, but as confederates in an amusing enterprise.


    After he had greeted his lady he stood while the warriors came up one by one to swear fealty. We have no other form by which we can promise to obey a leader, but I wish some Count or Duke would invent a less binding substitute; for the perjury which ensues must greatly increase the population of Hell. Homage, fealty and allegiance are very properly due to a lord who gives land to his follower; a man who by rebellion imperils his fief has some encouragement to remain loyal to his oath. But a hired soldier swearing lifelong fealty to a commander who offers him pay or plunder for the duration of the campaign swears what he knows to be false; and this makes it easier for him to break what is actually the vulgar meaning of the promise, by deserting without notice to a more liberal paymaster. Even the Romans, who so frequently rebel against the Emperor they have chosen, reproach us with this levity; they have a saying, ‘the race of the Franks is unfaithful by nature’, and it has enough truth to make it sting. But all these warriors who had been engaged for the siege of Palermo swore fealty, putting their joined hands between the hands of Messer Roussel; because that was the only way in which they could enter his service.


    After first the knights, and then the Norman sergeants, and finally the foreigners who did not know the obligation they were undertaking, had knelt singly before their new lord and gone back to stand by their horses, Messer Roussel walked down the line to inspect mounts and equipment. I stood on the left, holding my two chargers, and I stiffened and bit my lip when I saw he would inspect these horses also. They were fit and clean, because I had tried very hard and I do know how to manage horses; but at an inspection every commander must find fault with something, just to keep his men on their toes, and so far Messer Roussel had made no complaints. I feared to be turned adrift in that lawless camp, or at best given a flogging and told to do better next time; just because it was unwise to anger a real warrior and yet discipline must be maintained. He halted before me, looked the horses up and down, and ran his hand over the flank to find if any dirt came away. Then he gathered a handful of loose skin, to judge the beast’s condition, and turned on me that charming smile.


    ‘You are a good horsemaster, young man,’ he said in rather stumbling Italian, ‘and I see from your chausses that you can ride. That is all a sergeant does, and I wish they could all do it so well. You carry a knife. That makes you a warrior. Why did you not swear fealty?’


    He seemed to mean what he said; even if he was making fun of me it was in a friendly way. I answered in French:


    ‘My lord, I have no mail. But one day I will be a rich sergeant.’


    ‘Oh, you are a fellow-countryman? You must have set out young on the pilgrimage to St Michael. The way to get mail is to kill a hero and strip him of his arms, but I might lend you a sword until you win a better. Come, lad, do you wish to follow my banner?’


    There, in front of everybody, holding up the whole parade, he held out his open hands for me to put my clasped hands between them. I flopped on my knees, and gave the oath which I kept so long as he lived. I have never sworn fealty to any other human creature, and when I made my vow as a laybrother it was only the second oath I have sworn.


    When I rose he seemed about to pass on to inspect the baggage-train. But I feared he would forget me, and his steward would not give me the sword. ‘My lord,’ I said with a rush, ‘I speak Greek and Italian as well as French, and I know enough metalwork to repair damaged mail. Let me join your household and look after your arms.’


    ‘Why not, if you want to,’ he answered very graciously. ‘My page is dead of camp fever, and it will be useful to have a linguist always in my tent. Can you read? No? What a pity. But the hilt of this dagger has worked loose. Bring it to me tomorrow firm enough to trust my life to, and you can leave those horses and be my page. It would be wasteful to give you mail which you will outgrow in a year, but you should start practising with lance and shield. Now I’m busy. See you tomorrow.’


    Many people, when they heard I spoke fluent Greek, inquired at once whether I could read, and regretted that I could not. But no one ever offered to teach me, and I could not pay for lessons. Now my Abbot says I am too old to learn. I am sorry. I would have had a much more interesting life as a young man if I could have been employed as a real envoy in Messer Roussel’s complicated negotiations, and the choir-monks here seem to enjoy the psalms they read much more than we who learn a few prayers by rote.


    For six years I served Messer Roussel in the bloody wars of Sicily. My lord was not himself an independent chief; he followed Roger fitzTancred, one of the six original Hautevilles, and a younger brother of Duke Robert the Weasel. But our band swore fealty only to Messer Roussel, and if he had wished to join another leader we would have followed him. You are familiar with the course of that slow and bitter conquest, in which we were finally successful after many setbacks and disappointments. My own dear lord once led a victorious charge when even Roger and the famous Serlo shrank from the throng of infidel horse who dared us to come on. But it was not the kind of war that will be remembered by posterity. There were too many hangings of hostages, broken oaths, and massacres of the defenceless, for a gallant knight to win immortal fame in it. I grew up in a tough school, but it did not make me a hardened scoundrel, as it might easily have done; it is nothing to be proud of, only the Grace of God for which I must always be thankful, that even by the winter of 1069, after I had seen so many ugly things, I could still be shocked by brazen wickedness.


    I was then seventeen, and had risen to be chief page to my lord. I saw that his mail and weapons were in good order, though I did only simple repairs myself; but the armourer had to follow my instructions if there were new scales to be fitted to the mail or new rings to the hauberk. In battle I remained in the rear; I wore no mail, to spare my horse, but I carried sword and shield; for it might be my duty, if my lord was unhorsed in the mêlée, to ride through the enemy and see him safely mounted on my horse. Luckily that had never yet happened; Messer Roussel was a gallant knight, and several times his horse was killed under him; but his men always backed him up, and by the time I arrived there was never an enemy within reach. I slept at the door of my lord’s tent and ate the remains of his dinner, which meant that I was better lodged and better fed than the common sergeants. It was a job with no future, for an unarmoured page cannot win fame in battle, and so knighthood and eventually a fief; but while it lasted my comfort was the envy of my comrades; and no youth of seventeen worries about a penniless old age.


    But the great advantage, in my eyes, was the constant companionship of my master. Messer Roussel took his family on campaign, because there was nowhere in all Italy where he might leave them in safety. The lady Matilda had now borne him two sons and a daughter, real fair-haired Franks who would make handsome young corpses or rule great fiefs if they lived; there was a great household of men and women, from Lombard waiting-ladies of good birth to the infidel slaves who pitched the tents; and I, connected with weapons though not actually a warrior, had an honourable position in it. In an emergency I would do anything that had to be done, but in normal times no one ever asked me to wash dishes or gather fuel. I lived more softly than if I had finished my apprenticeship and become a skilled smith.


    My lord had no secrets from anyone who spoke French; probably he would have been just as free with the infidel slaves if he could have spoken their language, so it was not really a compliment. But it was pleasant, all the same, to sit in a corner of the tent, polishing a helm, and listen while he discussed his plans with my lady and the knights. My lord and my lady were very good friends. They were both brave to recklessness, but with a saving common sense which showed them exactly what risks they were running; neither had a home to go back to, or any preference for one patch of ground over another, though they were determined to get hold of a fief somewhere and found an enduring house of fitzRoussel. My lord was very generous with his followers; he plundered with avidity, but scattered his treasure as soon as it was gathered. My lady was more careful, and that was the only subject on which they sometimes disagreed. Messer Roussel would say there was no point in heaping up gold in a land so ravaged by war that no merchant dared to bring luxuries for sale, and that if he was known to be wealthy someone would cut his throat for his goods. The lady Matilda answered that occasions sometimes arose when a mule-load of money would buy a way out of a tight place; but she was really thinking of the more settled conditions in which she had been brought up. Sometimes an infidel chief would offer to free a captive for ransom; but usually he did not keep his word; after the silver had been weighed out the captive would be hanged all the same, and the world would laugh at the simplicity of his family, who were now impoverished as well as bereaved.


    The excuse for all our warfare was that we were rescuing Christian lands from the unbelievers, but religion did not in fact play a great part in our lives. Even in my youth I liked to hear Mass whenever I found myself in the company of a priest who had been silenced by excommunication; but there were not many of them about. It was fifteen years since Pope Leo had excommunicated the Patriarch of Constantinople, and since then many of the clergy had incurred the anathema from carelessness or ignorance; the clerks who wrote Messer Roussel’s letters were often out of communion with both Rome and Constantinople. Sometimes our band halted near a cathedral or monastery on a feast day; then we would attend the principal Mass in state, to show which side we were on. I think the lady Matilda believed nothing, and would have gone just as cheerfully to a ceremony of the infidels, from politeness or convenience; but Messer Roussel, though a sinner, would have faced martyrdom. He had been baptised, and he was not a deserter.


    We were a very happy and united household. My lady saw that we did our work, and punished the lazy; but we were so fond of Messer Roussel that very little supervision was needed.


    In Advent of the year 1069 we were wintering in Calabria, camped in a substantial stone-built village; though since it contained no manor-house my lord lodged in his handsome tent, which could be heated with braziers. One evening I was crouched in a corner, binding waxed thread round the hilt of a sword; in another corner the steward clicked his abacus as he divided our plunder into fair shares for the Christmas livery; an infidel groom had brought in a mare to give birth to her foal at the far end (the infidels always try to arrange that a warhorse shall be born in a human habitation; they say first impressions are important, and that a horse born in these conditions will be friendly to the human race); Ralph, my lord’s seven-year-old son, was teaching his five-year-old sister how to hood a falcon, while little Osbert crawled on the floor and various servants hung about to tend the torches or separate the dogs when they began to fight. But otherwise there was no one in the tent except Messer Roussel and the lady Matilda. We were unusually private, and convenient to receive a messenger.


    He came in a fortunate hour; for my lady was complaining that we were poorer this Christmas than we had been a year ago, and urging my lord to think of some new venture. Messer Roussel always listened to advice, and answered courteously. I put down my work to hear what he said, and he smiled to include me in the conversation.


    ‘We have had a very bad year,’ he began in his friendly voice. ‘Not because this is a bad country to fight in, but because we share the misfortunes of a weak leader. Twelve years ago, when I made my pilgrimage to St Michael, the six sons of Tancred were on an equal footing; it was by chance that I swore to serve the lord Roger. But nowadays the Weasel has outdistanced his brothers; he takes all the profit of the land, and my lord must put up with his leavings.’


    ‘Then you must leave Roger, and swear fealty to the Duke,’ said my lady. ‘Or gather more men and make war on all the fitzTancreds. They don’t help one another, and you might set up your own County.’


    ‘I don’t like to desert poor old Roger, who has never done me harm. He is very unhappy to see his brother surpass him in everything, and it would break his heart if his own men joined the Weasel. I may go right away, to some other land; but if I stay in Italy I could not ride against Roger’s banner in the field.’


    ‘You could make yourself independent, without fighting him.’


    ‘Perhaps, my dear. But where will I find an army? There are plenty of mongrel mercenaries, outcasts from every nation under Heaven, but brave Norman horsemen no longer make a pilgrimage to Monte Gargano. Every Norman who would rather fight than plough now crosses the Channel to serve Duke William in England. No, the Weasel is too strong to be overthrown, and too greedy to leave anything for his brothers. Would it be better to try our luck in England, where we must obey Duke William, or in Spain, where the infidels are powerful but there might be room for an independent County?’


    Just then a sergeant came in, leading by the ear a dishevelled-looking man in a linen tunic. ‘This fellow crept up to your tent and tried to wriggle under the flap, my lord. He says it was only to deliver a message in secret, and when I searched him I found no weapons. So I spared his life. Shall I sit him on the brazier? Then he would tell the truth, in few words.’


    We all crowded closer, leaving our various occupations. If they were going to burn a spy until he told all he knew it would be a pity to miss the comical expression on his face at the beginning, before he screamed himself senseless. But Messer Roussel would have none of it.


    ‘Let go of the poor brute,’ he commanded. ‘If everyone who comes secretly is tortured to death I will never get warning of the plots of my enemies. I was not expecting a message, but people do in fact send them secretly, and the first of the series is bound to be a surprise. Here, you, drink up this wine, get over your fright, and then tell me your news, now, while I am alone.’


    The messenger looked in surprise at the score of people in the tent, and I guessed he had been reared in Romania; for my mother had told me that where she came from even those of the middle sort, skilled craftsmen like her first husband, had a private room which strangers did not enter. She never got used to our Norman custom of doing everything amid a crowd of interested bystanders. But compared, say, to a Christmas drinking party, or a council of war, Messer Roussel was more or less alone.


    ‘Noble lord,’ the man said in stumbling Italian, with a Greek accent, ‘I was told to deliver my message to you personally, and to make sure that the lord Roger brother of Robert did not hear it. But it is not very secret; your household may hear. The Emperor wishes to recruit Franks for his army, and he ordered the Catapan of Bari to send his letter to a suitable leader. The Catapan chose you, since you are already thinking of leaving Italy. Here are the letters. When your clerk has read this one, which is in Latin, I can explain more fully.’


    ‘Well, that seems quite friendly,’ my lord said with a flash of his charming smile. ‘Roger fitz-Tancred would not like it if he knew that in Romania he is called nothing better than “brother of Robert”; but that is the only mistake you have made so far. Naturally the Catapan would know that I intend to leave Italy before I have made up my own mind; his spies tell him everything. This, I suppose, is the official letter from the Imperial Chancery. What a handsome bit of painting! Since no one here can decipher it I shall hang up all those gold-haloed saints as an ornament in some chapel. Master John, what do you make of the Latin version?’ He threw it across to the steward, who puzzled over it for a few moments in silence.


    ‘This is not a letter from the Imperial Chancery,’ he said in the end. Of course a clerk does not as a rule read out a letter written in Latin, for a layman might not understand it; he paraphrases it in Italian or French, and you have to trust his honesty and intelligence to give you the right meaning. ‘It purports to be sent by one Crispin the Bestiarius. Is that the man in charge of the Emperor’s wild animals?’


    I saw the chance to display my qualifications. If we were all going to Romania now was the time to remind them that I spoke Greek.


    ‘Try “Vestiarius”, Master John, an official of the Emperor’s wardrobe. The Romans cannot distinguish between those two sounds.’


    ‘That’s it, of course,’ the steward agreed. ‘Crispin, some sort of courtier. He says they have a new Emperor, an experienced warrior who appreciates the worth of Frankish horse. Next summer they will campaign against the Patzinaks and he is authorised to take into pay a troop of three hundred well-equipped and well-mounted Franks, with rations but no pay for a reasonable proportion of followers. He would prefer to enlist an organised band, and he asks the Catapan of Bari to send his letter to a Norman knight with about the right number of men. Then follows a long passage about rates of pay, the oath they must take, and conditions of service in general. I can’t tell you that off-hand. I must work it out on my abacus.’


    ‘There you are, Matilda,’ said my lord with a grin. ‘Romania is a richer country than England or Spain, and once we are over the Adriatic I cannot find myself fighting Roger fitzTancred, to whom I swore fealty.’


    ‘Besides,’ my lady interrupted. ‘Romania is a wide realm. If you go carefully you may win a fief far from the City, which would be practically independent.’


    ‘That’s as may be. I keep my oaths. We’ll see when the time comes. Now take the messenger to the kitchen, young Roger, and see him well treated. If I accept I must work out some way of exchanging hostages with the Catapan. How all my friends would laugh if the Emperor hanged me as a brigand when I thought I was about to take service under his banner!’


    So I missed the interesting free-for-all discussion which ended in Messer Roussel accepting the offer; but at the same time I was promoted to be a kind of confidential interpreter, trying to find out over a jug of wine what was in the minds of properly accredited envoys.


  

    

      2. Romania

    


    The Catapan was a senior commander, empowered to conclude agreements without reference to Constantinople. His official title was Catapan of Langobardia, which had once, before the sons of Tancred visited St Michael, included all Italy south of Rome. In 1069 he held nothing but the town of Bari, and two years later, while we were in Romania, even that fell and there were no more Catapans. We were only just in time to negotiate with the last Imperial official who had a staff of clerks able to write in both Latin and Greek. Nowadays you young pilgrims will find it much more difficult, for Latin is almost unknown in the great City.


    By Christmas we had Roger fitzTancred’s permission to leave Italy, and negotiations could begin openly. Messer Roger was probably glad to be rid of us, for Messer Roussel was now so popular that he might have ousted his lord from even his subordinate position under the Weasel. Our band camped in a fortified ruin a few miles from Bari, and the lady Matilda with her three children entered the town as hostages for our good faith; in return they sent us the sons of some prominent burgesses, for the Catapan was unmarried. My lady was a willing hostage; she liked to meet distinguished foreigners, and since her husband valued her she knew he would not imperil her life by a treacherous attack. The negotiations were concluded in three weeks, and on the second Sunday after Epiphany we entered the town of Bari to embark for Romania.


    The agreement specified that for every two men, mounted and in full mail, whom he could show to the paymaster, my lord would draw three gold pieces on the first day of each month; with half-pay for the sick or wounded who possessed horse and arms but were not at the moment fit for duty, up to a total of three hundred men and four hundred and fifty gold pieces. This, we were told, was a high rate in the Roman army; it should enable us to live like gentlemen. There would also be bread, meat and wine for a thousand persons all told, but no pay for anyone who lacked the full equipment of a Frankish warrior. So my lord discharged the javelin-men and horse-archers who had been our scouts and skirmishers in Sicily, and engaged a few more Norman sergeants; our women and servants easily made up the thousand, and in fact a number were weeded out, for the men hoped to pick up prettier girls in Romania. But the lady Matilda would not permit them to abandon wives who had been genuinely married before a priest; married women always stick together, and make it as hard as they can for any husband to evade his obligations.


    I myself had no concubine. I won’t pretend I remained a virgin until I entered religion, but I never met a woman whose face I wanted to see first thing in the morning every time I woke up; my lord’s servants cooked for me and mended my clothes, and I was more at ease with my lady while I lived chastely.


    It was taken for granted that I would go with Messer Roussel, for my knowledge of Greek would be very useful. But my lord, with his usual kindness, arranged that I should also draw pay. ‘Young Roger,’ he said to me one evening, ‘when we are oversea I shall still want you to look after my weapons, though since western warhorses are scarce in Romania I cannot spare a second charger to wait behind the battleline. But the Emperor won’t pay you unless you are armed. Would you like my spare armour? It’s good mail, worth all of twelve gold pieces. Give me one gold piece a month and at the end of the year it is yours. You will still draw a gold piece every two months, which is more than your father ever earned at his forge.’


    I was delighted to close with this generous offer. It is always difficult to get hold of good mail; no smith would spend months making such an elaborate piece of metalwork without a definite order, and even if you order it good smiths are busy men, and you may have to wait a year. That is why mail is usually got by stripping a dead man on the field, though probably it won’t fit the new owner and may have an ugly hole in it. But we were to make war on men who did not wear armour of our fashion.


    I had only three days for practice before we embarked, but I found I could ride in mail quite easily, once I was accustomed to the enormous weight above the waist which makes it unsafe to lean sideways out of the saddle. My father had taught me the warrior’s way of riding; if I touched the reins with my right hand he made me get off and lead the horse home. In the Hippodrome of Constantinople I have seen acrobats perform feats that no Norman could accomplish; but they had nothing to do but ride, with one rein in each hand. A Frankish warrior is fixed in his seat by the high wooden guardboards on his saddle, his right hand holds the lance, and the weight of the shield hampers his left arm. He must control his horse with the fingertips of one hand. The Romans admit that this style of riding is beyond them, and the highest compliment they can pay to one of their own nobles is to say he rides like a Frank. The fact that the Emperor was hiring us at such a high rate reminded us that we were, by universal consent, the best warriors in Christendom. We embarked for Romania determined to prove our value.


    We sailed in Venetian ships by the short passage to Durazzo, because a long voyage means loss among the war-horses; though since Thessalonica was our destination we could have avoided a toilsome march by sailing the whole way. The country round Durazzo is very like Apulia, a little more mountainous and even more thoroughly harried, for masterless Sclavonians slip over the hills on foot and retreat with their plunder by ways no horseman can follow. All this district is very lightly attached to the Empire, and the Romans hold only the great road to Italy and the west.


    My lord was nervous about entering the strong walls of Thessalonica. (They resemble in outline the walls of Rome, but are continually kept in repair; no vegetation grows in the cracks, and if a stone decays it is immediately replaced by a fresh one, cut to the right shape and set in good mortar. They look as steep and sharp as when they were first made; a strange sight to our eyes, accustomed to mighty buildings patched with clay and timber.) But my lady told him he must make up his mind, once and for all, that Romans were comrades to be trusted; or go back to Italy if he lacked courage to trust anyone at all. I was there and heard her say it. Not many ladies would dare to speak so to their lords, and most husbands would beat a wife for such frankness; but my lord has an easy temper and would always heed advice, no matter how strongly expressed; to my knowledge he never lifted his hand against my lady in all his wedded life. He laughed, saying she was quite right; but begged her never to appeal to his courage, or he would do something cowardly to show he was not a child who could be dared to pull the tail of a mule. We entered the city unarmed, and took up the quarters assigned to us.


    The town of Thessalonica is unlike any place in the western world. It is crammed full of people, who live, without ploughing, by the practice of various crafts; on every day of the year it looks like a holy shrine on a feastday. At first I expected it to empty tomorrow, when the fair ended; but presently I discovered that the fair did not end, and that all these people were dwelling in their permanent homes. The other odd thing about it, and about all the towns of Romania, is the way money continually changes hands. My father was hardly ever paid cash for his ploughs; the peasants would split a tally with him, and at harvest discharge the debt in flour and wine. But everyone in Thessalonica goes shopping with a purse full of small coins. I don’t mean that everyone is rich; the lower classes spend their little copper coins as fast as they earn them; but all this money floats about in the market-place, continually changing hands in a way to make you dizzy. At first some of our men grumbled; when they explained who they were and promised to settle by Christmas the stallkeepers would not part with their goods, and that seemed a reflection on the honour of respectable Frankish sergeants. But we had been given one month’s wages before we left Bari, so that with money in our purses we should not plunder friendly villages; we found that these magnificent gold coins, of very pure metal and all the same weight and size, went a very long way; for the Catapan spoke truth when he said our pay would keep us in comfort. It is the only gold in the world which bears Christian symbols; the Emperor of Romania is the only Christian prince who can afford to mint gold, and those other pieces, covered with squiggly marks, are struck by the chiefs of the infidels.


    Thessalonica is not a place where Franks feel at home. There are foreign merchants in plenty, but they come from the unknown north; some are even heathen Lithuanians who journey south because they will not trade with their German neighbours; they speak no Frankish tongue, and the Christians among them follow the Greek rite. As for the Romans themselves, they never speak anything but Greek, and despise all foreigners who have not learned the only language in which civilised men can converse. Our people could not make themselves understood in the wine-shops, and sometimes got into trouble with the watch for wandering near forbidden parts of the fortifications. Of course I was all right, and some of our women knew enough Greek to haggle over a lettuce; but it was only because my lord kept good discipline that the first few days passed without a riot.


    We landed on a Tuesday, and by Sunday the men were so discontented they refused to attend Mass, saying all the priests in the town were bloody Greek excommunicates. This was nonsense, as they knew very well. One Patriarch has been excommunicated, but he is dead and in Hell; the Eastern Church as a whole is not affected, and you young gentlemen must attend eastern Masses while you ride through their country. Luckily, Messer Roussel found a western church down by the harbour, where a Latin Mass was said for the Venetian sailors. The Romans build good seagoing ships, but they never voyage west of Corfu; ostensibly because they fear the pirates of the Adriatic, but really, I suspect, because the Emperor does not like his merchants to sail beyond the control of his tax-gatherers. Our band rode in state, but unarmed, to the Italian Mass; and that evening, since the horses were not fit after their journey, my lord went to sup with the Strategus of the Theme, to discuss the coming campaign.


    Although there was business to be discussed this was also a party at which it was hoped we would make friends with our employers and allies. My lady came also, and the ten knights who were gentlemen by birth. I went as cupbearer to my lord; that is usually the work of a boy and I was rather big for it; but I was needed, because I could understand confidential asides which the official linguists did not choose to translate, and my lord told me, as tactfully as possible, that he did not think my manners and the natural awkwardness of my disposition would allow me to pass as a knight.


    By this time we were all very puzzled about the composition of the Roman army, and the position of this Strategus of Hellas. In the force that was gathering there were other bands of mercenaries, Sclavonians and Patzinaks, though we were the only Franks; they served for gold as we did, and there was no mystery about them. But there were also native bands, horsemen who wore mail of a kind, though it was lighter than ours; they carried bows as well as swords. These sergeants, though they served their natural lord, lodged together in barracks and held no land; or if they did they must neglect it shockingly. The Strategus himself lived in the middle of the town, and we had seen his servants buying food in the market, as though he too were landless; which was absurd, for he was the equal of a Count. My lord told me to find out as much as I could, especially what made the sergeants live together all the year round and appear on parade every day; he might have asked these questions himself, but he thought that would seem too inquisitive.


    The party was held in the great hall of the Strategus, a fine room with a vaulted roof and a floor patterned in precious marble. There are places like that in Italy, but all have been repeatedly sacked and burned; this hall stood exactly as its designer had planned it. There were long tables ranged on three sides of a square; about thirty guests sat on the outside, and waiters carried dishes and distributed wine on the inner side, without confusion or crowding. The more important guests had each his own cupbearer standing beside him, on the outside where in fact there was nothing for us to do. But we would be handy to carry messages if needed, and the real, though unacknowledged, reason for our presence was to guard our masters against assassination.
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