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      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)


  

    

      1. Off to School

    


    On such a day everything should have looked different. It was disappointing that the whole of London seemed absorbed in its own affairs, though of course Cheapside was the busiest street in the city, and September was the busiest season of the year. In September everyone felt rich, with all that food stored for the winter; it was impossible to imagine the short commons of spring, or the real hunger which might follow a bad season. There was plenty to eat, and the men of Middlesex were eager to spend their wealth in the booths of Cheapside. Luckily a number of them wanted sound oxhide, which was good for the family prosperity. But those preoccupied buyers crowding into the shop might have spared a glance for young Thomas peering out of the gable window of the chamber above.


    Young Thomas was alone in the little chamber, which in itself marked the day as something special; for the whole family lived in the hall, and only climbed to the chamber for sleeping. To be alone was even more extraordinary than to be in the sleeping-quarters after sunrise. Thomas tried to recall the last time he had been indoors and alone; but he could not.


    The remarkable solitude must not be wasted. Here was a crisis in his life, and he was lucky to have this chance to think undisturbed. To begin with, he must renew his good resolutions. He would mind his book and give value for his father’s money, spent so freely to get him a good education. That seemed in prospect rather a depressing plan, but when it came to the point it would probably turn out pleasantly enough; the alphabet had lately begun to make sense, and even reading long words could not be too difficult; the priest at St. Mary Colechurch opposite, who had baptized him and taught him his catechism, managed to blurt out some very long and unfamiliar words in the proper of his Masses, after peering at the Missal and muttering to himself; and the whole of Cheapside said that the vicar of St. Mary Colechurch was the most foolish clerk in London.


    But he must be more than merely a diligent scholar. Among the other boys at the priory school of Merton he must bear himself worthily, for the honour of the family would be in his hands; he must always behave as a freeborn Norman. That was important. The foreigners of Surrey were inclined to take it for granted that a Londoner must be English; already, sixty years after the Conquest, men forgot that the conquering army had contained decent middle-class spearmen and archers as well as proud knights. He had learned from his father the family legend: that his great-grandfather had fought at Hastings among the Duke’s own foot. He got nothing from the victory save a silver buckle from the belt of a dead Englishman, and presently went home to help with the ploughing. Yet that was why, when grandfather died and Uncle Robert took over the family holding, his father had come to England to seek his fortune; instead of journeying south to Italy where any Norman could so easily win wealth. There was already a family tradition that England owed them a living in return for the exertions of their ancestor.


    Thus he had a position to uphold. The family was not noble; yet they were pure Norman, of the stock of the conquerors. In a sense he, Thomas, was nearer to the great lords whom he saw riding to the crownwearings at Westminster than to young Edward Godricson next door, who wore leather shoes summer and winter and rode a special pony of his own, with other extravagant signs of wealth; but who rattled off his Hail Marys in throaty English, and could barely understand a dozen words of French.


    Above all, when he got to school he must keep his temper. That would be the most difficult task. He was tall and strong, and had never been beaten by a boy of his own age; but he himself was frightened of the red rage which curtained his eyes when someone hit him hard enough to hurt. There was that day a year ago when a street-urchin spat at him; he had picked up a cobblestone and if his mother had not intervened he might have battered the little rascal to death. Once the red curtain was down he could not halt his attack; the only remedy was to stifle his anger before it had mastered his mind. He must keep his temper, or he would perpetrate some assault that would get him dismissed with ignominy from the monastery. He made up his mind firmly, at the same time asking Our Lady to help him in keeping his resolution; this last he did almost without conscious thought, because he had already formed the habit of asking Our Lady for anything he desired.


    He had been kneeling on the floor of the chamber, his elbows on the sill of the little window and his head in the street. Now he rose and looked round for his saddlebag. Through the clatter of hoofs tapping over all the square mile of cobbled London he had made out the rhythm of old Snowball’s determined plod; of course it was very like the sound of any other horse walking, yet to Thomas every horse was unique, as individual men are unique. The rare and precious interval of solitude was over, and it was time to put his resolutions into practice. As he walked over to the bag he braced his shoulders, already seeing himself as a representative of Normandy in an alien world.


    In the hall below Goodman Gilbert also looked round for his saddlebag. It hung on a peg, already packed with his night-gear, as though for one of the familiar journeys he undertook to buy hides for his drysalting. But this was a special journey, and he seemed to be taking it too much as a matter of course. He ought to prove that he was treating the occasion with the importance it deserved, by discussing it once more with his wife.


    ‘The horse is ready, Rose,’ he called into the gloom of the inner end of the hall. ‘Help me to bar the main door. You had better shut the shop while I am away, though if anyone comes with a good offer of course you may use your own judgment. Is that clear? I shall be back tomorrow night.’


    He spoke in the pure French of Normandy, without a trace of English accent, and Rose answered in the same tongue.


    ‘I shan’t deal with strangers. If I hear of a good bargain I shall consult Goodman Osbert. Mind you see the children’s dormitory at the Priory, and if you get a chance put your head in the kitchen. Men without women are always untidy, so don’t bother if it looks a mess; but it must smell sweet. And don’t leave without talking to the schoolmaster.’


    ‘That I won’t, I promise you. Our Thomas needs a bit of explaining. I’ve thought it out carefully, and this is what I’ll say. First I’ll tell them how quick he is, and how hard he works. That’s true, and they’ll be pleased to hear it. Then I’ll warn them of his pride, for he’s pigheaded enough to mope to death if they insult him. And I’ll tell them to beware of his rage, though I don’t see how he can get into a fight in a well-ordered Priory. They won’t like that so much, but they must be used to dealing with human wickedness. Even the children of the cloister, vowed to God as soon as they are born, must come into the community with their ordinary share of sin.’


    ‘That’s all right as far as it goes, but you have forgotten half the things we agreed on. Make them understand that he has outgrown his strength, and that he feels the cold more than most. They must give him plenty to eat; proper nourishing food, not their messes of cabbage and beans. Try to arrange extra blankets for his bed, and leave a little money to buy him extra wine and meat if he looks peaky. But the great thing is to make them realize that he doesn’t want to be a monk, and that we don’t want him to be one either. That won’t be easy to explain without seeming rude, but you must do it. He’s a good boy, who says his prayers and tries to keep the Commandments; he is not cut out for the life of religion. One day he’ll make an honest merchant, or perhaps a clever lawyer. Let him take vows, and he’ll kill himself trying to keep them, fighting against his inclination. He is so stubborn that he must never undertake anything too hard for him.’


    ‘You have it all planned, my darling Rose. Do you think we are planning too thoroughly? It’s not too late to keep him at home and train him to take over the dry-salting when I am gone.’


    ‘We have had this out, dear,’ said Rose, with the appealing but perfunctory smile of a loving and well-loved wife who knows she can get her own way in all important matters. She had been a pretty girl, and was still very pleasant to look at, though her pink cheeks were beginning to wrinkle; about her was the comfortable and completely nonsexual charm of the busy housewife who divides her time between the kitchen and the church. ‘We’ve had this out before, and we agreed that there is something special about our Thomas. For one thing it’s a miracle that he’s in this world at all. He would be dead if Our Lady had not listened to my prayers.’


    ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Gilbert muttered roughly. He was a decent regular churchgoer, but his wife’s habit of mentioning religion on weekdays embarrassed him. ‘You had a very bad time, and perhaps when it was over I lost my head. If I had known he was going to live I would not have run across to St. Mary’s to see him christened at once; and if the vicar had not been so flustered by my fright he would have been spared that eccentric name. I hope his schoolfellows don’t make fun of it.’


    ‘Why should they? It’s all bound up with the miracle of his survival. It was St. Thomas’s feastday, and when you were stuck for a name there was the Missal open on the altar, with Thomas painted in red and gold. The patron of our son was a great Apostle and Martyr.’


    ‘So long as St. Thomas doesn’t make him a martyr I suppose it’s all right. Yet our Thomas must have something special about him, when you think of his birth. The girls were no trouble at all.’


    As he came down the ladder from the chamber young Thomas overheard this last speech. The realization that there was something special about his very existence fortified him for the coming adventure, as it had fortified him in other crises of his short life; he had known the exciting story of his difficult birth and hurried baptism since he was old enough to talk. By all human probability he should have been dead, in the painless but unecstatic Limbo of unbaptized infants; from that fate Our Lady and St. Thomas had saved him, and he must thank them every time he said his prayers. It was natural for him to think he had survived because some great destiny was in store for him.


    When finally the horse was brought round Goodman Gilbert decided he would like some breakfast. In theory he was opposed to the English custom of breakfasting before beginning the day’s work, and if he had been asked he would have maintained that he seldom ate before midday; in fact the climate of London was colder than he was accustomed to, and business often kept him from home at dinnertime; breakfast was served in his house on most days of the week. But of course the serving-maid would not dream of bringing in the new bread and mulled ale until the master of the house called for it, and to prove that it was an exceptional meal they all munched it standing.


    Then the great moment arrived. Thomas crossed the yard to the kitchen to kiss his two baby sisters. Then his mother caught him up and hugged him. His eyes filled with tears, but he kept his mouth steady; he was feeling so well that her anxious reminders about eating good food and wrapping up warmly seemed unnecessary, and surely in a Priory they would make him say his prayers even if he forgot to do it of his own accord.


    Soon regrets were banished in the novel excitement of riding pillion. Hitherto when he had gone farther than his baby legs could carry him he had been placed on the saddlebow, like a piece of baggage. Grown ladies and invalids rode pillion, and it was the next best thing to having Snowball all to himself. He was well away from the rasping mane and hard neck which had sometimes made his nose bleed, and though his father’s broad back blocked the view in front he could see the bustle of the streets beside him.


    Cheapside and London Bridge were familiar, though it was delightful to wave to old friends from such an eminence. But once through the barbican at Southwark they were in open country, and there was much to interest a little Cockney. The road was busy with single travellers, and father and son rode without companions; for this was September 1126, the twenty-sixth year of King Henry the Lion of Justice, and never had England enjoyed such firm peace.


    They dined by the roadside and came to Merton in time for supper. When the Prior received them in the stranger’s parlour Thomas sat quietly in a corner, hearing himself discussed as though in his absence; but an only son is used to that.


    He heard his father rehearsing the instructions about his health that his mother had commanded; they were so familiar that he hardly listened. But when the Prior answered he was all attention. The Prior was a kindly old man, with a tired but patient expression.


    ‘Very well, Goodman Gilbert,’ he said with finality, as one used to cutting short the explanations of loving parents, ‘we shall teach your son reading and writing, and the simple rules of numbers. We shall not teach him Divinity beyond the catechism that every Christian should know, and we shall not influence him to choose the life of the cloister. Though if you don’t want him to be a monk you run some risk in sending him here at all. The life of religion, seen at close quarters, is more attractive than you laymen understand.’


    ‘We won’t stand in the way of a real vocation, father Prior. But my wife and I want our only son to be a clever merchant or a learned lawyer, living in the world. That’s why I was so careful to explain that he is not a child of the cloister, vowed to God from his birth.’


    ‘Quite so. You have been generous with your money, and we shall carry out our side of the bargain. We shall not make a monk of him. I suppose you won’t mind if he wears the cowl while he is here? That is the custom in English monasteries, as you may know, and it does not commit him for the future. It solves the problem of what clothes are fitting to wear in the cloister. Some parents have very bizarre ideas on that subject.’


    As Gilbert nodded assent the Prior produced a sheet of parchment from his bosom. ‘There is one other thing. In case of emergency would a messenger who inquired in London for Goodman Gilbert the drysalter find you easily?’


    ‘Well, no, perhaps not. These English are apt to think every Norman is called either William or Robert, and if they know my name half of them pronounce it Willibrod. I am not grand enough to be Gilbert of London or even Gilbert of Cheapside, and people have forgotten that once I was Gilbert of Rouen. I have a nickname, Gilbert Becket. That was my name back at Thierceville in Normandy, because my father’s holding lay beside the brook. Becket of Cheapside would be known even to Englishmen who cannot say Gilbert.’


    The Prior listened with some amusement. He guessed that this burgess dearly longed to be known as Gilbert of London, and felt ashamed of the plebeian nickname which implied that the only notable thing about him was that once he had lived beside a brook.


    ‘Then you will go down on my list as Goodman Gilbert Becket of London. I hope we never need to send you a message, or if we do that it is only good news. That is all. Your son may go home for a few days at Christmas and Easter, and the long holiday comes at harvest time. Now I shall leave you to say good-bye in private. Then Thomas must go to the boys’ dormitory to be fitted for his cowl.’


    Thomas took an affectionate and respectful leave of his father. His education had been arranged for him, without inquiry into his own wishes; perhaps he would have preferred to be a monk, in a not too strict community where there was plenty of time for reading. If his opinion had been asked he might have suggested it; but as it had not been asked he did what was expected of him.


    He found Merton a pleasant place. The Priory was not really a monastery, though that was what everyone called it; it was a house of Augustinian Canons, specializing in the education of children who would live in the world; for Augustinians, though they are very nearly monks, like to have some secular purpose besides prayer and contemplation.


    In themselves, the lessons were utterly dull; endless learning by heart of conjugations and declensions, or painstaking rendering word by word of snippets of Latin into French. The boys were there to learn Latin Grammar, and no one ever taught them anything else. Strictly speaking, even their Latin was not taught to them; each evening they were given a task to learn by rote, and a Canon heard them repeat it in the morning, beating any pupil who was not word-perfect.


    But Thomas quickly began to see the rewards of learning. By the end of October he understood some phrases of the Psalms, which he heard endlessly repeated in the daily Office. Once he could read Latin all knowledge would be open to him, all history, all philosophy, every tale of travel, satire, or adventure; once he could speak it he might converse with any fellow-Christian anywhere, except ignorant peasants and the queer schismatic Greeks, from Jerusalem to Corunna, from Sicily to Norway; if he spoke it well and fluently he might plead in any lawcourt which acknowledged Pope or Emperor. Such a prize was worth a little exertion in the winning.


    Discipline was strict and pettifogging. The boys were hardly ever free to amuse themselves, and for the greater part of the day they must keep silence. Of course there were no games. But Thomas had no difficulty in obeying the strict regulations. He was in the habit of doing as he was told, and after his work he had no energy for play. He was shooting up to a remarkable tallness, at the same time getting thinner and more purple in the hands, feet and ears; he was always cold, though he wore the thickest cowl he could get hold of. That cowl helped him to behave; dressed as a monk he felt that he ought to act as a monk, and he always did what was expected of him.


    Sometimes his thoughts turned to his mother and sisters, hardly ever to his father. As a rule he was too busy to be homesick. After he had learned to read easily, a trick that came suddenly when he had been at school a few weeks, his master praised his diligence; and praise was a spur that would always keep him hard at work. The next art to be mastered was writing, but he found that more difficult. His long bony arms could not control the immense red hands dangling at their ends, and his fingers were usually thickened by chilblains. Prior Robert was disappointed, but obviously it was not the boy’s fault; though he could write a private letter he would never be able to compose a beautiful Missal.


    Throughout his time at Merton he shared a desk with the same companion, who also slept beside him and sat next to him in chapel. This Robert was a self-possessed young Norman from London, sharing his own background; but he looked forward to a very different future. His parents had vowed him to God before he was born, and he himself would take the vows of an Augustinian as soon as he was old enough. He seemed well suited to the monastic life, without any hankering for the world outside; and he was even more studious and law-abiding than Thomas. He showed occasional traces of original thought, which Thomas never did; Robert would advance his own reasons for believing some point of theology, or his own justification for some decision of daily conduct; while Thomas reproduced accurately and exactly what his teachers had told him. They were about the same age, though Robert had been longer in the cloister. They did not exactly love one another, but each was thoroughly at ease when the other was beside him, since each knew every recess in the other’s mind.


    Yet underneath his scholarly exterior Thomas was perpetually troubled by the hot temper which had made his parents doubt his fitness for the school. When he made a mistake, or did not know the right answer, he accepted correction without resentment; but when he thought he was right, and was told he was wrong, he had to sit still, thinking hard about the gentle kindness of Our Lady, before he could bring himself to acknowledge his fault. Only once did a schoolfellow deliberately quarrel with him, the son of a small rustic freeholder who delighted to sneer at the vulgar money-grubbing burgesses of London. Thomas clenched his fists, standing breast to breast with his tormentor; then he swung away, to pass the rest of the recreation hour kneeling in the chapel. But he had looked so stark that no one tried to quarrel with him again.


    For besides Latin Grammar one thing was taught at Merton. Everyone there, from the Prior to the youngest pupil, was continually exercising self-control, in chapel, in the refectory, in the dormitory, at lessons in the cloister; a grave carriage and a friendly but remote smile were formally demanded during every waking hour.


    When Thomas came home for Christmas his parents noted the change in him. Their son, once so hot-tempered and quick to change his moods, now sat smiling quietly through any annoyance. Rose knew that within himself he was as quick to anger as he had ever been, and admired his self-possession. Gilbert merely remarked that those Canons were quick workers; they had changed the nature of young Thomas in less than half a year.


    The following July, when he rode home behind a groom (for his father had guests and could not come to fetch him), he found a greater change awaiting him. The house itself looked different, for the stable was full of horses, and the yard full of swaggering sergeants in leather jacks girt with great swords. Rose ran to greet him, but his father remained in the hall, perched on a stool while he talked to someone who sat in the only chair which should have been the throne of the master of the house. As his son entered he hardly looked up.


    ‘This is the boy,’ he said in a deferential tone. ‘If you think him worthy of the honour he could ride with you tomorrow. Thomas, come here and kneel before the lord Richer de l’Aigle, who has offered to rear you in courteous manners at his castle of Pevensey.’


    ‘It was the least I could offer, Goodman Gilbert,’ the stranger answered graciously. ‘When I came to deal with those penny-pinching clerks at the Exchequer your advice was invaluable.’


    ‘It was nothing, my lord,’ Gilbert went on, in a subservient whine which Thomas thought unpleasant. ‘If I didn’t know my way about the Exchequer I should soon owe the King more than I possess. Besides,’ and Thomas was pleased to see his back straighten, ‘in this strange land we Normans must stick together.’


    Thomas knelt before the lord Richer, as he had been taught to kneel before the Prior of Merton. ‘Welcome to my father’s hall,’ he said carefully and distinctly, for he genuinely enjoyed ceremonious behaviour. ‘If my father desires me to serve you I shall serve you loyally–and I have never been inside a great castle.’


    ‘You are not to serve me,’ Richer answered. ‘It would be a poor repayment for your father’s kindness, to make his only son my vassal. No, the arrangement is quite different. If it pleases you, you shall come with me to Pevensey for the summer, until it is time for you to return to Merton. You shall learn to ride, and fly a hawk, and play chess, and carve at table, with the sons of my neighbours who are learning these things in my castle.’


    Thomas’s heart gave a bound. He had been aware of social distinctions since he was old enough to go out into the crowded streets of London. The son of a burgess, he was being offered the training of a gentleman. He rose to his feet and bowed low, bending from the waist at right angles as when he served Mass at Merton.


    ‘You approve, I see,’ said the lord Richer with a smile. ‘We may as well begin at once, with your bow. Don’t bob at me as though I were the Crucifix on the High Altar. Tuck in your stomach, bend your backbone, and bring forward your shoulders so that I see the top of your head. Like this.’ Rising, he bowed gracefully and deferentially to young Thomas. As he resumed his seat he spoke once more to Gilbert.


    ‘The boy speaks the French of Normandy, so the rest should come easily. If his tongue had been the horrible half-English jargon you hear in Cheapside my work would have been impossible. It is amazing to see how our language has altered in a mere sixty years.’


    ‘We are true Normans,’ said Gilbert proudly. ‘My children were born here in London; but my wife is from Caen, and I myself was born in Thierceville and reared in Rouen. Thomas has no taint of the conquered English. He is Norman through and through.’


    Thomas meanwhile was inspecting his new lord, and approving what he saw. The lord Richer was young, not more than twenty-five; in figure he was tall and spare, with the broad shoulders and slim waist of a warrior; his eyes and hair were dark, and he had inherited the fierce hooked nose which had given his family its surname. But he had a merry smile, and the wrinkles round his eyes, which spoke of much staring into the sun, formed an encouraging pattern. His clothes were such as a great man should wear on an unimportant occasion: a tunic and hood of excellent blue cloth over a fine linen shirt; chausses in the natural grey of the wool, cross-gartered in scarlet leather to match scarlet leather shoes bearing burnished spurs. His mantle, also of plain blue cloth, was fastened on the right shoulder with a ruby brooch, and his scarlet leather belt ended in a buckle of scarlet enamel. His knightly broadsword, in its red leather scabbard fastened to a red leather baldric, was at present propped against the chair.


    It was evident that this lord could spend what he liked on his personal adornment. To visit London on business he chose to dress quietly in blue with red accessories; but even this equipment must have cost more than the dress of many burgesses who flaunted in green and yellow. Thomas loved fine clothes, but now he realized for the first time that it was grander to hint at hidden splendour than to walk abroad gorgeously attired every day. In matters of social conduct the lord Richer should prove a worthy teacher.


    Noting the boy’s curious gaze on his dress, Richer took up the subject. ‘At Merton I suppose you wear the cowl. That outfit must be what you took there a year ago. It’s too small for you, and not quite what you should wear in a castle. Under my roof you may wear my livery; in fact you should, if you are to serve as a page. No, Gilbert, I insist. Let me do the thing handsomely. We shall open the bales after supper, and your mother shall choose something that fits you.’


    After supper Rose and the lord Richer’s steward conferred together for what seemed like hours, while he stood like a lay figure before them, clad only in his shirt. At Pevensey there were several pages, so the Michaelmas livery included plenty of clothes to fit a boy in his ninth year. He was given a tunic of fine thin cloth for great occasions, thicker tunics for riding, thin chausses and padded riding-chausses, soft shoes covering the instep lest the stirrup chafe him, a belt and crossgarters of untanned leather; finally the steward handed him a plain steel dagger, its bone hilt carved into the eagle-head of the de l’Aigles. Rose did not want him to take it, protesting that a clerk should not carry arms; but Thomas was thrilled. He had never before worn steel. His only regret was that since the hilt had no guard it was impossible to see the knife as a miniature of the cross-hilted knightly sword.


    As soon as the bundles were refastened the pack-train and escort set out for Sussex. They would travel through the night to reach Pevensey after one halt. But the lord Richer and his personal following would start in the morning; the journey was only sixty miles, and warriors could accomplish it in one day.


    Thomas might no longer sleep in the chamber, with his parents and sisters; he had grown too old, and a part of his childhood was gone for ever. There was a pallet for him at the back of the hall, where also slept the lord Richer and his companions. But since Thomas went to bed while his elders still sat over their wine Rose took this rare opportunity for a private talk with him.


    ‘I am sure you are disappointed not to spend your holiday with us,’ she began, ‘but your father could not miss this lucky chance. We have been useful to the lord Richer, in his dealings with the Exchequer. He’s a good honest man, for all that he’s a great lord, and I could see that he was looking for some way to repay us. He is too courteous to offer money to his host, and he can’t put much business in our way. I made him think of this plan, by talking of your return and lamenting the lack of room in this house. Don’t waste the opportunity. When you leave Merton you will be a learned clerk, able to make your own way in the world. There is no position too high for you, if you use the wits God gave you. But often one thing holds back the cleverest clerks. Do you know what it is?’


    ‘Do you mean that they don’t know how to fight? Is that what I shall learn from the lord Richer?’


    ‘No, my darling. Clever clerks need not fight, and I hope fighting never comes your way. But some learned men never get the advancement they deserve because they don’t know how to behave in the company of the great. The lord Richer will teach you how knights live in castles, and how to be courteous to noble ladies. He will also teach you to ride a destrier and to joust, and I see that is what you wish to learn from him. But it is more important that you learn how to carve meat for the high table, how to pass the winecup, how to eat neatly and quietly, using only two fingers and never splashing the gravy. Learn chess also, if you find someone willing to teach you without betting on the game. Listen attentively to jongleurs and trouveres; don’t bother to learn the words of their poems, but you ought to know the stories, about Roland and Ogier the Dane, and King Arthur who once reigned in this land (though when I was a girl no one had heard of him; if you ask me he is just a modern invention). If you know the stories you can mention them in conversation, and that’s one of the marks of a gentleman. Any scullion can quote snippets from the poems, but only the well-born know the whole stories. Then there is hunting, and all the host of queer words the gentry have invented to prove that chasing a deer is more noble than chasing our cat Tib. If the lord Richer offers to take you hunting of course you must jump at it; but even if he doesn’t you can pick up a lot by talking with huntsmen and grooms. If you learn all you can, and notice how the people round you behave in their private affairs, your manners will be good enough for any company in the land. And if you ever feel shy and unworthy of your noble companions, remember that you are a true Norman. You had an ancestor at Hastings, which is as much as the greatest of them can boast.’


    She kissed him good night and left him. In the morning there was such a bustle that he had no chance for further talk with her before he set out.


    The ride to Pevensey showed him that he had a lot to learn. When his father visited Merton, only eighteen miles from London, he stayed the night and returned the next day. The lord Richer and his train thought sixty miles a fair day’s ride, which showed they were accustomed to a different breed of horse. Thomas was mounted on a quiet hobby, normally the warhorse of a hobilar or light-armed sergeant. He could sit on it and control it well enough, chiefly because it had no wish to leave its companions. But he was not accustomed to long hours at a hand-gallop, and before he had gone twenty miles the saddle had chafed him raw.


    In the afternoon, as they slowed to a walk, threading one of the muddy tracks of the Weald, the lord Richer called him up to ask a few civil questions about what he was learning at Merton. To Thomas it was the typical conversation of a grown-up man; they always asked you how far you had got in your Latin and whether writing was really as difficult as it looked; and you knew very well that they scarcely listened to your careful answers.


    But in fact it was not a random conversation. Richer de l’Aigle had been wondering how to treat this little merchant’s brat; on a sudden impulse of kindness he had offered to train him as a gentleman, but the boy might be a clod, incapable of improvement. In that case he would feed him well and give him the run of the mews and the stables; he would enjoy country life and return to his family none the worse. But the child might have more in him than the calculating blood of a drysalter. Any Norman could make a good warrior, and he was of sound Norman stock. If he showed promise it would be interesting to teach him the management of arms, until he had the skill of a knight as well as the learning of a clerk. An educated knight, or a clerk who could use a sword, would be something of a rarity in England.


    The lord Richer had noticed his discomfort; his tender knees had been rubbed by the saddle and the jolting gallop had upset his stomach. He was not afraid of his hobby, nor of the big destriers which splashed beside him, and that was all to the good; but he might be so unused to discomfort, and so sorry for himself, that he could not answer politely. Then there would be no point in going further, for the first lesson a warrior must learn is to disregard fatigue and pain.


    When he sent the boy back to his place in the little column the lord Richer had made up his mind. This lad was something out of the ordinary. You could see him pulling himself together, and that was not quite as it should be; for a good knight always looked composed, no matter what strain might be distressing him. But he had pulled himself together, and answered the banal questions carefully; he had even managed a smile, when he was not far from being sick in the saddle. He had more than self-control; he had unusual determination. Within him was a warrior; it would be an absorbing task to bring out his latent qualities.


    Therefore during the first weeks at Pevensey Thomas was constantly in the company of his lord, and of the two young sons of noblemen whom he was ‘nourishing’. There were three other pages, but they were sons of Richer’s vassals, there to make themselves useful in return for board and wages; not to be trained in the art of courteous living, which was the real object of ‘nourishing’ the son of a friend. Thomas had been quick to see the niche into which he was expected to fit, in the elaborate hierarchy of the great castle. He knew that he had won approval, and that the best was open to him; he determined to deserve it.


    His elders were impressed by his self-control, though some thought it too marked to be a wholly admirable quality. In the evening after he had spent his first day in the mews Richer discussed him with a neighbour, young Reginald de Braoze who had ridden over from Bramber to hawk in the marsh.


    ‘Did you notice that boy when the peregrine nipped him in the wrist? Of course it was his own fault, for he had the jesses in a tangle; but he went on hooding the bird without squeezing her any harder. Most lads of that age would have tried to get their own back on the hawk. He has the making of a falconer.’


    ‘I saw him,’ Reginald agreed. ‘He’s a noticeable type, isn’t he? With those gawky hands and feet he stands out in any crowd. By the way, he’s passing the jug now, and spilling half of it. But that may be nerves. All the same, I wasn’t very taken with him. I saw his face when he was bitten, and it didn’t look pleasant. Then he glanced quickly at you, and swallowed his feelings with an effort. He didn’t harm the hawk, and that’s to his credit. But I could fairly see him thinking he was on his best public behaviour, under the eye of his host and lord. Obviously he has a fiendish temper, though at present the desire to please is stronger. One day his temper may win, and then there’s no telling what he may do. Even that would be better than calculated self-control, putting up with anything to keep on the right side of a benefactor. He may have the making of a falconer; he also has the making of a self-seeking toady.’


    ‘He has his way to make in the world. His father is a merchant of London; he was useful to me, and I repay him by training the son. It’s a business arrangement, not a friendly favour. He is right to make full use of his opportunity.’


    ‘It’s your concern, not mine. When he grows up I wouldn’t like him as an enemy, but I wouldn’t want him as a vassal either. You say he is of merchant stock? Then, depend on it, he’ll serve himself and no other, as these merchants always do.’


    That settled the personality of Thomas to the satisfaction of the high table. Richer de l’ Aigle continued to train him in hawking and hunting, and in the knightly style of riding; but that was because Richer had the instincts of a pedagogue and enjoyed instructing someone who learned so fast; not because anyone in Pevensey was very taken with him as a person.


    Pevensey was a very big castle, since the outer bailey had once been a fortified camp, in the days when Britain was a province of Rome. The stone keep on its motte in a corner provided lodging for the lord Richer and his immediate household, but a large population of sergeants, craftsmen and retainers lived in wooden huts behind the Roman wall. The hall was always filled with a crowd of many social classes, sharply differentiated. Thomas found much to learn, and he was interested in learning it.


    At the top of the pyramid, immediately below the lord Richer himself, came the senior officials, castellan, constable, butler, and steward, technically men of gentle birth; their wives and daughters were the senior ladies, for Richer was an unmarried orphan. There were always a few knights who held of de I’Aigle, putting in the annual forty days of castle-guard by which they held their land. These were the gentry, and though there were wide differences of status among them, to a page they were all on the same level, far above him.


    Below them, dining also at the high table but in other ways leading a life apart, came the clerks. Master William, who kept my lord’s seal, liked to hear himself called the chancellor, though really no one below the rank of Count or Bishop should have a chancellor of his own; he was undoubtedly head of a group of nearly a dozen educated men, from the powerful and important clerk of the kitchen to the underpaid vicar who gabbled through Sunday Mass in the parish church. They were set apart not because they were ministers of religion (for some of them had only the lowest orders), but because they were celibate; they did not join in the unending wooing, or teasing, of ladies which was the staple form of conversation at the high table. Although they were educated, they were not particularly intelligent; the service of a private lord was a dead-end career, which only the second-rate would choose. Thomas could not help comparing them to the Canons of Merton, the only other group of clerks well known to him; they came very poorly out of the comparison, and he seldom thought about them.


    The next class comprised those who dined at the first table in the body of the hall, the table where young Thomas passed the wine; because they did not get the best quality and it did not matter if he spilled some. These were the skilled members of the household who were not gentry; but their skills were very various. First came the petty officers of the garrison, pre-eminent because their trade was arms; they were mostly quicktempered and stupid. More interesting were the heads of technical departments, the stud groom, the head falconer, the chief hunstsman, the farrier and the armourer; these had risen in the world from lowly beginnings, outdistancing their fellows because they were intelligent. Their conversation would have been interesting if Thomas could have understood it; but it was so full of technical terms that they might have been speaking a foreign language. Most of them were married, but there were no women at the table; their families lived in huts in the outer bailey, and the men dined by themselves in hall because dinner at their lord’s table was an important part of their wages.


    At another table sat the common sergeants, crossbows or spearmen. They were men of little account, but even they lived by the sword; so they were far above ordinary servants and labourers who never went to war. They could not be expected to eat with unarmed riff-raff; but they drank beer instead of wine, and needed no page to wait on them.


    There were two more tables for the mere servants, male and female; these spoke English, and did not matter.


    This was the whole company who dined in the hall of Pevensey castle, rather less than three hundred in all. Cooks and scullions ate in the kitchen, and pages and serving-men after the first sitting had finished. The castle sheltered more than four hundred men, a considerable world for young Thomas to find his way in.


    A large part of his day was taken up with serving at the supper table, for everyone sat there as long as possible since afterwards there was nothing to do but to go to bed. At this summer season dinner was a hurried meal, with everyone anxious to get out into the daylight of afternoon; his fellow-pages told him that sometimes in winter dinner ran on into supper, so that a young page must eat standing by the screens which led into the kitchen. He was lucky to miss that discomfort.


    His mornings and afternoons were devoted to the stable and the mews. Here he had no duties; he came as the friend and pupil of the lord Richer. But he was compelled to work very hard, for he had much to learn. It was easy to sit on a well-mannered destrier, and he was not at all afraid; yet at first he nearly despaired, for the lord Richer and his head groom seemed to be asking him to do the impossible. He must keep his legs straight, with the toes well out in front; that only needed thought, though it was not the way he had been taught to ride an ambling hackney. It was the things he had to do with his hands which made it so difficult. On his left arm was a leather shield, holding his wrist almost immovable, so that only the tips of his fingers could reach the reins; he could never shorten these, or gather in the slack, because he was forbidden to use his right hand for anything except the management of his lance, at present represented by a slender stick. At the other end of the reins was a bit of such savage severity that a light accidental jab brought the destrier to a rearing stop; but he must keep a feel of this bit, or the horse would sprawl in his gallop. Just to make this difficult task quite impossible, they put long-prick spurs on his heels; if his feet moved the horse began to buck.


    After a fortnight of this training he ached all over; but at last he had caught the trick of sitting so still that he moved with the horse, never unintentionally touching its mouth or flank. Then they began to teach him to control it, which they considered the only difficult part of riding.


    Every day he sat in the saddle until the horse was tired (no one noticed his own fatigue). Then, if there was time, he visited the line of hooded hawks standing on perches in the mews. Here he had to begin by learning a completely new language; for the anatomical terms for falcons were unlike ordinary French, but it was very disgusting to use them incorrectly. He must handle the savage birds, and do complicated things to their heads and wings, putting on hoods sewn with little bells or imping a damaged pinion. Whatever the hawk did to him he must not annoy or vex her, that was the prime law of falconry; and she would be vexed if she sensed he was nervous. For the whole basis of hawking was really a kind of confidence-trick; it was impossible to compel a bird in the air to come back to her master; but she must never find this out.


    The gentry thought riding and hawking quite easy, and as Thomas continued his training his respect for them increased.


    In September, when it was time for him to go back to Merton, he was pressed to return to Pevensey next year. He had learned much that was quite new to him, and he was anxious to continue his training; it was more remarkable that the lord Richer wanted him. It was impossible to find fault with him, since he did exactly as he was told; nor could anyone reproach him for a milksop, since he had thrown himself into his riding and falconry with a passionate determination which disregarded pain and danger. But he made hard work of what should have been enjoyment. One of the principles of aristocratic life is that skill should never deteriorate into effort; a good horseman must not only ride well, he must ride easily. Thomas tried too hard.


    But the lord Richer thought him an oddity, and was amused by the spectacle of a young boy taking life so seriously. Besides, the lord of Pevensey was often called to London on business, and it was very convenient to find a welcome in a genuine Norman household in Cheapside, where the cooking was good and the beds free from fleas. He had discovered a graceful way of repaying Goodman Gilbert’s hospitality. As to his followers, none of them disliked young Thomas, though no one chose him as an intimate friend.


    At Merton it was the same. Thomas was approved by his teachers because he gave them no trouble; his schoolfellows did not dislike him, but they did not seek his company.


    Young Thomas was well aware of this. He was an only son, who did not mix easily with his English neighbours in Cheapside because of his Norman background; at home he had never found an intimate friend, and now at Merton and Pevensey close friendship was still denied to him. That was regrettable, but it could not be helped. The other boys he knew had such mild and tepid desires that they could not share the raging passions in his breast.


    His leading passion was, of course, ambition. He did not yet know in which field he would excel, but excel he must. At Merton he saw himself as a great scholar, rewarded with high office in the Church. In that atmosphere learning seemed obviously the highest good. He liked to dream that one day a lean bookworm, his black gown turning green with age, would tap on the arm another shabby student, saying: ‘There goes Master Thomas. He’s thin and ugly and poorly dressed, but he knows more about … than any other clerk in Christendom. They wanted to make him a Cardinal, but he can’t spare the time from his books.’


    The trouble about this dream was that he could not fill in the missing word, the subject of his profound researches. He was fascinated by the idea of the great international Republic of Letters. It was wonderful to think that wise men in France and Italy and Germany and Greece, and even among the infidels of Spain and Asia, were all pondering the Nature and Attributes of God, pooling their knowledge as soon as a new truth was defined; it was even more wonderful to know that any new discovery must be made known in Latin, so that when he had thoroughly mastered the grammar through which he was now hacking his way he would be able to debate the latest theology with a Hungarian or a Pole. He had the quickest brain in the school, and when anything was explained by a teacher he could always follow the explanation. But he could not think of a subject that needed investigation; though when it had been investigated and he was told the result he saw that it had been an obvious line of inquiry.


    Perhaps Prior Robert of Merton was right when he said ruefully that young Thomas had a most accurate mind, which lacked any trace of original thought.


    His second daydream was one that would come first in the minds of most boys of his age. He would be the best knight in the West, the scourge of the infidels who menaced the Holy City. That was not so difficult as it sounded, for he started with one great advantage; he was pure Norman, and by common consent Normans were the best warriors in the world. Already from that single province of France three swarms of conquerors had gone forth; first a band of private adventurers had won southern Italy from the Greeks and Sicily from the infidel; the grandson of a poor knight from Hauteville was now a mighty King, recognized by Pope and Emperor. Then Duke William, a bastard barely returned from exile, had so impressed the holy King of England that the realm had been left to him by will; when a usurper threatened to steal his heritage the Norman army had conquered the country in a single battle. Duke William’s sons were the mightiest paladins of the age. Old men still spoke in hushed tones of the horrors and splendours of the reign of Rufus; and Henry, now reigning, had imposed the strictest peace England had ever known. But to a gallant knight the noblest of the sons of William must be Robert, who had ridden right across the civilized world to free the Holy Sepulchre; he and his Normans had fought and conquered at Dorylaeum and Antioch before they escaladed the Holy City, capturing unbreached walls from the top of a single ladder. For many years past the unlucky Duke Robert had lingered a prisoner in Cardiff castle, old and blind and crippled; but he was still alive, the prince in whose lifetime Normans had conquered Sicily and England, the prince who had himself driven the infidel from Jerusalem. He was the embodiment of Norman valour.


    These were Thomas’s two dreams, of scholarship and knightly prowess; he never spoke of them, and his companions could not guess what ambitions he harboured. Only Rose his mother knew, from his mutterings in sleep and a few unguarded phrases. They were obvious goals enough, but one thing seemed to her worth noting; he thought nothing of money, for all that he was the son of a merchant.


    One other subject often filled his mind, though it could not be an object of ambition. He genuinely loved God, and the Mother of God. At Merton he was surrounded by men whose whole lives were devoted to God’s service, so that was not very surprising. But his was more than the conventional piety of the catechism-class. The idea that God had come down to earth to share the suffering of mankind had captured his imagination; whenever he was hungry or in pain he thought of God’s sufferings on the Cross. And whenever he was unusually happy, and on the whole he was often very happy, he thought with gratitude of the Mother of God, who had brought Salvation into the world. He did not aspire to repay this great debt of gratitude, but there were a few simple rules he must keep or he would not get into Heaven; in his monastic school the chief of these commandments seemed that concerning Chastity. Like all his fellows, he had known the machinery of generation since he was old enough to notice the difference between a bull and a cow; before he had felt the first stirrings of puberty he had resolved that he would be chaste until he died.


    In his daydreams he never did anything. His deeds were already performed, and he was receiving the admiration of the crowd because he behaved as was expected of a scholar or a knight.


    For six years he continued his studies at Merton, spending the summer holidays at Pevensey; so that he only visited Cheapside for the short vacations at Christmas and Easter. At each visit he was conscious of changes in his home. Every year his father did less business; not because he was a failure as a drysalter, but because he did not want to make more money; he had enough to live on, in a style suitable to his rank, and he was gradually buying houses in the city with his savings; soon he would be able to retire altogether, to live on the rent of his property. That was not so honourable as holding land by knight-service, but it was better than earning bread by buying and selling, notoriously a way of life tempting to sharp practice.


    His sisters were no longer charming babies to be played with and cooed over; the elder, Matilda, was betrothed to the son of a prosperous tanner; Mary, the younger, lodged with the nuns of Barking in Essex, and it had already been decided that she should enter that wealthy and fashionable community as soon as she was old enough to take her vows.


    He had never been particularly close to his father, and now his sisters were withdrawn from intimate companionship. That left only his mother. To her he was still baby Thomas, the clever but self-willed child who must be shielded from the consequences of his own quick temper. She loved him dearly, but she could not follow his thoughts. He was in practice alone in the world.


    One wise man studied him closely, and took an interest in his future. In the summer of 1133, when Thomas was in his fifteenth year, Prior Robert of Merton sent for Goodman Gilbert. In the parlour, when they were alone, he came straight to the point.


    ‘I have been thinking about your son, and I have made up my mind. He must either leave Merton soon or stay for the rest of his life. It is for you, his father, to decide. In body he is almost a man, and his mind also is formed. An original idea has never entered his head, and I don’t suppose one ever will; but he is quick and accurate and painstaking, and we have taught him all the secular learning he can find in a convent of Canons. I gather you don’t want him at home until he is ready to start work. But all the other boys follow his lead. They don’t like him, but the force of his character compels them. A layman of such influence is out of place in a monastery. He always obeys a lawful command, and if you order him to take vows he can join our community. He won’t be a holy monk, but he will never be scandalous, and his brain will be useful to the house. But bear in mind that he has never expressed a desire for the life of religion. I hate to see a man take vows against his inclination, even if he keeps them afterwards. I advise you to take him away. In any case he is too mature, and too forceful, to stay on as a lay scholar.’


    Gilbert was taken aback by this sudden call for a decision.


    ‘It’s too late to apprentice him, Father Prior. I took it for granted that he could stay here until he got some clerk’s post in the lord Richer’s establishment at Pevensey. They are bound to offer him something one day. It seems a pity to waste his learning, but I suppose he must keep accounts for some rich merchant.’


    ‘You need not waste his learning. He’s not cut out for religion, but he will make a good clerk, say a lawyer. There are good grammar schools in London; let him live at home and study at one of them for a year or so. Then, if he still shows promise, you could send him to some greater school oversea where he can learn Canon Law.’


    ‘Very well, Father Prior. It shall be as you advise. I won’t press him to be a monk against his inclination. Perhaps the priesthood is the career for him.’


    ‘I doubt it. He thinks too much of his repute in this world. Subdeacon and lawyer is nearer his mark. But he is intelligent, and his conduct will never disgrace you.’


    So it was arranged. As usual, Thomas was not consulted; he was merely informed that next September he would be entering the grammar school conducted by the Canons of St. Paul’s Cathedral; and that this summer would be his last holiday at Pevensey.


    He went there fiercely determined to make the most of his last chance of learning the arts of chivalry. He astonished his companions by his daring and energy when they jousted with padded lances in the lists; he could not always stop his horse, but certainly he could urge it to the charge.


    He also threw himself into the business of falconry, and that brought him into mortal danger for the first time in his life.


    When the lord Richer rode out with falcons and spaniels on the wide expanse of Pevensey Level Thomas was merely an onlooker in the background, unless he was permitted to make himself useful as a cadger, bearing the wooden cadge on which falcons travelled. But he was allowed a sparrow-hawk to man himself, for those short-winged ‘birds of the bush’ were not nearly so valuable as the graceful ‘birds of the tower’, which mounted into the sky before stooping on a quarry flushed by the spaniels; sparrow-hawks chase their prey from behind, and so are less interesting to the watching sportsman.


    In one way birds of the bush might afford more excitement. While a falcon could be watched from any open space, even by a dismounted man, Thomas must ride after his hawk. She would follow her chosen prey wherever it flew, and when she killed she would loiter to eat it unless he had kept her in sight. The gallop through thick bush beside a stream could be as exciting as hunting at force after a stag.


    On one August afternoon Thomas rode out alone on a spirited hobby, hawk on fist. He considered his bird manned, and was determined to lure her back from her kill without help from the astringer who had shown him how to educate her. Near the millstream he put up a teal, and cast off his hawk. But he was not quite quick enough, the quarry had a good start, and he settled down to ride in pursuit.


    The day was warm, but the bushes were in full leaf, and he pulled forward his hood to protect his face from scratches. He crouched on the neck of his little horse, the reins loose, peeping up to keep his hawk in sight and leaving his mount to pick the way. As he galloped down stream he heard, above the patter of hooves, the clacking of the millwheel. The teal heard also, and jinked from the sound; his hawk cut a corner and overtook to kill. Thomas saw her standing on her prey, just below the mill but on the far side of the stream.


    There was only one thought in his mind; this was the first time he had flown a hawk by himself, and he must lure her before she was lost. The stream was too wide to jump and too deep to ford, but the millrace was spanned by a little plank bridge. A sportsman won praise by riding over difficult places. In two strides he would be over, before he had time to be frightened. With a wrench at the bit he set his horse straight at the bridge, and again dropped the reins on his neck.


    Then things began to happen all at once. Hooves slipped on the wet planking, and the horse, striving to keep its feet, gave a wriggle of its backbone more disconcerting than any buck. As Thomas shot out of the saddle he was conscious of a single agonizing thought: the hobby had his feet under him again, and would cross the stream safely; he, Thomas, had ‘dismounted of his own free will’, as the grooms said caustically when an unpractised jouster lay on the ground with his destrier standing over him. As a horseman he was disgraced, and at Pevensey horsemanship counted for more than anything else in the world.


    A moment later panic displaced shame. He was borne along by the current, unable even to call for help; for his hood, twisted in the water, now completely covered his face. He could hear the clack of the wheel, though he could not see when he would reach it to be flogged to pieces by the great baulks of timber. In a few seconds he would be dead.


    Suddenly he was calm. He could do nothing to save himself, but he had been granted the great mercy of knowing he was about to die. His eyes were so absorbed in studying the weave of his hood against the grey underwater light that he could not fix his mind on the Judgment of God which he was about to experience; but his training at Merton came to his help, and mechanically he repeated the Act of Contrition. Then something hit him on the back of the neck. That must be the wheel, though dying was not so painful as he had expected. He blew a bubble, and fainted.


    When he came to himself he was lying prone over a log, vomiting water. As someone turned him over he groaned. Then he was aware of a rough figure looming over him, rumbling quietly but continuously in the English of Sussex. ‘Eh, master, you were born to be hanged, that I see. Falling into the race with the wheel going, and your mouth stopped by your hood! Water won’t drown a skylarking boy, so they say; but you tried your luck very high. Bothering me when I have all that grist to sack and weigh! Boys and hawkers, they’re always a nuisance to an honest miller; but a boy with a hawk beats all! Are you feeling better? I’ll catch your pony and set you on your way.’


    Thomas sat up, found himself fainting, and lay back again.


    ‘Ah, you’ll have to wait a bit, master,’ the miller continued. ‘You’re not the first I’ve fished out of the race, and ’tis a fearful thing. But, come to think of it, you’re the first who couldn’t cry for help. I just came forth to stop the wheel, with the stones grinding air; and there you were. ’Tis so damned lucky it must mean something. Maybe your doom is a great one, and you must live until it comes to you. Tell me your name, lad, and I’ll remember it. I may hear it again.’


    ‘I am Thomas fitzGilbert, or Thomas Becket, or Thomas of Cheapside in London. And I thank you for saving my life,’ Thomas murmured.


    ‘Don’t rub it in. Maybe I saved your life, but then, d’ye see, I owe a life to the river. Better say an angel saved your life. So you’re a Norman? Well, there may be some good ones. I can’t say your father’s name, and London is a big place; but Becket I can remember, it’s the name we give to that black bird over there. If ever Thomas Becket makes a stir in the world I shall know for sure that this morning’s work was a miracle.’


    Thomas rode gently home by the high road (but the hawk flew away and was never recovered). His talk with the miller had given him something to think over. It was really very extraordinary that the man should have come out to stop his wheel at the exact moment that a drowning boy was being swept to his death, and that the current should have carried him to the feet of his rescuer. He knew the rustic superstition that it is dangerous to cheat a river of its prey; that was why the miller had tried to lay the responsibility on Fate. But the miller might be right, all the same. Perhaps he, Thomas, was reserved for some great destiny.


  

    

      2. Thomas of Cheapside

    


    At the age of fifteen he had the freedom of an adult. For the discipline of St. Paul’s grammar school seemed as light as silk after the unrelenting rectitude of Merton. At the Priory he could never let himself go; even Recreation was no more than decorous conversation on seemly subjects, and the cowl all wore reminded them that they must behave as Augustinians every waking moment. Now he wore the blue tunic and grey chausses that had been his livery at Pevensey, only donning the black gown of a clerk when he was in the class room. In the evening he was free to wander through the streets of London.


    The most fascinating part of the city lay at his own doorstep, Cheapside of the goldsmiths and drapers. Here were the wealth and luxury which had made London famous: silk mantles from the great Christian cities of the eastern Mediterranean, sugar from infidel lands even farther to the eastward, ginger from the realm of Prester John on the far side of the infidels, and parrots and monkeys, fashionable pets for fashionable ladies, from beyond the known world. Just as valuable, though they came from nearer home, were the trinket-boxes decorated with enamel from Limoges or Cosmati-work from Rome. Drapers sold heavily embroidered vestments and mantles of ceremony, stiff with gold and silver thread; these were just beginning their long journey, for Opus Anglicanum, English embroidery, was the best in the world, sold by merchants in Poland and Constantinople. For these luxuries, which they could get nowhere else in England, great men or their stewards visited Cheapside; the taverns and cookshops catered for the rich, and the merchants standing in their doorways were dressed like great lords. But Goodman Gilbert was grander than the grandest draper. He never stood in his doorway, soliciting custom. He lived chiefly by the rent of house-property he had bought, and nowadays when he dealt in hides it was often by letter. His home showed no trace of vulgar commerce, and all through the summer a shield above his door indicated that some lord had accepted the hospitality of a fellow-Norman while he settled his affairs in the city.


    The business that brought great lords to London, when they were not buying amusing trifles in Cheapside, was usually with the Barons of the Exchequer. The Exchequer lay to the west side of the city, in the village that was growing up beside the royal Abbey of Westminster. There every sheriff must settle his accounts twice a year, and the lords of great Honours came to compound for Fines or Reliefs; but the village was always overcrowded, and unless the lords brought tents they must lodge in the city. When he was bored with the bustle of Cheapside Thomas might stroll to Ludgate to see them riding in and out on smart hackneys or fierce destriers.


    Eastward on the river lay Billingsgate, and beyond it the tidal stream where moored the ships from oversea. That was the gay quarter, where wineshops full of painted women opened their doors to sailors. It was the favourite haunt of many London boys, eager to earn a tip as guides or by carrying the baggage of a foreigner; but Thomas seldom went there. He had an innate liking for order and good manners, which Pevensey had reinforced; low company had no charm for him.


    His schoolfellows never tired of staring at the painted women, though they could not afford to do more than stare. To Thomas they were physically revolting. He was at the age to feel the curiosity of puberty, but since he went to Merton he had known that these urges would come, and that they must be resisted. Dignity forbade him to have an affair with a common drab. Sometimes he wondered whether one day he would fall in love with a noble lady, fall completely and utterly in love as did the knights in the Romances, so that comradeship and good repute, and even the oath to a liegelord which was the strongest tie in the secular world, were all as nothing against the power of Cupid. That was known to be the overwhelming passion, so strong that its victims could scarcely be blamed for yielding. But he thought he might be lucky enough to escape. He had been born with the handicap of a very quick temper, and by incessant discipline he had learned to master it; surely he would not also be afflicted by an overpowering temptation to lust.


    To his contemporaries romantic love was a new and fashionable affliction, the latest and most interesting disease of the mind. All the best poets were embroidering the recently discovered history of King Arthur; to them Lancelot, compelled to betray his lord by love of Guinevere, was as much to be pitied as if he had been infected by a mortal sickness. That was how they saw the matter at Pevensey, listening to trouveres in the hall. But that was not how they saw the matter at Merton, and on this point Thomas considered Merton was right. If he followed his father in the family business he would presently marry the decent and well-dowered daughter of a fellow-burgess; if he became a tonsured clerk, which was what he wanted, he would never marry. Meanwhile, though he experienced some disturbing dreams, he remained a virgin.


    There was another important quarter of London, besides the rich shops and the harbour. But good Londoners seldom went there, and did their best to forget about it. Where the eastern wall swept down to the river stood the Tower, astride the fortifications so that its garrison could enter or leave at will; and in the Tower lived the sheriff of Middlesex, with his band of unruly and bullying sergeants. Three times a year he met the burgesses assembled in their shire-court, and collected his farm. That was wrong, for any scholar would tell you that cities should collect their own taxes, as did the cities of antiquity. The Londoners could do it better by themselves, paying the King his due but collecting it on a fair assessment; in fact they had done it not so long ago. But nowadays King Henry, though he never demanded too much, liked to know that he had the physical power to tallage his burgesses at his own pleasure. His sheriff in the Tower, astride the circle of the cherished wall, was the symbol of royal dominion.


    Thus the London of the burgesses lay between the King’s officials at Westminster and the King’s sergeants in the Tower. Nevertheless, the burgesses elected an alderman for each ward; and they all met in the folkmoot which had swallowed up the old shire-court of Middlesex. There was enough local politics to be interesting, and Goodman Gilbert, who had served one year as a rather weak alderman for Cheap, was interested in it.


    Intertwined with this mercantile city lay the London of the clerks, affected by business prosperity but holding aloof from commerce. Here was the greatest concentration of learned men in England, thirteen religious communities and the clergy of 126 parish churches, all under the Bishop and the Chapter of St. Paul’s. Unemployed clerks naturally collected round this great pool of benefices, which was also next door to the King’s offices at Westminster. There were no less than three grammar schools, and by common consent the best of these was St. Paul’s.


    At St. Paul’s Thomas worked very hard, but he found the study of rhetoric most unlike the silent application of Merton. He was set to learn by heart famous speeches of antiquity, or the unintelligible Greek names for various figures and modes of argument. He did this as well as his fellows, for he had a good memory; but then everyone in the school had a good and well-trained memory, or he would not have survived the rigours of elementary education. The chief object of a liberal education was to teach skill in argument; that was done by frequent disputations, extempore debates on set themes. In these debates a quick wit and a knack of making memorable assonances and jingles in rhyme counted for more than deep thought. Thomas proved an effective debater, and soon made his mark in the school.
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