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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).


  

    

      I. Sussex 1096.

    


    Osbert fitzRalph held the manor of Bodeham in Sussex from the Count of Eu. But in the winter of 1095 the Count was in the King’s prison, awaiting sentence for his unsuccessful rebellion last summer; his tenants in southern England, who had been too closely watched to dare to join in the rising, hoped they would soon hold direct from the King, after the land had been confiscated. Still, it would be blatantly unfaithful to go to the King’s court while their lord was his prisoner, so Osbert and his two sons, Ralph and Roger, kept that Christmas of 1095 at the new and half-built Abbey of Battle.


    During the Octave of Christmas a monk from Fecamp preached on the acts of the council recently held at Clermont, and the duty of all Christian warriors to go to the rescue of their persecuted brethren in the East. All the congregation of local landholders and idle peasants heard the sermon in silence, and said nothing after-wards to commit themselves, the Saxons because they could not understand a word of what was preached to them, the Normans because they were members of a cautious race.


    On the 7th of January Osbert rode the ten miles home with his sons, through the deep tangled woods of the Weald. Conversation was impossible on the ride, as the horses struggled in single file, girth-deep in the muddy clay track; but in the evening they crossed the Rother at Bodeham Bridge, and rode up the hill to the timber and-wattle hall that looked northwards to the endless woods of Kent. There were only servants to welcome them at the manor, for Messer Osbert’s wife had died two years before, and he had no daughters. He got stiffly off his horse and limped into the hall, for he had received a spear-wound in the thigh at the second taking of York. He was an old man, creaking with the rheumatism of the Weald, and his beard was white, though his hauberk had long since rubbed the hair from his crown. His sons followed him, and all three stood warming their hands round the fire that burnt in the middle of the room, while the servants set out the table for supper. He glared at his sons under shaggy white eyebrows, and spoke in a complaining voice:


    “Well, out with it. I suppose you two young fools are burning to fight for the Christians of the East, and all you want is a large sum of money from me to take you out there. The whole idea is nonsense, and that’s flat. I very much doubt if those Easterners really want us, whatever they may have told His Holiness the Pope, and in any case we have quite enough to do here, holding down this half-conquered land. What do you think about it, Ralph?”


    He sat down at the supper-table, and took a long drink of beer. His sons sat down in their places, and Ralph looked up to answer, with a nervous smile. He was a handsome youth of twenty-one, his fair hair worn long in the new fashion of the court.


    “I think it is an excellent idea, father. Now that my excommunication is lifted, I mean to keep on good terms with the Church. At this end of the kingdom we have no chance of winning new lands, and I don’t want to die in Bodeham, without making any name in the world.”


    “Stuff and nonsense,” his father answered. “You young men are never content to stay at home. Let me remind you that your last campaign was nothing to be proud of; going off as a soldier, and then getting excommunicated too. You remember what it cost me to get that ban lifted. But you had better stick to the King’s service. You may have to do some ugly things, as all soldiers do, yet the King will be grateful to you one day. You have arms and a horse already; go back to the King in the spring, and watch your chance to win his favour. I am an old man now, and when I die, I want a son to succeed me. Stay in England or Normandy, and you shall have Bodeham when I am gone.”


    “You mean that, father?” said Ralph, unable to keep the eagerness out of his voice. “Of course it is a long time in the future, and you mustn’t think of yourself as an old man; but could you swear before witnesses that I am to be your heir, and get a seal put to it? After all, you did not inherit this manor; it came by conquest, and you can leave it where you like. I suppose you want it to come to me undivided. You hear that, Roger?”


    “Leave the boy alone,” said his father severely. “The manor must all be yours, without division, for there is not enough to support two knights, and we don’t want the family to lose its nobility. We have been knights for three generations now, and people expect us to keep it up. Roger will have to go into the Church, unless he prefers to be a merchant or a craftsman. There are some quite wellborn young men taking up citizenship in London and Winchester.’


    They both looked at the younger son, who had been busily munching cold salt beef without paying much attention to the discussion.


    Roger was in his eighteenth year; he was short, though his broad shoulders and large hands showed that he would be burly later on. He wore his dark hair cropped close round his skull, and there was a patch on the knee of his chausse, though he was wearing his best. He gulped to empty his mouth, and looked up frowning.


    “I will never make a clerk,” he said slowly. “I am too clumsy to write well, and, besides, I want to marry some day. But I listened to those sermons and my mind is made up. Since the Pope calls us, I will live and die in the Eastern world.”


    He picked up his knife, and cut another piece of salt beef, as though he was not interested in any answer he might get.


    “Silly, you don’t have to write to be a priest,” said his brother, “and you can read as well as any of us; that is quite enough.”


    “I still think the Church is the place for you,” said Osbert, answering him directly, and disregarding the elder brother, “but if you are set against it I won’t force you. I have seen enough of scandalous priests not to wish to add to their number. But if you won’t pray for a living you must fight for it, or work for it, that is clear. We might fix you up in service as a soldier with the captain of a band of routiers. That is how my uncle went to Italy, and I heard that he prospered out there.”


    “You don’t understand, father,” Roger burst out violently. “I won’t be a clerk because I am not worthy of the calling. I shall never have the money to be a merchant, and I am too old to be apprenticed to a craft. There seemed to be nothing for it but soldiering, fighting for a wage, burning churches and priests in Wales in the course of an unjust quarrel, as Ralph did. I have always dreaded that, for it is a road that leads straight to Hell. Have you ever known an honourable soldier? This pilgrimage that we have heard preached gives me a chance of an honourable life, and Heaven after death. I tell you again that my mind is made up, and if you won’t help me I shall steal a cross-bow in the village and set out on foot.”


    “This pilgrimage is a new idea,” said Ralph indignantly, “and nothing like it was ever heard of before. We don’t even know if they are proper Christians in the East, or whether they deserve our help. Now I can give you an introduction to the captain of the King’s routiers, and you may end with a castle of your own.”


    “The Pope thinks these Easterners deserve our help,” his father said quietly, “and we can trust his judgement in such a matter. Roger’s idea is worth thinking over, and we can discuss it at length to-morrow. Now it is time for bed.” He rose from the table and climbed the ladder to the sleeping-loft, without another word.


    The whole countryside was talking of the new pilgrimage, and so many knights said they were going that by February Osbert was brought to admit that there must be something in the idea. One Sunday they all stayed to breakfast with the parish priest of Ewhurst, on the opposite hill across the river, for Bodeham had no church of its own. Father Matthew was a Saxon of good family, a well-educated man who spoke Latin fluently, used by all the neighbouring landowners as an interpreter in the manor-courts. He was worthy of a better cure, but he would never get promotion, since he could not speak French. Roger listened to the talk, in grammatical but elementary Latin, where each speaker put the words in the order of his native tongue. He realized with a sudden thrill of joy that his father was talking about the prospect of the pilgrimage, and how to get money for it from his tenants, as though it was finally settled that he should go.


    “I think I know as much of your law as you do, Messer Osbert,” the priest was saying. “I seem to spend most of my week-days in one court or another. Now you can tallage your tenants (I believe I have the right word), you can tallage them to pay for the wedding of your eldest daughter, or to fit out your eldest son, or of course to ransom their lord from captivity. We didn’t have these laws in King Edward’s time, but we obey them quietly now. But in all this there is no mention of a tallage for the arming of a younger son, who is not even going to serve his lord, and therefore his tenants also, but proposes to go in arms on pilgrimage to the ends of the earth. Your tenants pay you to protect them, but what advantage will they gain from this pilgrimage? If you ask for a tallage they will refuse, and if you threaten to harry them for it, they will complain to the King’s sheriff.”


    “I agree, Father Matthew,” Osbert replied. “I can extort nothing from the villeins for the arming of my younger son, and I don’t want to set the King’s sheriff against me. But this pilgrimage has been preached all over Sussex, and I thought that some of these men, who cannot go themselves for they are useless in battle, might give money to send a knight whom they know and trust. Thus they would share in the spiritual benefits.”


    “Just what I was going to propose myself,” said the priest. “They must make a spontaneous voluntary gift, and that will need a good deal of arrangement beforehand. Your court meets on the Feast of the Annunciation, doesn’t it? That’s the 25th of March, and gives us plenty of time to plan things. How shall we go about it?”


    Osbert considered for a few moments; then he spoke:


    “How would it be if I followed the example of the old Duke, when King Edward died and we were preparing to come over here? He called a council of his vassals, and asked us to help him in the invasion. We answered, of course, that he had no right to order us to follow him to England, merely to win new lands for his own profit, as it had nothing to do with the Duchy. Then, after we had stood up for our rights, came the bargaining. We all followed him in the end, but voluntarily, not as a matter of duty.”


    “That is an excellent plan,” said Father Matthew. “Let them refuse first, and accept their refusal. That will make them see what a conscientious, law-abiding lord you are. Then, when the court is closed, but before they have time to go home, your son must get up and make an appeal for himself. I will talk to a few of the more prosperous tenants beforehand, and arrange that they give a good lead to the rest. Everyone will be eager to promise something, so long as it is really a voluntary gift, and not another tax. Now, who shall we put up to do the refusing?”


    Roger was a good deal surprised at this peep into the way that manor-court business was arranged in advance; it had never entered his head that all the long-winded, formal speeches were rehearsed beforehand; but the important thing was that his father was reconciled to his going.


    As they walked back towards the hall in the afternoon he began to speak his gratitude, but his father interrupted him.


    “You can thank me when it is all over; and mind you, I haven’t finally decided to let you go. But there is no harm in getting you a horse and armour from the religious feelings of the tenants, and once you are armed, you can always go fighting elsewhere. The important thing is to get a good sum of money out of them.”


    “I think I can manage that, with a torch to their roofs if necessary,” put in Ralph.


    “Oh no. You won’t do anything like that here,” said his father, “whatever you may have burnt in Wales. You young men must learn that no matter how ruthless you are in the field, you must be respectable at home.”


    “But, father,” cried Roger, “I thought you had agreed that I should go on this pilgrimage. Surely you will allow me to use my arms for that, and for no other purpose. What have you against it, anyway?”


    “There is a lot to be said against it,” his father replied gravely, “and I will say it now, before you take any rash vows. In the first place, where are you going? It’s no answer to say the East, and I haven’t heard anything more definite. There are infidels from Constantinople to Spain, and you don’t know which of them you are going to fight. In the second place, who is going to be the leader? The Emperor has set up a private Pope of his own, the King of France is excommunicate, and no one can imagine our King William doing anything for God’s Church. The pilgrims will quarrel among themselves, and wander in small parties all over the infidel lands, unless you have very good luck. In the third place, do the Christians of the East really want you? That heretical Greek Emperor has fallen into a panic, and asked help from the Pope, whose authority he doesn’t acknowledge. How can you be sure that when you get there he may not have made friends with the infidels again? The real trouble is that we know nothing at all about the lands of the East, not even the best way to get there. You will be riding into the dark.”


    “All that is true,” Roger answered, “but people have been on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Didn’t the Count of Flanders go there a few years ago?”


    “He did indeed. He was three years on the voyage, most of his followers died, and he has been a sick man himself ever since. I don’t regard that as a good omen.”


    “And our ancestors under the first Duke Rollo,” Roger persisted, “did they know the way when they settled in France? Or my great-uncle, when he went to Italy? Surely we Normans can march into any strange land, and conquer it, and settle in it, no matter what the customs of the people.”


    “That’s the spirit, little brother,” said Ralph, “but what is the matter with Wales? It is so much nearer.”


    “Well,” said Osbert, “you may go if the expedition seems to have a chance of success, since you have set your heart on it. You can take a vow as soon as you like; it will make the appeal to the manor-court easier. But if the whole thing falls through, or if the first starters are massacred on the way, you will have to get your vow dispensed. The Abbot of Battle will fix that up for me. I won’t let a son of mine lose his life in a hare-brained foray with no chance of success. Now you must spend the spring learning the management of arms. I should be ashamed if you were killed in your first charge through bad lance-work or faulty horsemanship.”


    The Welshman was set up in a water-meadow by the Rother. The Welshman was a stout post with a bag of straw for a head and straw padding for the shoulders; it used to be called the Saxon, but they had changed the name out of consideration for the tenants. Roger had been practising at it for more than an hour, and his right arm was beginning to feel numb; but battles lasted for many hours, and he thought he had better get used to the feeling. He wheeled Ralph’s borrowed warhorse a hundred yards from the dummy, and sent him straight at it again. He wore his own helm and sword, and his own thick leather fighting-tunic, for he could not get his broad shoulders into Ralph’s mail shirt though he had borrowed his shield and lance. He cantered briskly towards the post; about thirty yards away he stuck in his spurs and set the horse alight. This was the tricky bit. As he lifted the heavy shield, and brought his head down till his eyes were peering over the shield-rim, the broad leather reins slipped through his fingers, and hung loose from the bit to the palm of his hand. Neither could he guide with his legs, for at the same time he must push his buttocks into the back of the heavy warsaddle, and stick his feet out level with the horse’s shoulders. The lance tucked horizontal under his right elbow had only a narrow arc to move in, and the horse was in control. This particular horse knew his job, and went straight at the post, which fell flat on the ground as the lance caught the straw padding; Roger sat up straight and loose, and the warhorse checked of his own accord. A touch on the bit, and he stopped; Roger dismounted to pick up his lance, and to set the mark on its feet again. That charge had gone right, thanks to the horse, but he must work out someway to keep more control when he was in the proper jousting position. He looked at the river-mist rising all round him; soon it would be too dark to continue. He saw his father limping down the hill, and waited for him to come within speaking distance.


    “Good evening,” said Osbert, leaning on his stick. “That last course was well run, but how would you manage if the horse didn’t do most of it for you? I wish you could have had more hunting; but no one, except the great lords, is allowed to hunt round here. Now walk that horse about to cool him off. When you have put him away, I want to speak to you at the hall. The manor-court is to-morrow, and we must decide what we are going to say.”


    As Roger watched a groom rubbing the horse down, he reflected on how quickly his adventure was approaching. At Christmas a campaign in the summer had seemed ages in the future, leaving him plenty of time to learn how to handle his arms; now it was nearly the end of March, and he was certainly not a trained knight. But perhaps the tenants would refuse him their help, and in that case there would be no hurry at all. Later, he discussed his speech with his father; they decided he would make a better effect by talking baldly, yet sincerely, and touching the pity of his hearers; also, the speech would have to be translated by Father Matthew, and, as none of the family knew Saxon, they would be entirely in his hands.


    Next day was the Feast of the Annunciation of Our Blessed Lady, and after dinner the court assembled. The hall was full of villeins, standing carefully in their complicated Saxon ranks, though no one paid any attention to that nowadays. Osbert and the priest faced the suitors across the fireplace, while Ralph and Roger stood at the upper end, behind their father. They were neither tenants nor landlords, and therefore technically not part of the court. Roger noticed with secret admiration how smoothly everything went; people spoke spontaneously, there were differences of opinion, yet everything fell out as his father had said it would.


    After the ordinary business had been settled, Osbert spoke of the expedition to the East, and explained it carefully, though no one had talked of anything else for the last two months. Then old Sigbert, that year’s reeve, denied his lord’s righ to tallage for such an object, and the suitors backed him in his refusal. Finally the court was closed, but before anyone could leave Roger came forward, and stood beside Father Matthew. He was nervous and stuttering, but he had thought out carefully what he wanted to say and had already turned it in his mind into simple dog-Latin. He told them of his unfitness for the holy life of the cloister, and of his longing for warfare; he spoke with scorn of the life of the soldier, fighting without loyalty for pay and plunder; he told them how this expedition fitted his aims exactly, and that he would willingly risk death to free the Christians of the East. His brother Ralph blushed and looked away, as we do when we hear our relatives giving way to their emotions in public, but Father Matthew, as he translated, caught some of his warmth, and transmitted it. His elaborate, inflected, Winchester Saxon was rather above the heads of his listeners, but that was what they expected from a priest, and when he had finished there was a faint murmur of applause. No more was said, and the suitors shuffled out of the hall to their cabins on the hillside. Roger felt at a loss. Was this all that had come from his carefully-prepared speech? But Father Matthew came up to him and spoke cheerfully:


    “That went down very well, and I am sure they have taken it to heart. Next Sunday, after Mass, they will come up to me one by one, and each will have something to give, even after this bad year.”


    His father was also smiling. “It couldn’t have gone better. After twenty-five years I ought to know what a manor-court is thinking, and they are all in your favour. As to the bad harvest, some of them had corn stored, and they sold it for money to the townsmen of Rye. I only hope they give it over before they hear that the Council at Westminster have agreed on a double Danegeld for the King.”


    “Two Danegelds!” exclaimed Father Matthew. “Two Danegelds at once! That has never been done before. What can your Red King want with it?”


    “I happen to know what he wants the money for,” said Osbert. “The Duke is going on this pilgrimage, and is trying to raise money just as we are. The King will make him a loan on the security of his land, and rule there till the debt is paid. I heard it at Rye from a knight who was going oversea to warn his cousins in Normandy. It is a very good thing for the pilgrimage; a great many Normans will leave for the East when they hear that our King is coming to rule over them.”


    On the Feast of Saint Philip and Saint James, the 1st of May, most of the contributions had been gathered at the manor, and the three Bodehams sat round a table by the fire, discussing how the money should be spent.


    “There is enough here,” said Osbert, “to send you out as a knight, and a well-armed knight too, if you don’t waste money on provisions for the journey. It is years since I saw an army, unless you count that unhappy fyrd at Dover; but you, Ralph, have been in Wales lately; had the rich knights any new ideas in their armour? They are always thinking of something extra for more safety, as though they would live for ever if they didn’t get killed in battle.”


    “There are no new ideas, really,” Ralph answered, looking at the roof with a frown. “Of course, the knights at court don’t like scars that disfigure their beauty, so they cover their faces as much as they can. I have seen one or two hauberks of interlaced iron rings, without any leather backing; they are so light and cool you can fasten them over the mouth, and still turn your head. Also more and more people are wearing leather breeches, with over-lapping iron plates on the outside, like a mail shirt has. Then you can have your skirts shorter, and they say it is just as comfortable on horseback as cloth chausses, though of course more tiring on foot.”


    “The old Duke and other great lords wore them at Hastings in the conquest,” said his father. “It is not a new idea. But it needs a very good horse to carry all that extra weight, and if you haven’t got plenty of servants, it is cumbersome about the camp.”


    “Otherwise, there is nothing new,” Ralph continued. “Except that everyone wears long mail sleeves down to the wrist, and ties them close with a thong at the end; but you have seen that on my armour.”


    “Let us count up what we have already,” said Osbert. “There is plenty of leather, and the Abbot of Battle has sent two old mail shirts, and promised to lend us his smith. We can make a new leather foundation to fit you, big enough to allow for growth; the smith can take enough iron from the old armour to make you a really good mail shirt, with long sleeves; but you will have to manage with a leather-backed hauberk. If we wait for him to make one of rings only, you will be dead of old age before it is finished. As to the mail breeches, what do you think yourself?”


    Roger had gone off into a daydream. He was leaning back with his hands behind his head, and his eyes fixed on the smoke-hole of the roof. But what he saw was a dusty rutted road, climbing mountains, fording rivers, skirting great castles and enormous cities, running on south-east mile after mile, till it reached a hill with three crosses stand against the sky. He came back to earth with a start, and smiled at this new father who was being so helpful, seeking his opinion as if he was grown up at last.


    “It really depends on how much we can spend. I must have money for the journey; but I have never had armour of my own before. I will take your advice, sir.”


    “Well then,” said Osbert. “I am not in favour of the mail breeches. You may have to fight on shipboard, or escalade a wall; and fighting on foot is largely a matter of getting out of reach of the enemy at the right time. I wouldn’t have got that spear in my leg on the walls of York if I had been quicker on my feet. We will have the skirts of your mail shirt made long, with straps on the inside to go under your knee; that will keep your thighs safe, and you will find that you are much more active than you would be in ironbound breeches. It is not the expense I am thinking of; once you are fairly started you should not need a great deal of money. A well-armed, well-mounted knight, with a follower or two to forage for him, can live very cheaply when he is outside the King’s Peace, as Ralph found in Wales.”


    Ralph guffawed, but Roger frowned and kept silent. That was not the way he saw himself as a knight in the service of the Church; but it was all too difficult to explain to his worldly-wise father.


    They went on to discuss horses and followers. The warhorse was the biggest expense; and in France the price would go up with everyone buying for this expedition; but the breed of English horses had improved in the last thirty years. Eventually it was decided that he should take Ralph’s trained French warhorse, Jack, and leave a sum of money behind; later on Ralph would go to the horse-fair at Moorfields outside London, and buy a two-year-old to train on for himself. Roger was not skilful enough to train a horse for war, and time was short. There would be a hackney to ride on the march, and a packhorse for the baggage. Osbert was insistent that this was enough, as forage must obviously run short wherever such an expedition passed. He also had clear-cut ideas about followers.


    “You don’t want to be cumbered with a crowd of footmen; they always start plundering friendly villages and set the local peasants against you. Take a good steady groom for your warhorse, and a servant to lead the baggage-animal; if one of them can cobble your armour a bit so much the better. There are plenty of peasants round here who want to go, but don’t be led into making yourself responsible for a crowd of crossbow-men by the desire to cut a good figure. The leaders will put them with the other foot in the battle-line, and you will only see them at mealtimes. If you do win a castle in the East, you will have no difficulty in picking a garrison.”


    Roger did not like these constant hints that he was going East to make his fortune, when he was really going to help the oppressed Christians of those parts; but he wanted to remain on good terms with his family, and he said nothing about it.


    When it was known that young Messer de Bodeham could only take two men with him, there was a crowd of applicants from among the more prosperous of the free peasants and townsmen; for this pilgrimage made a much greater appeal to the lower classes than it did among the gentry. Osbert interviewed them personally for the whole of one day, and finally engaged two who seemed the most suitable. Peter the Fleming would lead the warhorse; he had travelled, and spoke good French, he understood horse-management, and it took a good deal of wine to make him drunk. Godric of Rye would look after the baggage; he had learnt leathersewing in a bottle-maker’s shop, and could do simple repairs to the armour; he only knew a few words of French, but as a townsman he was used to making himself understood somehow by incomprehensible foreigners. They were both young, strong, cheerful and active, and though neither had any arms beyond knife and cudgel, Osbert said this was a good thing.


    “The leaders won’t take them to put with the archers in the battleline, and they won’t feel safe if they go off plundering by themselves. You will get better service from unarmed men.”


    By the beginning of June the expedition was taking definite shape. The Council of Clermont had fixed the Assumption of Our Lady, the 15th of August, as the starting day, and it was expected that most of the great lords who were going would be ready by that time. There had been no hesitation as to which leader Roger would follow; the Duke of Normandy had taken the vow, and pledged his lands to raise money; he was the natural head of the Norman race, wherever they might be settled, and any knight would be proud to serve a lord of such high lineage. The only question was, on what terms should Roger serve him?


    “You will have to take some sort of oath,” said his father, “but be sure to swear as little as you can. It would be absurd to set off for the East on your own without any leader at all, considering how little money you have, though that would be the best way to get rich lands when you arrive. The Duke must intend to feed all his followers on the journey, at least through the lands of Christendom; otherwise he wouldn’t be borrowing right and left as he is. Your best plan is to get to Rouen on the Feast day, when they won’t have time to haggle over terms. See the Duke’s marshal and arrange things with him. You will have to swear to follow the Duke as long as he feeds you, that is only common sense; but arrange it that the time-limit at the end is left vague, so that you can transfer to another banner if it seems advisable when you are among the infidels. No knight may break his oath without incurring lasting dishonour, and it is also displeasing to God. The remedy is to be very careful about what you actually swear to.”


    “Surely all this is not very important,” said Roger after a pause. “We are going to help the Christians of the East, and we can count on them to look after us when we get out there. I intend to stay in the East for the rest of my life, but the Duke has arranged to come home after three years, I believe. I can swear to serve him until he begins his homeward journey, and then there will be no misunderstanding.”


    “That would be all right,” answered his father, “but don’t make it too definite. Mind you don’t let the Duke himself decide when the homeward journey has begun; he might force you to follow him back to the Loire, and the borders of Normandy. He is a better man than his brother, but all these fitzRollos stand on the letter of their rights against their vassals. Remember you go to Rouen as an absolutely free agent. You hold no land, and are not the man of any lord. Once you are oversea, neither the King of England nor the Duke of Normandy has any rightful claim on you, except what you incur by your oath. So, if you can’t get good terms, you can go to some other lord.”


    “Still, it would be more honourable to follow our own Duke,” Roger objected, “and everyone says he is an easygoing leader. I shall be his man, for the duration of the pilgrimage only, if I can possibly manage it.”


    There the matter was dropped. Osbert was generally faithful to his promises, but a keen bargainer beforehand, which was why he was well on the way to becoming a tenant-in-chief; but Roger was shy, and uneasy about the whole business. As a younger son and brother he was used to doing what he was told, and he felt that he would come off worst if he had to haggle with the Duke’s clerks.


    In the middle of June bad news came from across the Channel, and Osbert nearly forbade his son to go. Since early spring bands of peasants had been mustering, and marching vaguely south-east towards the Danube. Two badly equipped expeditions, under Walter the Penniless and Peter the Hermit, had fought their way through Hungary, and had been swallowed up in the mountains of the Sclavonians. They had not come back, so presumably the survivors had reached Romania, but other bands had met a worse fate. Father Fulkmar’s band had been dispersed by a Hungarian attack, and Father Godescal’s completely destroyed by the same foe at Merseburg. The Count of Leiningen, leading a well-found army, was stuck outside the same town. Hungary was really the boundary of geographical knowledge. Beyond lay the unknown lands of the Bulgarians and Sclavonians, mountainous and desolate, until you came out at the Christian and civilized Greek cities of the Thracian coast.


    Osbert was appalled. These bands of plunderers had stirred up enemies in the path of the pilgrims, and made the normal overland route to Constantinople unusable for a lawabiding army. It was learned that the Duke of Normandy, in consequence, had decided to go south, to the Norman lands of Italy, and there take ship for the Greek Empire. It would be slower, for it was impossible to sail in the winter, and they would spend months in Apulia, waiting for the spring. Also, Osbert pointed out that it would mean putting all the horses on shipboard, and anyone who remembered the conquest of England knew what a frightful business that was.


    “All the same, there is no other way now,” he said, “thanks to that rabble who have made war on the Hungarians. The Duke is behaving sensibly for once, and you must promise to follow him, and no other lord; otherwise I shall forbid you to go. Now what do you know about the lands you are going to?”


    “Not very much, father,” Roger answered meekly. “We shall winter in Italy in the lands held by the fitzTancreds. They are Normans, and I suppose their land is like any other Norman land. Then we shall cross the sea, and come to the dominions of the Greek Emperor. He is the richest prince in the world, by far, and as we are coming to help him, of course he will succour us. That land is Christian, and has been since the time of the Apostles. When we leave Constantinople we must cross a big river, and then at once we are in the lands where the infidels ravage. Beyond that is Antioch, and then Jerusalem, all Christian lands oppressed by devil-worshippers; and we are to free as much of them as we can.”


    “When you put it like that it sounds quite simple,” said Osbert drily. “But you don’t really know anything about these foreign lands. Anyone who has been to Rome will tell you that Italy is not a bit like Normandy or England; and beyond Italy the whole world is strange. I have been making inquiries, and there is a lay brother in the monastery at Battle who served in the wars, when the Duke of Apulia invaded Romania. To-morrow we shall ride over to see him, and learn what he knows about the country.”


    The next day Roger and his father reached the Abbey in time for dinner. After a meal in the guest-chamber they sought the cellarer’s workshop where Odo the lay brother was mending nets, for he was employed as a fowler. Odo was an elderly man, and his left ear and two fingers of his left hand were missing. He spoke well, in good French, helped out with an occasional Italian word. Like all retired fighting-men, he was delighted to tell the story of his life.


    “I went to Italy as a lad, to serve the Count of Apulia (he wasn’t a Duke then). I could tell you all sorts of adventures I had there, but you want to know about the war with the Greeks, and that was only a few years ago; about sixteen, I should think. It all began like this: there had been trouble in their great city Constantinople, and a new Emperor had turned out the old one, as they do quite often. Those Greeks have no loyalty to their lords, and an oath means nothing to them. But what can you expect from people who won’t obey the Pope, and leave out bits of the Creed? Anyway, the old Emperor, Michael, was a friend of our Duke, Robert. So the Duke thought this was a good reason to invade the Greek Empire, and put the old Emperor back on his throne. However, you want to hear about the country and the fighting, not about who is Emperor over those heretics. Well, it is a great country of mountains and rocks, where the peaks in the distance are no nearer at the end of a day’s march than at the beginning. The sun is very hot, and the springs few, and the water in them so cold that it gives the horses colic. A poor country, and very rocky; I wore out my shoes in a few days, and the horses were always going lame. But among those wastes are the most amazing cities, all made of hewn stone; stone streets, stone houses, and great steep stone walls set with towers; though there is nothing worth plundering in them, because they have all been sacked so often. Well, we landed there; I forget the names of the places, but it’s always easy to land wherever you wish; deep water right up to the cliffs, and no tide like there is here. We conquered wherever we went, even the townspeople couldn’t hold their great stone walls, but somehow we never got a grip of the country; there were always hired soldiers coming in behind us, and cutting up the stragglers. So we marched up and down, hungry men and lame horses, taking what we could find, and Duke Robert was always going back to look after his land in Italy, until presently he died, away from the army. We were left under his son, the Count of Taranto, a fine young warrior and an open-handed leader. He gave up, about six years after we first landed, and I came back to Italy with a damaged hand and no plunder to speak of. I got the Count’s permission to go home to see my family; but my parents were dead, and my brothers still poor, and there were things I ought to repent of; in the end I came here.”


    “Thank you,” said Osbert. “I am sorry to hear that Romania is not such a rich land as I had been led to believe. Still, you may not have seen the best parts, for surely there is money somewhere in the Emperor’s dominions. Now this son of mine is going out there, with the great pilgrimage. He wants to know all he can of the dangers of the way; tell us about how they fight in those parts.”


    “Yes, sir, he ought to know that; but it isn’t easy to tell, for we met so many different peoples, and each had their own way of fighting. You see, the Greeks are not warriors themselves, so they hire soldiers to do their work for them. Let’s see, first there were the axemen of the Emperor’s guard; they fought on foot in mail shirts, like Count Harold’s men here.”


    “I charged in that battle,” said Osbert. “They fought well, but knights and archers together will always beat men on foot.”


    “You are a true warrior, sir, if you fought in that battle. As you say, we Normans can always beat foot. Some of these guardsmen were Saxons, too; men who had been chased out of England, and gone to serve the Emperor as soldiers. Of course, we had crossbows, that’s new since your time, and we could shoot harder than ordinary archers. The knights threatened to charge and made them stand still, and we shot them down as safely as though we were shooting at a mark. But the Greeks had other warriors too, horse-archers mostly. There were Bulgarians, Turks, Cumans, Patzinaks, tribes and tribes of them, and very awkward they were to deal with. You can chase horse-archers away, but you can’t very easily kill them.”


    “I have never heard of a horseman using a bow,” Roger put in.


    “You have seen Warrenne and his foresters out hunting,” said his father sharply.


    “Yes, but their arrows from horseback would never kill a man,” Roger insisted. “It doesn’t sound very dangerous to me.”


    “It is dangerous, all the same,” Odo replied. “It is true their arrows are not shot hard enough to kill a man, especially a man in armour. But they get you in the legs, or in the face, and they cripple the horses.”


    “What happened when you met them hand to hand?” asked Osbert.


    “This!” replied the lay brother, lifting the stumps of his missing fingers to where his ear had been. “The Cumans, at least, carried light, sharp swords, with a curve in the blade, and sometimes they would pluck up their courage and charge home. One day, about fifty of us crossbow-men, with half a dozen knights, were on our way back to the main army after plundering a village, when a party of Cumans came galloping round a spur of the hill. Our crossbows were unwound, and they dashed straight into us with their swords. But their horses are so small that they don’t try to ride you down. One reined up beside me, and cut at my head. I ducked, and he got me in the ear; then I caught his sword with my left hand, and stuck the knife I had drawn with my right hand into his horses’s shoulder. He shied away, and then our six knights drove them off. They won’t stand up to mailed knights.”


    Brother Odo had little more to tell them. It was dear that he had never seen a Greek, except when looking along the stock of his crossbow, and it was impossible to get anything out of him about their manners and customs. The Abbot had never met anyone who had been to Constantinople, though one of the choir-monks had once read somewhere the unkind remarks that Bishop Luitprand had written about it over a hundred years ago. It was a very large, strong city, where all the gold money came from, and nothing else was known about it.


    All over England knights were preparing for this pilgrimage. It was considered unwise for the English pilgrims to set out in a body; King William was nervous on his unstable throne, and would not let armed men gather together, for fear of another rebellion. As no great leader came forward in England to head the pilgrimage, and they did not all intend to follow the same lord, they crossed the Channel independently.


    On the 1st of August 1096, the Feast of Saint Peter ad Vincula, Roger was ready to go. He and his two followers had taken the pilgrim’s vow in the Abbey Church at Battle, and had sewn crosses of red cloth on the shoulders of their mantles as a visible sign of it.


    The horses were in good condition. Jack, the warhorse, was ten years old, and considerably past his prime; but he was perfectly trained, ran straight at the mark without guidance from his rider, and, above all, could be trusted not to bolt in the charge, the most dangerous fault in a knight’s warhorse. He was fat, but not too fat, and his wind and legs were still perfectly sound; he was a handsome, strong horse, chestnut with a white forehead and white socks, and his tail was long and flowing; that would have to be knotted up in battle, lest a, footman catch hold of it to hamstring him, but it enhanced his appearance on the march. His fore-feet were shod, more as a weapon than as a protection against hard ground, but his hindfeet were bare. He led easily, was quiet with other horses, and knew both his rider and his groom. Of course, he was a stallion. On the march he would always wear his bridle, and the heavily-padded warsaddle, with its semicircular guardboards rising in front and behind to protect the rider’s loins and waist. The heavy five-foot triangular shield would hang by its straps on the near side of the saddle; it was made of leather, stretched over a wooden frame-work, with a central boss of iron, and iron binding on the edges. It was a massive affair, much too heavy to be wielded by the left arm alone, and in action most of the weight was taken by a strap over the wearer’s right shoulder, though he could direct it a little by movements of his bridle arm. Properly worn, it covered him from neck to ankle on the left side, and was proof against spears and arrows. Peter the Fleming, who led the warhorse, also carried the knightly lance, eight feet long and tipped with a sharp steel point. Lances had not yet become battering-rams, and the knight still tried to pierce his enemy in a vulnerable spot.


    Godric led the baggage-horse. It was a sturdy pony from Devonshire, and carried its load in two large leather-covered panniers; these contained the best clothes of all three pilgrims, and Roger’s supply of fresh linen. Balanced on top of the load was a light wooden cross the height of a man; the crosspiece was threaded through the sleeves of the mail shirt, and the hauberk and helm were fixed to the top. Godric carried a satchel for food and another for odds-and-ends, but he had to be watched lest he add these to the pony’s load, or, worse still, climb on its back himself.


    Roger rode the hackney, a common-looking brown beast, touched in the wind, but sound in all four legs; a verderer from Ashdown Forest had given it to him, as a personal contribution to the pilgrimage; it was quiet, with good paces, a comfortable ride for a long journey. Both hackney and baggage-horse were geldings, for greater ease of management in the crowd that was to be expected. Roger rode unarmed, in his second-best blue tunic, and thick blue cloth chausses, cross-gartered, but he wore his heavy, double-edged, blunt-ended sword, to show that he was a knight.


    So, on this first of August, they heard Mass and took Communion in the parish church of Ewhurst, and after breakfast set out on the dusty pack-road for Rye. Roger embraced his father and brother in the little cobbled courtyard of the hall, then mounted, with an unfamiliar tug at his left hip from the unaccustomed sword, and rode downhill to the long pile bridge over the tidal Rother. He knew that whatever happened in the future, whether he ruled as a rich baron in the unknown East, or died in vain among the mountains of the Sclavonians with nothing accomplished, he would never see Bodeham manor again, or any of his family. It was a depressing thought, but young men of eighteen look forward to the unknown, and he reflected that he was following the tradition of his race. Generations ago, his ancestors had left the barren heaths of the north, and, after years of wandering, had settled under the great Rollo by the fertile estuary of the Seine. His own father had sold his little patch of ground to buy horse and arms, and crossed the Channel to win a new home; his cousins had wandered into the rich and enchanted land of Italy, and prospered there. Everywhere the Normans went they became the ruling class; in Scotland and Wales they were expanding now, and every jongleur from the south told how in Italy and Sicily they were setting up a mighty kingdom. Why should they not rule the rich and mysterious East? If those Greeks wouldn’t fight themselves, and hired soldiers to defend them, they would be better off under Norman protection. He began to sing as they dropped into the valley of the Brede River, and saw on the horizon the flats of Rye.


    After a night in the town, they took passage on a big Sandwich ship, and after a smooth crossing marched towards Rouen by easy stages. They were well fed and lodged by the inhabitants on the way, who refused any payment; for all the world was going on this pilgrimage, and those who stayed behind suffered from a feeling of guilt. They reached the mustering-place outside the city walls on the evening of the 14th, a day too soon, but Roger was eager to celebrate the Assumption of Our Lady in the cathedral church, and some of his father’s worldly-wise counsel had already faded from his mind.


    There was a crowded encampment outside the city walls; burgesses had run up little timber huts for letting to the pilgrims, and every wandering pedlar, beggarman, jongleur and whore between the Loire and the Somme had gathered to give them a good send-off. Roger had no tent, but he did not mind sleeping in the open air on a fine summer night, and rolled up in his blankets by a fire of brushwood.


    Next morning, after Mass, he bought dinner in a cookshop of the town (the first money he had spent since leaving home), and after his meal inquired for the chancellery of the Duke’s clerks. He was directed to a pavilion outside the walls, for the Duke had lost Rouen to his brother in the last war, and King William had a garrison in town and castle. With some nervousness he joined the crowd that waited outside, and tried to remember his father’s sound advice; but he had never spoken to a royal clerk at home in England, so that it was with trembling knees that at last he pushed aside the curtains and went in; for to him, as to all true Normans, the Duke was a more important man than his younger brother.


    Inside, he found himself before a long, cloth-covered trestle table, with a row of clerks sitting on the opposite side. In the middle sat a young man, whose face was lined with wrinkles of bad temper, though he smiled politely at his visitor. Roger stated his business, in a stammering voice that sounded unnaturally loud, and the other listened coolly, playing with a penknife. When he had finished, there was a pause; at last the clerk cleared his throat and spoke:


    “Messer Roger de Bodeham (I have your name right?), you have come very late. To-day is the Feast of the Assumption, and the Council which was called by his Holiness the Pope fixed this day for our departure. As a matter of fact, unforeseen circumstances will delay our start until the end of the month; but you could not know that, and it is unmannerly of you to apply to serve the Duke at such a late date.”


    Roger braced his knees to stop them trembling, and swallowed the first symptoms of nausea. But the clerk went on, after a pause and a stare:


    “Yet it is not quite too late, and we must make allowances, for England is a long way off. You have a horse and full armour, but no followers except two unarmed servants? Hardly a very great reinforcement. Is your mount a trained warhorse? Ah, that is good. And you have mail shirt, helm, hauberk, sword, lance and shield, but no mail breeches? H’m, that puts you among the knights of the second rank. If you had mail breeches, you could have ridden with the counts and great lords, but that is the best I can do for you. Still, even the lesser knights are worthy men of good birth; this pilgrimage hasn’t attracted the soldiers. You will dine at the second table, and the Duke will provide food for your servants, and forage for your animals. Be at the pavilion next to this, the dining tent, in three hours’ time, and you can take the oath when the Duke sits down to supper. You will find criers going round the camp who will tell you when to be ready to march. Now have you any question? There is a great deal of business waiting for me.”


    This was the time to raise the question of the terms of the oath, but Roger felt himself tongue-tied. If he argued about conditions, this busy and bad-tempered clerk might tell him to go home again, and that would be the end of his vow. He bowed and withdrew.


    When the horns blew for suppertime he was standing just inside the entrance of the dining-tent, trying to keep out of the way of the servants. The Duke entered with a train of counts and courtiers, and all stood while Grace was sung. Then the household sat down at table, and the Duke emptied his winecup and called for more. He was a short man, broad-shouldered, active and in the prime of life; his black hair was cropped close, and from his red face and bushy eyebrows his grey eyes stared fiercely; his dress was shabby, and his hands, with their bitten fingernails, not over-clean. But he looked what he was, the Conqueror’s eldest son, and with the Conqueror’s fiery temper also. Roger shuffled his feet by the entrance to the pavilion, and realized the impossibility of haggling about his oath of service with such a great lord. Presently the same official whom he had met that afternoon came hurrying down to him.


    “Ah, there you are, Messer de Bodeham. The Duke will take your oath now. Do you know the procedure? Go up to the table opposite his place, kneel on the right knee, place both your hands in his, and repeat the words after me.”


    In a daze of shyness Roger walked forward. He realized that this hand-clasping meant that he was to take the full oath of homage and fealty; but he could not possibly back out of it in front of all these people. He lurched unsteadily on to one knee, and stretched out his joined hands, as the Duke rose to clasp them. From a great distance he heard the voice of the clerk, and repeated his words.


    “I, Roger de Bodeham in Sussex in England, a free man, not holding any land from any lord, swear by Almighty God, by Mary His Blessed Mother, by all the company of Saints in Heaven, and particularly by Saint Michael patron of warriors, that I will true allegiance bear, and true homage do, in field and court, to Robert, Duke of Normandy, my true lord; and this I shall do for the pilgrimage to the Eastern parts of the world, as long as he is out of his dominions. All this I swear on the faith of a true knight; and all you here present are my witnesses.”


    Two knights standing by repeated: “And all here present are his witnesses.” The Duke released his hands, and sat down again. Roger rose, bowed, and walked out of the tent, no longer his own master, but the servant of the Duke until his lord returned from the pilgrimage.


    His father’s advice had not helped him a bit, and altogether it seemed a good occasion to get drunk.


  

    

      II. Nicaea 1097.

    


    Roger was riding in his place, in the rear of the column of horse. He was mounted on his warhorse, Jack, for they were in enemy territory now, and he was fully armed. The day was very hot and the discomfort almost unbearable. The thick leather of his mail shirt was airtight, and the thinner backing of his hauberk was stinking with old sweat and clammy with new. Below the waist, the padded cloth of his riding-chausses brought runnels of sweat which collected behind his knees, and made them yet more tender for the saddle. The two straps, for sword and shield, pressed his wet clothes against his body, and caused twinges of rheumatism in his sword-arm. The burnished helm, crammed firmly on the hood of the hauberk, glowed from the reflected rays of the sun, and a regular succession of drops fell from his noseguard to the saddlehom. A blinding cloud of dust enveloped the column, save for the leading files, where rode the Duke of Normandy, the Count of Blois, and the Count of Boulogne. There was a smell of woodsmoke, ordure and putrefaction on the south-east wind. They were obviously catching up with the main army at last.


    The head of the column halted when they reached the crest of a small-saddle in the hills, and the rear hastily pulled up in a series of jerks, for fear of being kicked by the warhorses in front. Evidently the leaders were having one of their long and inconclusive conferences about where to go next. The dust blew away, for the wind was in their faces, and Roger looked about him for the first time for an hour.


    The road was paved with cobblestones, and stretched straight behind them to another saddle which cut off the view; on either side were gently swelling hills, grassgrown and still green with early summer. In every direction, over the crests and beside the road, stretched ruined dykes and broken stone walls, while in the valley below two apple trees grew beside the scorched foundations of a group of stone buildings. The contours of the hills reminded him of his own South Downs, though in the south-west mountains rose behind them. Yet nowhere was there smoke, or growing corn, or grazing animals. This was the border of the Turks, harried for fifteen years.


    The column of foot came over the hill behind them; since nearly every man led a packhorse it flowed towards them like an endless snake, the rear still out of sight. At last the horsemen in front moved on. Roger put Jack into a walk when the movement reached him, and the cloud of dust rose again. Roger was in the left-hand file, and his right-hand neighbour, who was suffering from toothache, had nothing to say for himself; so he rode in silence, thinking only of the heat and his own discomfort.


    About midday there was some excitement in the advance-guard, as they climbed the shoulder of another hill. Roger hoisted up his shield, and put his bridle-arm through the grips, but the news was quickly passed back; they were at last in sight of Nicaea.


    Soon all the cavalry in the main body could see it, and Roger woke up and began to pay attention. Here at last were the enemies of God. The town looked smaller than he had expected, as all towns do seen from above, but the line of walls could be made out, completely enclosing it. High and straight, broken at intervals by tall square towers, they gleamed golden in the sun, as formidable as the Aurelian walls of Rome, though not so terrifying as the triple girdle of Constantinople. On the right stretched the lake, and north, east and south were the camps of the pilgrims. This was the Holy War at last, and the long journey through peaceful Christian lands was over. It was the 1st of June 1097, eleven months since he had left Sussex.


    Duke Robert, with the Normans of Normandy, rode right past the town and halted on the south side. Then the criers gave orders that the camp should be pitched where they stood, beside the followers of the Count of Toulouse. Roger dismounted where he was, stuck the butt-end of his lance in the ground, and waited for Peter and Godric to find him. It was hopeless to look for them in that crowd of men and baggage animals. Presently Peter arrived, leading the hackney; the horse bore a light sack of clothing, and after he had been disarmed, for no one could put on or take off a mail shirt by himself, he set off, in his best tunic and mantle, to visit the other camps. His bivouac would be complete when the baggage-horse arrived, since he had no tent.


    It was only mid-afternoon, and he walked, since he was saddle-sore. This was the first time he had seen the host of the pilgrims gathered in one place, and the crowds stunned and bewildered him. The Provencal camp was large and well-organized, consisting chiefly of huts built of timber and roofed with brushwood. They had been encamped a fortnight, and the stench was appalling. So was the noise. The women were collecting grain from the Greek merchants who had brought the supplies promised by the Emperor; it was supposed to be free, but the Greeks were reluctant to give it over for nothing, and there was shouting and gesticulation. There seemed to be little military activity, though in front of the camp was a line of Greek balistas, with Provencal footmen at the winches, and a detachment of crossbows and spearmen stood at a respectful distance from the south gate, ready to repel a sortie. This was businesslike, and even the women seemed to be well fed. Evidently the Count of Toulouse could look after himself and his contingent.


    But the language, so different from north French, made conversation difficult. He went on to the next camp, on the eastern face of the town. This was also stoutly built and well guarded, though the language difficulty was even greater, for it was the camp: of the Duke of Lotharingia, and many of his followers spoke nothing but German. He inquired of a priest, in Latin, where the Normans of Italy were to be found, and was directed to the camp over against the north wall.


    The camp of the Count of Taranto was quite different from the others, and did not look at all Norman, either. Many of the servants were dark skinned, and spoke an unknown language; there were few wooden huts and many pavilions of cloth, some decorated with silk. The main guard consisted of fully-armed knights who stood holding their horses out of balista-range of the north gate. Since these men were not busy at the moment, while everyone else in camp was engaged in tending the horses or getting supper ready, Roger approached a young knight who stood rather in the rear, leaning on his lance.


    “Good evening, sir. I am Roger fitzOsbert de Bodeham in England and I have just arrived with the Duke of Normandy. Will you tell me how the war is going?”


    The other looked him up and down. He was a dark young man, in his twenties, and his white-toothed smile was gay and welcoming. He answered in good though hesitating north French:


    “This siege, like me, is standing still. But something is up behind the scenes; the Greeks are making some preparations about the lake, and there is a suggestion that the Turkish commander may be bribed to surrender. What is the news from Normandy, and particularly from Eu; my grandfather William came from there, and my name is Robert fitzRalph de Santa Fosca in Apulia.”


    “Then, sir, we are cousins. My father holds from the Count of Eu in England and was born his man in Normandy; his uncle William went to Italy, though we never heard how he got on.”


    Robert put out his hand, sliding the reins to his elbow. They chattered excitedly of names and dates, and established that they were second cousins. Then, of course, talk turned to the war. From Italy they had followed much the same route to Constantinople, though Robert had been earlier by six months, and could give an account of the discussions and negotiations there; he seemed to be very full of inside information, for a simple knight, and always attributed the lowest motives to everybody. The thing that interested him most was the question of the pilgrims’ future conquests, and their relation to the Greek Emperor. Roger had never given this much thought; he had supposed that he would help to conquer towns and castles from the Turks and other infidels, and would end his days holding one of them against the enemy, but he had never bothered who his overlord would be. Robert was eager to know what oaths he had taken, and he explained that in England he was landless, and no man’s man, but that before setting out he had become the man of the Duke of Normandy, only for the duration of the pilgrimage. The Duke had taken the oath to the Greek Emperor, the same oath which had caused such trouble earlier, and that of course bound his men, though when the Duke left for home they would be free.


    “But that is splendid,” cried Robert. “The Count of Taranto is the Emperor’s man, and he intends to stay out here; so I am bound to him, whether in Romania or Italy. But you will soon be as free as air, and if you can get hold of a castle, you may take it to the highest bidder. I know what Bohemund is up to; he is trying to get Antioch from the Emperor. If I hold from him, and find that I have to rebel for some good reason, I shall have your castle as a refuge.”


    This was going much too fast for Roger, who explained that he probably would never get a castle to himself, that if he did he would get it from some lord, to whom he would owe suit and service, and that pilgrims under a vow should not talk of oath-breaking. Robert listened with a grave face, and agreed with everything he said, but didn’t seem to be paying much attention. Then, as the night guard of crossbowmen were seen to be getting under arms, they parted, agreeing to meet the following evening, if they were both off duty.


    Roger walked back towards his lines, too deep in thought to notice the hubbub of the camp settling down for the night. He recalled the eleven months’ journey he had made. First from Rye by ship to the mouth of the Seine, and then by easy stages to Rouen; the six weeks waiting in Normandy, getting to know the other pilgrims, and fearful that it would be all over without him unless they started soon. Then the always unpunctual Duke had set out, and they had journeyed south through France, Burgundy and Savoy until they reached Italy. It had been a march from the confines of civilization to its centre, from barbarism to the seat of culture. Supplies had been plentiful in the closely tilled south, and the people had been glad to see them. The different languages, from north French to Italian, had melted gradually from one into the next, without any abrupt barrier, so that you could not help picking up a bit as you went along, and everywhere the literate clerks could speak Latin. The manner of living was the same as at home, in spite of the increasing splendour of the towns; each village was held by a knight, who held of a count, who held of a king or an emperor; the vines and olives were a new experience, but otherwise, the pattern was unaltered. Even Rome was as he had expected, from the countless descriptions of pilgrims and ecclesiastics who crossed Sussex and Kent on their way to London. Southern Italy was part of the same world, a world where peasants, speaking various queer languages, were ruled by French- or Roman-speaking knights, who held land by military tenure. When Bishop Odo of Bayeux died in Palermo, he had not really wandered very far from home.


    But after the olives and wine of the mild Italian winter, they had crossed the sea into a completely different world. That six weeks’ ride from Dyrrhaccium to Constantinople had not been at all difficult or arduous, for strange Greek barons, in long silk robes like Mass vestments, had arranged the route and assembled provisions. But human relationships were so completely different, so unlike the sensible, everlasting foundations of the Christian life at home, that it was almost impossible to understand them. In the first place, there was the language difficulty; no one spoke Latin, the tongue that would carry a man from Spain to Norway, from Ireland to Hungary; the very letters of their writing were incomprehensible, and seemed to mock the pilgrims with a spurious likeness to the proper alphabet of civilized man. The troops of the Greek envoys, who guarded the pilgrimage from the savage mountaineers, seemed to be respectable men, but they were all soldiers. The churches were strange, too; so shapeless that a man could not tell from the outside where the East might lie, and so amazingly gorgeous within. He had ventured into one in Thessalonica, choosing the early afternoon when Mass would be over and Vespers not begun, as he did not wish to imperil his soul by taking part in a schismatic service. The height of the dome had astonished him, and the host of saints, angels and armed men depicted on the wall cowed him like a living crowd; the altar was hidden by a carved and shining screen and the wheel-shaped candelabrum overhead seemed to threaten like a suspended club. It was a jealous and secretive God Who was worshipped there. A doorkeeper had come up and jabbered at him and he had been glad to leave.


    Oddest of all was the whole economic and military organization of the Empire of Romania, as he had gradually realized it in the course of his journey. On the one hand were the mountaineers, who paid tribute when they had to and plundered when they could; that was normal enough, for an armed knight could never catch them on their hillsides, and the same thing happened in Wales. But the plain country was owned in a very curious way; most of it belonged to rich men who lived in towns, who took rent in money from their tenants, and paid taxes in money to the Emperor. Nobody did military service, and soldiers were hired to defend the towns. There was not a single knight in the whole Empire of Romania! All was guarded by soldiers; even the barons who conducted them were in a sense soldiers also, for they were not born to their positions, but served the Emperor for pay. Furthermore, the Emperor himself, though of noble birth and the son of a leader of soldiers, had no more right to his throne than Count Harold to the crown of England. He had won it in battle, and would hold it until he was overthrown by a stronger. No wonder these Easterners needed Normans to defend them, rebels, schismatics and oath-breakers that they were.
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