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For Dorothy Caroline Miner


May you always know and love compleat gentlemen and be loved by them.











My friend, blood shaking my heart


The awful daring of a moment’s surrender


Which an age of prudence can never retract


By this, and this only, we have existed


Which is not to be found in our obituaries.…


—T. S. Eliot, “The Waste Land”













Preface to the Third Edition



Although it was originally published in 2004, I wrote The Compleat Gentleman mostly during 2000 and 2001. I won’t say it created a sensation when it first appeared, but it did make an impression, and I was able to appear often on radio and TV to talk about the book. I heard a great deal from hosts and listeners about what’s known as the “takeaway”—those aspects of the subjects of chivalry and gentility that folks found most interesting, if not to say provocative. That this current version is the third (a second appeared in 2009) is evidence of why I’ve sometimes said with wonder about the book, “It will not die!”


What I learned during the research and writing of The Compleat Gentleman, and from the hundreds of interviews about it, is that there is a worldwide longing for civility. One example: many Americans are genuinely distressed about the nation’s dwindling appreciation for etiquette—at the boorishness of some of our fellow citizens and at the rancor in our public conversations, especially about politics and religion. This was not a surprise to me, but I admit to being disappointed at first that folks wanted to talk about manners and didn’t want to talk about history. The book devotes but a few paragraphs to etiquette. But the more interviews I did the more I came to understand that people really do grasp that the traditional rules of behavior are simply the big ideas of civilization writ small, which is a good definition of etiquette. Another example: during the mayoralties of Rudy Giuliani and Mike Bloomberg, crime in New York City declined, in part because those mayors accepted the “broken windows” approach to policing. The point of that policy is that if misdemeanors are ignored, felonies will follow, whereas if you crack down on petty crime, big crimes will be prevented. The Antifa protests of 2020 are boorishness writ large.


I was also surprised at how many women wanted to talk about their sons. It’s a favorite subject of mine, because I have two sons and because being their father is both my greatest accomplishment and my profoundest joy—that and being their mother’s husband. The callers with whom I spoke worried that their boys weren’t tough enough—that they were being alternately bullied and coddled by teachers and coaches and other authority figures (or “role models”). Well, being neither a teacher nor a coach, I suggested that mothers and fathers remember that the crucible of character is neither the classroom nor the gym but the family. Toughness is as much spiritual as physical, and the former comes first.


Ah, but then I always come back to the importance of really knowing how to fight. Chivalry is first and foremost the worldview of fighting men, and I am convinced that the decline of the gentlemanly ideal has occurred at least in part because men really are flabby—physically and spiritually. This observation seemed to anger men with whom I spoke, many of whom said something to this effect: I don’t know how to fight, but still I consider myself chivalrous.


Well, I am not the Tsar of All the Gentlemen—one reviewer, a pale and flabby fellow I’m sure, wrote: “Mr. Minor [sic] himself may hope that a new cult of the gentleman, and the gentlemen to go with it, may be brought into existence by the book itself, but that seems to me to be most unlikely unless he can also provide them with something more than the conceit of their own gentlemanliness”—I have to insist that, whereas any man is certainly free to call himself what he wishes, without a sword (so to speak) he can’t be chivalrous. Words have meaning, and we should respect them.


A personal anecdote: When my older son, who would become Captain Robert B. Miner II (U.S. Army), was in high school, we took my younger son Jon paintballing to celebrate his sixteenth birthday. After one of the games, I dragged myself back to the “base,” a cinderblock building with a snack bar, and came upon Bobby, leaning back in a chair, feet up on a table, wearing the olive-drab coveralls provided, with his paintball gun across his chest. He had recently decided to accept an appointment to the United States Military Academy at West Point, and I could see already the soldier he would become. One of the other boys along for the party said, “Bobby, tell your dad about your career plan.”


And Bobby said, holding up a finger to indicate each step, “West Point. Special Forces. Ultimate Fighting. Batman.”


Now that’s tough.


I’ve found that Bobby and Jon and young men like them admire Bruce Wayne rather more than Clark Kent, because Wayne—Batman—isn’t so much a superhero as simply a hero. He has no alien or accidental superpowers like Superman or Spiderman. He’s an ordinary man with extraordinary amounts of skill, passion, determination… and, yes, a really extraordinary amount of money too.


This book is for such ordinary men who believe in love and learning but also in fighting—who know there are things worth fighting for and are willing and able to rise to the challenge, and I rededicate it to my sons and to all young men for whom duty, honor, and country are words to live by.


But (there’s always one of those)… even in 2009, although political correctness was already rampant, I for one could not have predicted—could not have imagined—that in 2020 the media and certain groups of Americans would be obsessing about “toxic masculinity.” The reader is assured that, although I have listened to this and other criticisms of men, I have changed my view of the gentleman and chivalry not one whit.


For reasons explained in Chapter 3, in this book I name just two men “compleat gentlemen”: Robert E. Lee and Sidney Poitier. Imagine my disappointment (closer to disgust) when I read that on May 19, 2017, New Orleans had removed its statue of Lee from Lee Circle—which civic space remains to be renamed.


My Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defines iconoclasm as the “destruction of or opposition to religious images,” and an iconoclast as a “person who attacks a cherished belief or respected institution.” The dictionary notes the religious movements (in eighth- and ninth-century Orthodox Christianity and sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Puritanism) that have opposed the veneration of images. Perhaps Islam could be included. (I’m thinking in particular of the Taliban’s destruction of the nearly fifteen-hundred-year-old Bamyan Buddhas in Afghanistan in March of 2001. This was clearly a precursor to the September 11 attacks in New York and Washington against what al Qaeda, allies of the Taliban, considered icons of Western civilization.) The OED adds that an iconoclast attacks “cherished beliefs or venerated institutions on the grounds that they are erroneous or pernicious.” And this applies not only to religion but also to politics and history.


There’s another phrase that’s even more applicable to what we’ve been lately seeing in the United States: damnatio memoriae. The meaning is clear. It’s akin to the “De-Stalinization” that the Soviets began in about 1955. Of course, I would judge that an example of good iconoclasm—the damnatio of a memory that thoroughly deserves to be damned—whereas I consider the attempts of American radicals to erase history to be evil. And clearly the toppling of a statue is only a first step. The next, which we have already been seeing de facto but not, as yet, de jure, is the elimination of the names and stories of historical figures from books and films and classrooms.


Father George William Rutler has suggested an effective way of deterring the iconoclasts:




What is now called a “cancel culture” is removing portraits and statues with a righteous fervor like that of Akhenaten, Mehmed II, and Oliver Cromwell. The problem is that such righteousness is a self-incubated indignation and often uninformed. We have had the spectacle of callow undergraduates and Jacobin debutantes in ski masks defacing a memorial to the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, which was the first African-American Regiment in New England, and a statue of Frederick Douglass, in the name of racial equality. To his credit as a Protestant, Governor William Seward [1801–1872] once dealt with such ignorance when he protected a portrait of his friend Archbishop John Hughes by telling a group of accurately named anti-Catholic “Know Nothings” that it was George Washington in his Masonic vesture.





The cherished assumption in teaching has always been that truth is what matters, and until the last decade no one would have thought the truth should be denied because some consider it offensive or “triggering.” It’s worth considering how we have come to be so weak and to consider pandering to such weakness a good thing.


There’s more to be said about this new iconoclasm, which is ahistorical and often anti-Christian, later on in this new edition, but here I will simply quote from a column titled “The End of Memory” that I wrote for The Catholic Thing on Memorial Day, 2017:




When some people experience trauma, they block out what happened. It’s a defense mechanism called repression. Some of the traumatized take their pain into therapy, during which a good doctor will seek to help the patient recover the painful memory, so that it can be analyzed and understood and, in a way, exorcized, because repression is understood to be unhealthy.


To this we might add the full quote of George Santayana (from The Life of Reason), the more familiar, truncated version of which leaves out much that is essential:


“Progress, far from consisting in change, depends on retentiveness. When change is absolute there remains no being to improve and no direction is set for possible improvement: and when experience is not retained, as among savages, infancy is perpetual. Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”


I have no doubt that our American Taliban, our Jacobins, our Bolsheviks all believe they’re taking a Great Leap Forward. I have no doubt that some of them will look upon today’s Memorial Day parades with disdain, believing the memorials to the ultimate sacrifice made by soldiers, marines, sailors, and aviators are jingoistic and warmongering. I have no doubt of this because their project self-evidently entails repressing such militancy as the parades represent.





I ended that column by noting how after World War II, the greatest cataclysm ever to befall mankind, the former combatants (the Allied Nations and the Axis) have become friends. And I added a photo taken more than a generation earlier (1913) at a reunion of Blue and Gray veterans of the Battle of Gettysburg: fourteen elderly combatants—former Union and Confederate soldiers extending their hands in reconciliation.


When the next war comes—and it will (so history teaches us)—the burden of combat will not be carried by either strong women or weak men, although the sacrifice of the former will be warmly embraced by the best men.


This book, although written for all men (and the women who love and respect them) may be most valuable to young men. I’ve lost count of the number of copies of earlier versions of The Compleat Gentleman I’ve been asked to autograph as high school and college graduation presents.


God bless them all, and God bless the United States of America.


Brad Miner


New York


Christmas 2020










CHAPTER 1 Massed against the World





Until the day of his death, no man can be sure of his courage.


—Thomas à Becket, in Jean Anouilh’s Becket (1959)





This book is about gentlemen and chivalry, topics rarely discussed as the twenty-first century begins its forced march into a third decade. But this was not always so. The concept of the gentleman has a long (some would say ancient) history. Indeed, there were commentators in Victorian and even earlier times who piously proclaimed Jesus Christ the first gentleman. For purposes of this book, we’ll say the idea emerges in the Middle Ages—in 1100 perhaps, at which time it is nascent in the spirit of chivalry—reaches its pinnacle towards the end of the nineteenth century, at which point it begins to languish.


So to raise this subject now is, in the phrase of T. S. Eliot, an “act of recovery.”


This is a book about an ideal, and the importance of aspiring to it. No man behaves as a compleat gentleman ought to all the time, but the best men never cease yearning to. As G. K. Chesterton wrote at the turn of the last century, it matters not “how often humanity fails to imitate its ideal; for then all its old failures are fruitful. But it does frightfully matter how often humanity changes its ideal; for then all its failures are fruitless.”


Edmund Burke’s famous statement that “the age of chivalry is gone”—and has been succeeded by that of “sophisters, œconomists, and calculators”—was a cri de coeur against the rending of the fabric of French life by the rabid enthusiasms of Jacobin terror during the French Revolution. But Burke’s point was not reactionary; he was not endorsing the ancien régime per se. He simply feared in his bones that what was good about Frenchmen—not least their tradition of chivalry—was as much threatened by their revolution as was the life of Queen Marie Antoinette. She was not yet dead when Burke wrote those words (in Reflections on the Revolution in France, 1790), but he was certain the French revolutionaries would kill her. (She was, in fact, guillotined three years later.) He lamented, reflecting upon her seizure and imprisonment, that he had lived to see “such disasters fallen upon her in a nation of gallant men, in a nation of men of honor and of cavaliers. I thought ten thousand swords must have leaped from their scabbards to avenge even a look that threatened her with insult.”


Above all, Burke feared the leveling scythe of egalitarianism, which cuts as ferociously today as it did in the eighteenth century—perhaps more so in its contemporary politically correct manifestations. The egalitarianism that is the most offensive is the notion, whether embodied in opinion or law, that every way of behaving is as good as any other and that the man who stands apart by reason of his dignity, restraint, and discernment is somehow an Enemy of the People.


William Butler Yeats spoke of this problem as “whiggery.” It was, he wrote in “The Seven Sages,”




A levelling, rancorous, rational sort of mind


That never looked out of the eye of a saint


Or out of a drunkard’s eye.


… All’s whiggery now.


But we old men are massed against the world.





Knights on a Sinking Ship


Let me tell you exactly when the idea for The Compleat Gentleman first began to take shape in my mind.


I was with my older son, then ten years old, at a screening of James Cameron’s maudlin and deceptive blockbuster Titanic, and it was during the climactic scenes of the sinking ship (which certainly are breathtaking) that something happened in the theater that brought home to me how far from reverence the idea of the gentleman has fallen. This is a good place to begin this book, since—thanks to Cameron (and despite his pseudo-Marxist spin on the disaster)—the story of chivalry on Titanic is probably more familiar to readers than any earlier tale of knights and damsels in distress—even of Arthur, Guinevere, Lancelot, and the rest.


Here’s what happened in the theater that day.


Up on the screen, the cinematic Benjamin Guggenheim (whose flesh-and-blood equivalent was a real-life passenger on the doomed liner) has come into the ship’s barroom dressed in evening clothes complete with a top hat and his liveried manservant. When offered a lifejacket, he refuses.


“We are dressed in our best,” he says, “and are prepared to go down like gentlemen.” Then—with a twinkle in his eye—he adds, “But we would like a brandy.”


Across the aisle and a few rows back of where my son and I were sitting, several twenty-somethings guffawed. They began talking among themselves and their cachinnations became sniggers. A few folks shushed them, but that just turned their sniggering into snorting. I turned around and stared over at them. My intent was no different than a bird watcher’s—a hobbyist’s interest in identifying the specimen whose screech I’d just heard in the bushes. But one of the young men caught my gaze. He raised his eyebrows: an insouciant gesture meant as a challenge. The look of curiosity that I assume had been on my face disappeared and was replaced by—well, an expression of ill will, I’m sorry to say. He looked away; I didn’t. Then suddenly he said to his companions, “Oh let’s get the hell out of here.” And he made a dash for the exit, his stunned friends following.


An elderly lady sitting in the row just behind us leaned forward and whispered, “You shamed them.” She even patted me on the shoulder.


Let’s deconstruct this curious collision of fact and fiction, starting with Titanic’s portrayal of Mr. Guggenheim (played by Michael Ensign).


But first I need to confess that as far as I’m concerned, you and I are on Titanic. By that I don’t mean to postulate some apocalyptic vision of modern culture. What I mean is that we are all sailing through life mostly heedless of tangible peril. [This sentence was originally written in the month before the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks that proved the point once and for all.] It has always been so.


As Stephen King, who knows a thing or two about such matters, puts it in The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon, “the world has teeth and can bite you with them anytime it wants.” The sad saga of the great ship appeals to us in large measure because we recognize that their fate is ours. Something about the Titanic story certainly makes it special. After all, nearly as many people were killed when the Lusitania was torpedoed three years after Titanic hit the iceberg, and that incident helped propel the United States into World War I. And yet it is Titanic that haunts the collective memory, probably because there is a great difference between an act of war and an act of fate. That and the fact that Titanic was hubristically called “unsinkable”—as, perhaps, our ambitions sometimes are, and as our dreams of physical immortality always are.


God willing, you and I will not face the horror Titanic’s passengers and crew did. Still, we cannot help but wonder how we might have endured what they endured. And our speculation—a kind of aspiration—is by way of preparing us for such a crisis, if and when it does come.


It’s fair to say of Guggenheim that choosing black tie and a brandy snifter over some (any!) attempt to survive was hardly the only course open for a gentleman on that horrible night. Guggenheim assumed that his chances of survival were abysmal—if not absolutely nil—and yet he might at least have tried to make it through: by grabbing on to some buoyant bit of the disintegrating ship, for instance. That would not have made him less chivalrous, and certainly not less intrepid.


Another gentleman on the ship that night did manage to survive without sacrifice to his honor. Colonel Archibald Gracie IV—whose family’s Manhattan mansion became the home of New York City’s mayors—had retired for the night on April 14, 1912 and was awakened by the jolt of Titanic’s collision with the iceberg. He dressed and went up top to investigate. He ran into a friend, Clinch Smith, who handed him one of the chunks of ice that now littered the top deck.


“Here you are, Archie,” the other man joked. “A souvenir.”


The perfect souvenir, actually and figuratively. Freezing cold; melting fast.


The mood of most passengers was lighthearted—until a few levelheaded fellows such as Gracie (who in the movie is played by English actor Bernard Fox, with no attempt to hide his British accent) began to note the tilt of the deck. When the colonel realized that the situation was very grave, he set about organizing the women he knew and leading them to the lifeboats. He assisted Second Officer Charles Lightoller (Jonny Phillips) in repelling an attempt by panicked men to seize lifeboat No. 2, and then saw to it that the escape craft was not lowered until it was filled to capacity—one of the few that actually was.


At 2:15 in the morning, the bow broke and sank, pulling Gracie and hundreds of others down with it. Nearly all were drowned, but Gracie, a very tough fellow, managed to kick to the surface. Gasping for air, he looked about at the horrible scene and saw that Lightoller and several other men were clinging to an overturned collapsible lifeboat. The gallant Lightoller eventually filled—covered—the capsized craft with thirty men, organizing them into two balanced rows, and successfully navigated his odd ark to a rendezvous with the rescue ship RMS Carpathia. So Colonel Gracie, fifty-four, went down with the ship, and yet he survived. (Sad to say, although he managed write a book about the sinking after his return to New York, he died just seven months after the disaster, never having fully recovered from injuries and the effects of hypothermia. He was the first survivor to die.)


Perhaps Guggenheim, at forty-six years old, might have survived had he given himself half a chance. But he didn’t. Still, he died like a gentleman. So, presumably, did John Jacob Astor IV, at the time of the accident one of the richest men in the world. (An interesting parenthesis to the story of the fate of Titanic’s first-class passengers is how close the ship came to carrying three more of the wealthiest men in the world: G. W. Vanderbilt II, Henry Clay Frick, and the richest of them all, J. P. Morgan. Vanderbilt canceled at the last moment, and his luggage went down with the ship, as did Frederick Wheeler, the man charged with transporting it back to New York. Frick’s wife sprained an ankle in Madeira, causing the couple to miss Titanic’s departure. And Morgan, who gladly took the Fricks’ tickets when offered, ended up missing the ship because he could not resist closing one more deal before leaving the Continent. The White Star line was owned by International Mercantile Marine, which was financed by Morgan.)


We’ll never know what was in either Guggenheim’s or Astor’s minds that night, because no one with whom either man discussed his motives survived (not that the situation allowed much time for discussion). But my guess—and it’s only a guess—is that being men of the world (knowing, perhaps, about the suction of sinking ships and the force of hypothermia), each believed with utter certainty that this was likely the last night of his life and was able to accept that fact and what the code of conduct to which he aspired accordingly demanded of him.


Mr. Astor was a decorated veteran of the Spanish-American War, so clearly he had not simply coasted on the fortune bequeathed to him. Forty-eight on the evening of his death, he had a young (eighteen-year-old) new and pregnant wife and much to live for. One may think of him as a man inured to having whatever he wanted, as the sort of privileged character who might well have decided to simply seize a seat in one of the lifeboats, as does the fictional Cal Hockley in the movie, who unctuously asks the stewards filling up one of the lifeboats, “Any room for a gentleman, gentlemen?”


Although he is denied a place at first, Cal later finagles a seat, as is in keeping with the instrumentalist philosophy he declares: “I make my own luck.”


The real Astor and the real Guggenheim were powerful enough that they might not have been stopped had they demanded to board a lifeboat. Bruce Ismay, one of the White Star Line’s directors, did just that. But neither Astor nor Guggenheim did. Astor (played by Eric Braeden in the film) did ask at first if he might be allowed to accompany his wife onto the lifeboat (it was one of those that Lightoller and Gracie were loading), but when he was informed that only women and children were being permitted to board, he nodded courteously and stepped away. Astor then organized a number of men into recruitment parties, seeking out women and children from all the ship’s classes and helping them into the lifeboats.


Ismay never lived down his act of “cowardice.” (I put the word cowardice in quotation marks because there is some debate about the actual moral content of Ismay’s decision. This is not the place to go into the intriguing arguments one way or the other, but I encourage the interested reader to get hold of Stephen Cox’s The Titanic Story, a stunning book that controverts much conventional wisdom about Titanic.) The others’ names, Astor’s included, entered the pantheon of heroes. This is history’s way.


Photographing the Past


What is history, by the way? Originally the word, akin to its shortened form “story,” meant simply an account of events. Some overly enthusiastic feminists have suggested a fundamental bias in the word—and in the process it represents—and have enjoyed proclaiming their account of women in the past as herstory. But “history” comes from Middle English histoire, which is exactly the modern French word for both “history” and “story,” and before that from Latin and Greek—all languages in which “his” is not the masculine personal pronoun. But wordplay among contemporary academic theorists works whether or not it’s true, and this is simply a lie. And of late, listening to the demonstrably false assertions of the Black Lives Matter organization and Antifa, one thinks of Hitler’s claim (or was it Goebbels’s?) that “if you tell a big enough lie and tell it frequently enough, it will be believed.”


A few years back, when political correctness was becoming the rage in our universities, the social sciences found themselves under assault by those determined to employ these academic disciplines as means to various political ends. It wasn’t just that professors in the thrall of feminism, Marxism, and deconstructivism—a term borrowed by the literary theorists from architecture—sought subjectively to redress the grievances of the past, but that they asserted that the disciplines themselves were bereft of objectivity. (For architects, the guys who actually construct buildings, deconstruction means the freedom to create spaces that ignore function—even to make things uncomfortable for future residents if the architect likes the way things look—but it does not mean ignoring the laws of physics and engineering. No matter how ugly a building may be, the architect does not want his design to crumble.)


By the ideology of contemporary social science, however, all the “facts” we know about history are political declarations, since whoever notes a fact—whether first or subsequently—does so through the screen of his or her own ideological assumptions. Since, therefore, all facts are political, all interpretations are political. And since both facts and interpretations are political, it is not only permissible, but also laudatory, to “use” history politically. Thus a feminist historian properly appraises “sexist” knighthood with rage. This is hailed as demystification, which only the avant-garde will comprehend, since the rest of us suffer from false consciousness—the ur-mystification being the very belief in objectivity.


As David Lehman summed up in his Signs of the Times, “The rightminded assistant professor of the post-Vietnam era imposes his or her own politically correct attitudes upon the literature of the past—at the cost of eliminating the sense of the past. In a fit of historical superiority, the critic proves himself or herself guiltless of the sexism, racism, and assorted other isms that damn the benighted denizens of earlier eras.”


The knight on horseback and the gentleman aboard Titanic have become contemptible because they do not conform to current notions about enlightened thought and behavior. These vestiges of a different ideal must be purged: monuments toppled, books bowdlerized, coursework propagandized.


But my interest is not in current notions. I do confess that I bring to the study of history the prejudices born of my experiences and imagination—who doesn’t—but I will not admit that this disqualifies me from seeing some bit of the truth about the past, even if only a bit. To me it is axiomatic that when we look back, our task is—to the extent possible—to see the subjects of our study as they saw themselves. A hurdle is before us, but a leap of faith is not required to surmount it any more than some profound spiritual transformation is necessary in order to know a friend.


The editor of Reader’s Digest once asked me which one historical figure I would most like to have lunch with.


“Well,” I said after a moment’s thought, “I won’t say Jesus, because you said lunch. I’ll say G. K. Chesterton.”


My reason was simple. Having read so much of G.K.C., I believe I would actually have a lot to discuss with him. I think I’d like him—his casual anti-Semitism notwithstanding. I know I’d be amazed and entertained by his wit. Can I say the same for Benjamin Guggenheim or William Marshal, the “flower of chivalry,” whom we will meet in the next chapter? Not so easily, perhaps, but yes. And all I’m trying to do here is catch a glimpse of the real men—to see them as if in snapshots—snapshots different from the literary and graphic portraits of these men made in their own time. Those images were rather static, flat, and emotionless, often lacking perspective. And this is generally as true of literary work as of the plastic arts. In pictures from the year 1900 B.C. to the year 1900 A.D. nobody grins. Neither are there scowls or tears. But living, those men laughed and they wept.


Above all, I don’t judge—in the moral sense. I do not feel superior to nineteenth-century gentlemen or twelfth-century knights. Far from it. As Chesterton put it in Lunacy & Letters, “You cannot be just in history. Have enthusiasm, have pity, have quietude and observation, but do not imagine that you will have what you call truth. Applaud, admire, reverence, denounce, execrate. But judge not, that ye be not judged.”


Robert E. Lee and Sidney Poitier are ideal men, in my view, but that does not mean they were perfect.


A Philosophical Quandary


The young people in the theater watching Titanic and laughing at what they took to be Guggenheim’s stuffy stupidity were reacting as we’ve come to expect people will. I believe it was the word “gentleman” that ignited their ridicule, and not Guggenheim’s peculiar choice of attire. (They did not laugh at the sight of him; only after he had spoken.) They probably assumed that his courage was a sham, that his true feelings were repressed, that only embarrassment prevented him from weeping like a baby or from trampling men, women, and children in a mad scramble to survive. Interesting if true, since one would expect imminent death to overcome such scruples in an upper-class cad—which is pretty much how all the wealthy are portrayed by Mr. Cameron. But there’s a part of the Guggenheim story he doesn’t tell.


When Guggenheim first came on deck after the collision, he was dressed appropriately, in a warm sweater and a lifejacket. He was among the men recruited by Astor to help find women and children and to assist in their evacuation. But when that work was done—and knowing that there would not be and should not be a place for him in a lifeboat—Mr. Guggenheim returned to his stateroom and put on his finery, as did his secretary, Mr. Victor Giglio. As Stephen Cox describes the moment: “We may not honor, or even understand, the code of moral dignity, of responsibility to oneself, that Guggenheim thought was embodied in his evening clothes. But we can respect his decision to live up to it.”


As for me that day in the theater—well, I simply should have ignored the hecklers. I’m probably lucky the bunch of them weren’t waiting outside for me when the movie let out. (They’d have been in for it if they had decided to make trouble; my son was even then a black belt.) The truth is, I felt the need to defend Guggenheim. Don’t ask me to analyze the confusion of reality, fantasy, and history that’s bound up in the incident except to say that the elderly woman who thought I had mortified the hecklers knew why I’d reacted as I had, and no doubt she was pleased to think that the virtues of the gentleman were not entirely lost on at least one person born since the big ship sank. She may even have been alive when the wife of the president of the United States dedicated a monument to Titanic’s heroes. “I do this,” Nellie Taft said, “in gratitude to the chivalry of American manhood.”


When I tell this story, I find that many women are particularly troubled by the clearly chivalric assumption that their sex should be evacuated ahead of mine. I know no one who would not say “children first,” but “women and children first” gives pause these days. Which raises the fascinating question—given the actual circumstances faced on the sinking ship—of who ought to have been saved. Let’s think it through.


Given that there was not sufficient time (just 160 minutes from impact with the iceberg to sinking) to organize an adequate evacuation plan, and given that fewer than half of those on board might have been saved even if all the available escape craft had been filled to capacity (fatally poor planning by White Star), what approach should reasonable people have taken to determine who would live and who would die? The first thing to say is that there was no need to identify a class of “doomed.” Without a place in a lifeboat one’s chances for survival were slim (hypothermia sets in very quickly in the bitter North Atlantic waters, especially in the vicinity of a huge iceberg), but no one needed to be chosen to die.


The “women-and-children-first” rule had one great virtue: it was efficient. It provided a protocol and a method for evacuating Titanic, as it would in a similar emergency today. Even so, the circumstances on Titanic were too chaotic and her crew was too poorly trained for the rule to be used to full effect. There was sufficient space on the lifeboats to save every one of the ship’s women and children, yet more than half of those from third class were lost. Still, the precept did provide such order as governed actions that night.


Would judicious people today decide that these classes of individuals (the female and the juvenile) should ipso facto be the ones to enter the boats? In the case of children, certainly: we instinctively protect them. In the case of women, possibly: they may reproduce, to which capability instinct also dictates an allegiance. In 1912, there was also the assumption and the probability that, regardless of age, most women were less likely than most men to survive the extreme conditions that awaited those who would sink and swim. But in our time any woman may be as fit as any man: women neither feel helpless nor are helpless. I would expect some contemporary women to give up their places in the boats, and I’m afraid there might be some men only too happy to take their places.


Old Ideas and New Rules


What does all this have to do with the definition of chivalry or of a compleat gentleman? Without undertaking to catalogue gentlemanly virtues here, I will note that social conditions have changed, that the chivalric ideal is no longer cherished, either by women or men, as it was in 1912, and that a gentleman today—however we may characterize him—may find his environment less congenial to his temperament. He may even encounter hostility: not necessarily if he decides to give up his life so a woman may be saved, but possibly when he steps aside to allow her to precede him through a door.


What follows is an examination of the history of chivalry and of the formal civility that grew out of it, as well as an inquiry into the extent to which the compleat gentleman has a role to play in our democratic age. Mostly for purposes of discussion, I propose three models—archetypes if you like—that comprise the dimensions of a chivalrous gentleman’s character: the warrior, the lover, and the monk. Each will be dealt with in due time, but I will say here that gentlemen, few as they may be these days, are nonetheless rich in their diversity.


Finally, it seems essential to consider the reasons why, to belong to this exclusive circle, a man must become a master of the art of sprezzatura, a term coined by Baldassare Castiglione, one of the Renaissance popularizers of chivalry, which by then was already an exercise in nostalgia. His term has found its way into trendy literary usage as a description of a writing style that seems accessible but is loaded with symbolic content. But what Castiglione intended was a way of life typified by discretion and decorum, nonchalance and gracefulness. Think of it as the gentleman’s art of concealment, an essential survival tool. We even have a modern equivalent: cool. But it’s a poor equivalent.


In that same section of his Reflections in which he bemoans the fate of Marie Antoinette, Edmund Burke speaks of chivalry as the “unbought grace of life,” and says that it once felt the slightest nick to honor as though it were a mortal wound; that it “inspired courage whilst it mitigated ferocity,” and ennobled whatever it touched. Burke makes the rather sweeping declaration that “all the good things which are connected with manners and with civilization” depend upon two things: the spirit of religion and the spirit of the gentleman.


Burke was right in fearing the consequences that would befall a society that abandons chivalry: “If it should ever be totally extinguished,” he wrote, “the loss I fear will be great.” The gravest risk is the banishment of subtlety and singularity, the things that make a man both lovable and useful.


The most self-satisfied of our forbears would cringe to witness our twenty-first-century illiberal individualism. A gentleman, I hope it will become clear, is not simply a man who stands apart. He is a man who stands up for others—sometimes even for his enemies—often when those others have no clue that he is there for them.


I’ll say plainly that the American Republic—and this is true, I should think, of all free societies—was founded by gentlemen and depends upon their gentlemanly ideals for both its prosperity and its posterity. Our Republic, in fact, is the gentleman writ large. Societal civility is the extension and expansion of individual gallantry: it’s all about—or ought to be about—balance and restraint.


Which brings me to Superman. I don’t mean some neo-Nietzschean Übermensch; I mean the guy from Smallville with the red cape. Most of the time, a gentleman is just a mild-mannered fellow whom other folks may take for granted. But when the job of saving the world comes up (see World War II), there’s a change in the man. Few will know the gentleman’s secret identity, but that’s as it should be. If ever there were a fellow with sprezzatura, it’s Clark Kent. I’m sure that somewhere in the pages of his comic book adventures, Clark’s latter-day Guinevere, Lois Lane, has one of those bubbles in which we read her thoughts: He’s my knight in shining armor. Of course, she’d be looking at Superman and not Clark. The question is, Would Lois admire one of the real knights whose histories inspired her comic-book hero?


What was chivalry really like when it was gleaming fresh as a polished cuirass?


Read on.










CHAPTER 2 The Knight: A Short History of Men on Horseback





Miniver sighed for what was not,


And dreamed, and rested from his labors,


He dreamed of Thebes and Camelot,


And Priam’s neighbors.


Miniver mourned the ripe renown


That made so many a name so fragrant,


He mourned Romance, now on the town,


And Art, a vagrant.


—Edward Arlington Robinson, “Miniver Cheevy” (1910)





What follows is a series of snapshots of the medieval knight, as he was then and as we see him now. For those of us who live in the West, images of the chivalrous knight are vividly fixed by the arts—by novels and movies and painting—and it is probably the case that the impressions of most people about knights are sentimental, romantic, and even nostalgic. Strictly speaking, it isn’t possible for twenty-first-century people to be nostalgic for the twelfth century, since nostalgia properly means severe homesickness, a yearning for familiar conditions from a prior period in our own lives. There is, however, a secondary meaning of the word that comes close: a wistful longing for a lost dominion. Without getting too far ahead of the discussion, we are idealistically attracted—as perhaps we should be—to the qualities of the knight, such as honor and bravery, and we incautiously suppose—as no doubt we should not—that these qualities arose in a time and place especially congenial to virtue.


Sir Walter Scott, whose Ivanhoe (1819) has exerted a tremendous influence on modern impressions of chivalry, wrote that the knight “was not called upon simply to practise these virtues when opportunity offered, but to be sedulous and unwearied in searching for the means of exercising them, and to push them without hesitation to the brink of extravagance, or even beyond it.” That sounds like Lancelot, doesn’t it? The vigilant man of nearly spotless character and colossal strength. It sounds, too, like his son Galahad, and the other Grail knights selflessly pushing themselves to exhaustion in their noble quest for the Eucharistic cup Christ used at the Last Supper. This is what we want in a knight: a man impelled by duty to fearlessly seek and decorously achieve the highest ideals. These thoughts of Scott appear in the article he wrote on chivalry for an early edition of Encyclopædia Britannica, and so far, so good. But just a bit further on, he breaks into a sorrowful lament: The “devotion of knights,” he writes, “often degenerated into superstition, their love into licentiousness, their spirit of loyalty or of freedom into tyranny and turmoil, their generosity and gallantry into harebrained madness and absurdity.” Given the age of gaudy skepticism in which we live, this does not surprise us. Indeed, most people would be shocked to discover there actually were noble knights—noble in the sense of truly high-minded.


My own view is that there were chivalrous men, all right, just not very many—and few even of them were saints. Needless to say, there was no census of virtue taken in the year 1100, any more than in our own time, but if there had been, sanguine opinion probably would not have tallied with the mundane truth; the promise would not have squared with what Scott called the “practise.” Chivalry was more an ambition than an accomplishment, but—and this is the important thing—it was the common ambition of increasing numbers of men, and it had the effect of elevating and concretizing their civil righteousness. Religion also did this, and you can say of chivalry what Chesterton said about the Christian ideal: “It has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult and left untried.” Still, taking the good with the bad, chivalry, like Christianity, had a healthy effect upon Western man.


It was not possible—and it never will be possible—to purge man of his propensity to violence and haughtiness; man will never be completely tamed. But chivalry was a mechanism whereby men were allowed—as men—to rise towards what Abraham Lincoln would call “the better angels of our nature.” From about 1100 and for the next seven centuries, the idea that a man could be both fearsome and gallant took firm purchase upon the Western imagination, culminating in the attempt by the American Founders to make a chivalrous republic—one that was a happy medium between wretched realities and intrepid aspirations.


If the actuality of chivalry in the Middle Ages turns out to disappoint the more starry-eyed among us, we may do well to recall Benjamin Disraeli’s comment that in the face of baseness we need to nurture great thoughts. “To believe in the heroic,” Disraeli wrote in 1844, “makes heroes.” We worry too much about hypocrisy, about our failures throughout history to achieve honorable goals. Knights were imperfect men. So what? “Every society invents for itself a type, a model, an exemplar, of what the perfect member of that society ought to be,” wrote English author-statesman Harold Nicholson. “These heroes and heroines are much more than the products of existing social and economic conditions: they are myths which repeat the legends of the past and enhance the dreams of the future. In a materialistic age it is salutary to remind ourselves of such fictions.”


This is clearer than ever in 2020. When Southerners decide to remove Gone with the Wind from libraries, we are hemorrhaging not bad blood but the culture’s lifeblood. In David O. Selznick’s film (directed by Victor Fleming) of Margaret Mitchell’s novel, the rolling “scroll” at the movie’s start promised “a land of Cavaliers and cotton” where “the Age of Chivalry took its last bow.” As history, this is questionable; as myth it’s powerful, and all are free, in Chesterton’s words, to “applaud, admire, reverence, denounce, execrate. But judge not, that ye be not judged.” In the case of the American South, this means we need to accept the truth in the fiction: virtuous men commit evil acts, sometimes without knowing those acts are evil.


Men go to war and return disillusioned, but the idea of the compleat gentleman arose from the principles and the traditions of knighthood. Any definition of a modern compleat gentleman must also be constructed upon this ancient bedrock, just as the New South arose from the Old South.


We Band of (Younger) Brothers


Chivalry is first and foremost the worldview of fighting men. Early in its development, it became allied with Catholicism and a primitive version of feminism known as “courtly love,” and it’s illuminating to think of it as a call to men to be both manly and mannerly.


It is remarkable that chivalry, no matter how actual or merely aspirational it was in its own day, appeared when it did—that it appeared at all! The early medieval period was a time of instability and violence that were at odds with notions of honor and restraint. Although Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) was not describing the medieval period, his famous words about our primitive condition could apply; it was a “war of every man against every man” in which life was lived in “continual fear, and danger of violent death: and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”


To make a very long story short: The Roman Empire withdrew from its colonial outposts in Britain and on the Continent, creating a classic power vacuum. Into this condition abhorred by nature galloped so-called barbarians. They came from the Muslim south, the Viking north, and the Mongol east. There seemed to be an endless swarm of them, and, for protection against them, troops of men—on horseback and on foot—began to organize for the defense of the lands that would eventually become France, Germany, England, and so forth.


There was not much to recommend the cure over the affliction. Once the stirrup made its appearance in the West—sometime in the eighth century, courtesy of the Eastern invaders—armed horsemen became the dominant military force. And when the barbarians either put down roots and assimilated or headed back to the places from whence they had come, the indigenous chivalries, as they were called, remained—all dressed up (you might say) with no place to go. Here’s a brash reduction of the situation: what the Europeans faced then was what some urban dwellers face today—gangs of armed youth, drop-outs from settled society who had no education to speak of except in the ways of war, and who needed to brawl in order to put bread in their mouths and steel in their hearts.


Because of the feudal system of primogeniture (by which inheritance passed only to the first-born male), many of these menacing youths were younger brothers. Some younger brothers might go into the Church, and some might make good strategic marriages—often arranged by their older brothers—but some others learned the arts of war and roamed the countryside spoiling for a riot. A lucky few won employment from feudal lords, and they were called “knights-bachelor.” If they were very fortunate and were rewarded with land of their own (called a benefice, which was a practice borrowed from the Romans), they would ride under their own heraldry, and they were called “knights-banneret.” The brawlers were called “knights-errant” (or iuvenes, youths), and it was for them and from them that the rules of chivalry first emerged.


Chivalry combined military, religious, and social concepts into a unified way of life. That much we can safely say, but from that point a definition gets dicey. As the finest writer on the subject, Maurice Keen, puts it, chivalry is “a word that was used in the middle ages with different meanings and shades of meaning by different writers and in different contexts.” A thousand years of history hasn’t changed the situation; the meaning of chivalry is still, Keen concludes, “tonal rather than precise in its implications.”


This is not to say that some have not attempted precise definitions. Leon Gautier, writing at the end of the nineteenth century, came up with Ten Commandments of Chivalry:




	Thou shalt believe all that the Church teaches, and shalt observe all its directions.


	Thou shalt defend the Church.


	Thou shalt respect all weaknesses, and shalt constitute thyself the defender of them.


	Thou shalt love the country in which thou wast born.


	Thou shalt not recoil before thine enemy.


	Thou shalt make war against the Infidel without cessation, and without mercy.


	Thou shalt perform scrupulously thy feudal duties, if they be not contrary to the laws of God.


	Thou shalt never lie, and shalt remain faithful to thy pledged word.


	
Thou shalt be generous, and give largesse to everyone.


	Thou shalt be everywhere and always the champion of the Right and the Good against Injustice and Evil.





You can’t get much more precise than that. Gautier’s is a pious and martial list, short on chivalry’s social aspect, but that’s because Gautier was among those austere fellows for whom courtly love, which we will consider at length in Chapter 5, was slightly distasteful. Referring to the Lancelot-Guinevere-Arthur triangle—and really to the whole cycle of Round Table tales—Gautier complained that they “civilized us no doubt, but effeminated us” as well. Perhaps. It’s probably the case that no milquetoast is properly capable of waging merciless war against heretics and unbelievers, although there’s not much call for that these days.


But even Gautier was not unaware of the gap between the confession of chivalric charity and the actualization of knightly prowess. “The majority of these heroes had no other shibboleth than, ‘I am going to separate the head from the trunk.’ ” The majority, he says, and he may not be far off the mark.


Knights Real and Imagined


Arthurian literature (and King Arthur, as we’ll see, is the lightning rod of the chivalric imagination) is optimistic about the knight’s character, although the emphasis is always on the “true” knight. The tales of Arthur, Lancelot, Gawain and the rest were the era’s fiction—they were the very first “romances” and gave that genre its name—and the nonfiction writing of the day, which is rare and often as fanciful as the fables, tells a rather grittier story of the knight.


This look back is not an exercise in nostalgia. Part of the truth about the “Age of Chivalry” that emerges from some study is that it was often bestial and nearly always sanctimonious. (In this latter regard, it resembles every age, ours in particular.) It would be foolish to look back with longing for the lost glory of the medieval period. One story will suffice to illustrate why such mawkishness is brazenly vulgar.


There is a chanson de geste (one of just under two hundred such “French” ballads of the period written by trouvères—troubadours—about the paladins—knights—of the eleventh, twelfth, and earlier centuries) concerning a great hero, one Raoul de Cambrai. Raoul is a Christian, which means a Catholic, and a loyal son of the Church, although possibly a recent convert from one or another kind of paganism. The fact of his faith makes it rather shocking to read how he razes a convent during one of his campaigns in Normandy. Later on, in his tent, shaking the dust and ashes from his clothes, washing the blood from his hands, he tells his seneschal—a combination steward and lieutenant—to “Prepare me food and you will do me a great boon.” (Murdering and raping nuns must have given the man a powerful appetite.) Raoul is very specific about what he wants—“roasted peacocks and deviled swans, and venison in abundance”—and he means to see that every one of his men gets his fill, since he “would not be thought mean by my barons for all the gold of a city.”


For his part, the seneschal is slack-jawed. At the risk of life and limb he excoriates his liege lord: “In the name of Our Lady,” he cries, “What are you thinking of? You are denying holy Christianity and your baptism and the God of majesty! It is Lent, when everyone ought to fast; it is the holy Friday of the passion on which sinners have always honored the cross.” Here, no doubt, his voice begins to shake with shame and rage: “And we miserable men who have come here, we have burned nuns and violated the church, and we shall never be reconciled to God unless his pity be greater than our wickedness.”


Now it is Raoul’s turn to be aghast. He shows the seneschal a powerful fist. You son of a slave, he begins—we can only imagine the look of loathing on the knight’s face—and proceeds to shriek at his trembling steward: Those damned nuns had the audacity to insult two of my squires! They had to pay—and pay dearly. And, by God, they did pay. He is astonished at his aide’s impudence and naiveté. The seneschal of so great a lord ought to understand the ways of the world.


But then Raoul sighs, and the threatening fist drops to his side. Still, he shrugs, you are right: I had forgotten that it is Lent.


As the seneschal backs out of the tent, Raoul, his meal meatless now, sits down to play chess with one of his barons. As one commentator on the chanson sums up the situation: “Thus are Christ’s forty days in the wilderness piously commemorated.”


Since the very inception of chivalry men have been sorrowfully mindful of the gap between the notion and the fact; have felt the tension between bright sanguinity and dark chagrin. But the early knights—who swore to protect the weak and then trampled them underfoot—weren’t exactly hypocrites, if only because they believed in both hierarchy and human frailty in a way we no longer do. They knew the difference between good and evil at least as clearly as we, but they lacked our optimism about human nature. And they felt that societal status was ordained by fate, which is to say: by God.


It’s very complicated historically. As chivalry was emerging, the rule of law was still imperfectly realized. There was a legacy of Roman law (in the Theodosian and Justinian Codes of the Byzantine empire and the Salic laws of early—that is, sixth-century—Europe), and there was a slowly evolving common law that served to adjudicate some conflicts. And yet what we confidently understand as justice today was in the Age of Chivalry confounded by the absence of constitutions, concepts of civil rights, and professional law enforcement. (The Magna Carta is a thirteenth-century document.) Justice was ad hoc and highly subjective; to most in society there seemed to be no alternative to the oppressive hierarchy of privilege. But during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, there was a gradual loosening of feudal bonds: serfs—indentured servants—became peasants and began to have some ownership rights. Increased income led to mobility, and European cities began to expand; artisans and merchants began to thrive. Legal, ethical, and religious constraints began to temper the knight’s reckless sense of empowerment.


It is interesting that some of the earliest recorded references to chivalry proclaim either its demise or its resurrection. None of these incipient testimonials comes from works about chivalry itself, because the oldest manuals of knighthood date from no earlier than the middle of the thirteenth century. These include The Book of the Order of Chivalry (Libre del Ordre de Cavayleria) by Ramon Lull (1232–1315) and the poem “Ordene de Chevalerie,” whose author is anonymous. Lull, a Majorcan priest, states with medieval sincerity—which was often disingenuous—that chivalry was instituted shortly after the Fall. No cavaliers were needed in Eden, but thereafter a few were chosen in every age. Lull believed that those conscripted to knighthood were very specifically one in a thousand (ex mille electus) and were called out of the herd by reason of their loyalty and prowess. Lull’s attributes deserve consideration.


Although Lull presumably spoke a thirteenth-century dialect of Spanish, the language of chivalry that has come down to us is usually French, and the words used to describe the knight were these: loyauté and prouesse, which are the attributes cited by Lull (loyauté meaning loyalty or fidelity and prouesse, prowess, standing for both strength and bravery), then largesse, courtoisie, and finally franchise. By largesse was meant generosity, both of spirit and of purse; it is perhaps best expressed by the English word “liberality” in the sense having nothing to do with politics. By courtoisie was meant kindness and manners, but also the grander notion of gallantry. Franchise is the hardest to define precisely, although it’s also the most important. It is honesty—in our English-language sense of frankness—but it is also the much more elevated conception of honor, or “nobility of mind.” Lull also stressed that a knight needed to be of a noble family and, perhaps as a consequence of that, wealthy. Being a knight took money, and plenty of it, because the cost of horses and weapons and armor, and—well before Lull’s time—tournament entry fees, was substantial.


The Training of a Knight


To become a knight in the year of our Lord 1100, a lad from a well-to-do family would leave his home for the castle of a great—or so he would hope—knight, to be educated there in the ways of combat and courtesy. There were no military colleges like America’s West Point or Britain’s Sandhurst (but then there were no nations either), and without a patron a boy could not hope to receive the years of training required to win his spurs. The whole of his education could take up to a decade or more, and it began at age seven when he entered the knight’s service as a page.


The page (or in French, damoiseau, “little master”) was a seen-but-not-heard servant who was expected to learn the ways of the knight by observing, not by doing. His tasks were almost certainly domestic, although in the home of some fine lords he probably received a rudimentary education as well—an education that often included lessons in chess and, with the local priest, in religion. Practically from the institution of chivalry, a knight was expected to be a man of culture and poise as well as of honor and prowess. In this regard the page was often at the call of the lady of the house as well as the lord, and she would attend to the page’s early education in the refinements of courtly love. Rarely would this have involved anything remotely carnal.


By the age of fourteen, the page would have spent years watching his knight—or several knights in a larger household—dressing and eating and laughing and lying and doing everything that was appropriate (and much that was not) in the life of a gentleman warrior. As he reached the end of this period of apprenticeship, he might begin to learn the finer points of hunting and falconry that would spearhead his schooling in the arts of war and guarantee he knew how to “horse.” He was probably a fair-to-excellent rider while (or even before he became) a page, just as modern boys master bicycle riding at a very early age. The horse was the knight’s indispensable companion, as familiar to a twelfth-century lad as a ten-speed is to a twenty-first-century kid.


Now a teenager, the page would become a squire. (In French sometimes valet. The words valet and squire were never synonymous in English. Valet is a common enough English word, but it has a different meaning—a groom or personal attendant.) In this new status, the lad began to handle his knight’s weapons and to watch closely to learn how a proper soldier fought and rode. It is likely he received advanced lessons in combat horsemanship and in the use of each type of weapon, and he was party to the conversation of his knight in a way he hadn’t been as a page. Now he could ask questions and express opinions. He was likely to accompany his lord into battle or a tournament and, in extremis, to take up a sword himself if an enemy broke through and threatened his side.


There was still a lot of drudgery: polishing and repairing armor, cleaning and storing weapons, grooming and training horses, but it was all beneficial in his education as a knight. There was no set rule for determining when a squire was ready to become a knight. In times of relative peace, he might be seven years a page and seven years a squire before his knighting ceremony. If he had been steadfast at the side of his knight in combat, he might be knighted earlier—in some cases much earlier, especially if a battle was imminent and his knight believed the looming danger made imperative the ceremony of dubbing: a reward for the lad’s loyal service on the eve of his early death. But this was rare, since the range of skills required of a knight were not easily acquired in less than a dozen years.
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