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FOREWORD

We must be grateful to John Matthews for unearthing these marvellous stories surrounding the Knights of the Round Table and I look forward to immersing myself in their glories as they swirl about the figure of King Arthur.

In my researches for the film Excalibur, I kept colliding with John Matthews. From his great knowledge of the Arthurian legends, he gave me notable advice as I researched my story. His writing about the Arthurian legend is enjoyable as well as authentic and this book of new stories is as surprising and enthralling as you would expect.

When I was working on Excalibur I researched all these legends, and I went with a slightly different focus – I had Merlin as the central figure for my film, and he and his magic help in the quest for the Holy Grail. Arthur and the knights assemble at the Round Table and go off on their different adventures and come back and speak about what they have learned.

Having arranged his marriage to Guinevere, Arthur later sends his friend Lancelot to escort his future bride back to Camelot, and of course what happens is they fall in love. Lancelot is attracted to her but his love of the king is strong, and he delivers her to Arthur. But her heart was by then with Lancelot and his with Guinevere…

These stories about Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table have been published in many versions for hundreds of years and one of the reasons it interests me, and many others, is that it runs very deep to our core. It is the central myth of Britain…  The stories have been told in many different ways – my version was to do with the recovery of the Holy Grail and that the king and the land are one. If the king gets sick, the crops suffer.

The only thing that will save the king and the land is the Grail. Many knights go to try and find it and fail, until Arthur sends a knight who is but a boy. The boy discovers all the knights who had left on the Grail quest hanging dead from a tree. He is attacked and his knightly clothes are torn from him. He is thrown naked into a river and his weapons are all gone. He is washed downstream and comes to a bridge leading to a castle and he climbs up naked and a voice says: ‘What do you want?’ He replies: ‘I want the Holy Grail.’ He climbs up to the castle and successfully answers the question – that you can only see the Grail when you are stripped of everything, just as the boy is. The Grail Cup fills up with wine and he feeds this to Arthur. Upon receiving a sip from the cup Arthur is immediately restored to full strength. This is the essence of the great myth. John Matthews’s knowledge of the Arthurian legend is unsurpassed and anyone attempting to reimagine them must go to him. My success in finding the Holy Grail and making Excalibur owes a great deal to his advice, knowledge and help.

Sir John Boorman

Annamoe, 2024




INTRODUCTION

Further Forays into the Great Wood

A number of people have asked me, before and since the collecting of these stories, what it is about the Arthurian world that keeps us coming back for more? The answer, to me anyway, is simple: they contain virtually every aspect of our lives; they show the best and worst of us; they are, by turns, exciting, powerful, funny and full of sorrow. We may live a long time after they were written, and chivalry is certainly not what it was then, or still might be; but there is enough love, anger, peace, bravery and fear, truth and falsehood in these tales to satisfy most people. We can learn from them.

I began reading the stories of Arthur and his knights over fifty years ago when I discovered T. H. White’s extraordinary telling of the epic of Camelot, The Once and Future King. White’s witty and erudite take on the epic led me to the inspiration for his work: Thomas Malory’s retelling of a cycle of stories, which resulted in Le Morte D’Arthur, published by William Caxton in 1485.

Since then, I have continued to read every original medieval Arthurian story I could find – including many that form part of this collection. Many more are available in English than there were all those years ago, and I must pay homage to the legion of scholars and translators who fed my love of the vast panoply of tales, dating for the most part from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. But it was Malory’s work that has always meant most to me, as it does to the fictional scribe in this book, and I would like to take a moment to consider what we know about the life of this great author.

When Sir Thomas completed his book, then still titled The Whole Book of King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table, he was held captive in Newgate Prison on a variety of charges – some undoubtedly made up, others not – which gave him the time to compile and write his mighty book. Fortunately for Malory, as for those who love his work, he was allowed to have books brought to him in the prison, and he may well have had access to the Whittington Library, established by the fabled Mayor of London, Richard (Dick) Whittington (c. 1354–March 1423).

Almost everything we know about Malory is what he tells us within the pages of the original manuscript of his epic, where a number of colophons are included which appear to have been written by him personally. Several prayers addressed to the readers of the book appear, requesting their attention to the plight of the author. At the end of ‘The Tale of King Arthur’ (Caxton, Books I–IV) we read:


And this book endeth whereas Sir Lancelot and Sir Tristram came to court. Who that would make any more let him seek other books of King Arthur and of Sir Lancelot or Sir Tristram; for this was drawn by a knight prisoner Thomas Malleorre, that God send him good recovery.



A second prayer, coming at the end of ‘The Tale of Sir Gareth’ (Caxton, Book VII) reads:


And I pray you all that readeth this tale to pray for him that this wrote, that God send him good deliverance soon and hastily.



Later, at the end of ‘The Tale of Sir Tristram’ (Caxton, Books VIII–XII) comes:


Here endeth the second book of Sir Tristram de Lyones which was drawn out of the French by Sir Thomas Malleorre, knight, as Jesu be his help.



Finally, towards the end of the whole book, there is a reference to:


The Most Piteous Tale of the Morte Arthure Sanz Gwerdon par le shyvalere Sir Thomas Malleorre, knight, Jesu aide ly pur votre bon mercy [Jesu help me of your great mercy].



All of these pleas were omitted from Caxton’s printed text, but were replaced, as a final colophon to the work, with the following:


I pray you all gentlemen and gentlewomen that readeth this book of Arthur and his knights, from the beginning to the ending, pray for me while I am alive, that God send me good deliverance, and when I am dead, I pray you all pray for my soul. For this book was ended the ninth year of the reign of King Edward the Fourth by Sir Thomas Maleore, knight, as Jesu help him for his great might, as he is the servant of Jesu both day and night.



Taken with the other references, it is clear that the author is writing in prison, from which he hopes to be released soon. The last statement was augmented in 1934, when the only surviving manuscript was discovered in the Winchester Cathedral library. This is the closest we can get to Malory’s original, which has never been found, and it led various scholars to put forward a whole range of identities for the ‘knight prisoner’ whose name, as was common in the medieval period, appears under so many variable spellings.

On the balance of evidence, the most likely contender is Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel (or Fenny Newbold) in Warwickshire. He has proved the longest lasting and most popular claimant of all, and a huge amount of research has been done into his life. For many, this is the Malory of Le Morte D’Arthur, though his life seems at times greatly at variance with the personal statements contained in the book. Noted medievalist, H. Oskar Sommer, was the first to mention this Malory in his 1890 edition of the book, but it was the distinguished Harvard Professor, George Lyman Kittredge, who outlined the evidence relating to the Newbold Revel Malory in 1897. Deriving most of his information from a book by Warwickshire antiquarian Sir William Dugdale, Kittredge presented this Malory as a soldier and parliamentarian who had fought at Calais with Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, one of the truly great chivalric figures of the fifteenth century. This Malory died in 1471 and was buried at Greyfriar’s Church in London.

This discovery created sufficient interest to provoke several other scholars into researching various documents, including legal rolls contained in the Public Record Office in London. The information thus gleaned revealed a very different figure from that suggested by Dugdale. Most of the records concerning the career of Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel were concerned with his criminal record, which included several periods in jail for crimes including theft, grievous bodily harm and even rape. A somewhat sensational biography called Sir Thomas Malory, His Turbulent Career, by Edward Hicks, appeared in 1928 and promoted still further investigations, which gave a full and rounded portrait of Malory as a thief, bandit and rapist – scarcely reflecting the high chivalric standards contained within the book of which, it was claimed, he was author.

His parents were Sir John and Lady Phillipa Malory, the former originally of Winwick, the latter heiress to the estate of Fenny Newbold. Thomas, their only son, was born somewhere between 1393 and 1416. According to Dugdale he became a professional soldier and served under Richard Beauchamp, but even here the dates are vague and we have no idea how or if he distinguished himself. In 1442 he acted as an elector in Northamptonshire, but in 1443 he was accused, together with one Eustace Burnaby, of attacking, imprisoning and making off with goods to the value of £40 belonging to a Thomas Smythe, of Sprotton in Northants. Nothing seems to have come of this charge and shortly after we hear that Thomas Malory married a woman named Elizabeth, who later bore him a son, Robert.

In 1443, Malory was elected to parliament, and served at Westminster for the rest of that year, being appointed to a Royal Commission charged with the distribution of monies to the poorer towns of Warwickshire. We may judge by this that whatever the truth of accusations made against him the previous year, Malory remained in the good graces of his peers.

This was to change in 1450, when we learn that Thomas Malory, knight, was accused of lying in wait, along with 26 other men, to attack and rob Humphry Stafford, the Duke of Buckingham, one of the richest and most powerful men in the country. The reason for this remains unknown, and the accusations were never proven. Various suggestions have been made, including the possibility of Malory’s involvement in a political plot organised by Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick. Whatever the truth, Malory seems to have been bent upon a life of crime from this time onwards. In May of the same year he is accused of extorting with menaces the sum of 100 shillings from Margaret King and William Hales of Monks Kirby, and, the following August, of engineering the same injury against another neighbour, John Mylner, from whom he allegedly stole 20 shillings.

Somewhere between these two events Malory was accused of an even more serious crime. Around June of 1450, aided by three other men, Malory is said to have broken into the house of Hugh Smyth of Monks Kirby and to have stolen goods worth £40 and raped his wife. It is important to understand that, at this point, the word ‘rape’ did not always mean the same as it does today. Rape in medieval terms meant ‘to steal or run off with’, so that we may choose to see Malory’s crime to be more one of thievery than assault. Nine months later, on the 15 March 1451, the arrest of Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel, along with nineteen others, was ordered. Once again, however, nothing seems to have come of this, and in the ensuing months Malory and his ‘gang’ went on a spree of robberies. At one point Malory was arrested and imprisoned in Maxstoke but he escaped almost at once, swimming the moat and rejoining his band at Newbold Revel.

Finally, on 23 August 1451, the matter came to trial at the Nuneaton assizes. The list of charges was extensive and included both Malory and several others who, according to the legal system of the time, may or may not have been present to answer their accusers. In any event the judgement went against Malory and by January of 1452 he was imprisoned in Marshalsea prison in London, where it seems he remained for at least a year.

His response to the judgement against him was to plead ‘not guilty’ and to demand a retrial with a jury of men from his own county. This never took place, but Malory was released for a time. In March he was arrested again and returned to Marshalsea, from where he escaped once again some two months later, possibly by bribing the guards. Less than a month later he was back in prison again, and this time he was held until the following May, when he was released on bail of £200 – a considerable sum at that time. However, when the date arrived for Malory to answer for his crimes, he could not be found. The reason for this was that he was already in custody at Colchester, where he was accused of still further crimes involving robbery and horse-theft. Once again, the ever resourceful Malory escaped, and remained at liberty until November, when he was apprehended and returned to Marshalsea, this time under the huge penalty against his escape of £1000.

[image: ]

[image: ] Sir Thomas Malory [image: ]

During the next few years, we hear less of Malory. For much of the time he was imprisoned, either in Marshalsea or Newgate, though he seems to have obtained bail on at least one occasion and this time to have returned on the date appointed and been duly locked up again. The worst crimes of which he was accused on this occasion were failure to pay back loans made to him by various people for his bail payments.

In and out of prison again over the next few years, Malory served as a soldier for a time in the armies of both York and Lancaster during the Wars of the Roses (1455–1487). His name finally appears on a register of captors pardoned by King Edward IV in 1461. He may well have been detained for longer than other men who took part in the conflict, very likely due to his habit of changing sides. Unfortunately for him, he ended up on the losing side and seems to have been held longer than most because of his attacks on Humphry Duke of Buckingham, whose influence with the king was considerable.

Sir Thomas Malory, knight, died on Thursday the 14th of March 1470, and was buried in some splendour at Greyfriars Chapel, London, in the shadow of Newgate Prison, where he had spent so much time as a prisoner. The fact that his mortal remains were interred here suggests that not only were his old misdeeds forgotten, but that he was also possessed of some wealth. This may have been the result of his misspent life, or because he had a wealthy patron, whose possible existence has been surmised as a reflection of the number of times he was set free or granted bail. Who this patron may have been, if he existed, is a matter for speculation. It has been claimed that it may have been Richard Neville, the Kingmaker himself, and that Malory may have spent time in his pay as a spy; but in a life already crowded with events, this may be stretching the evidence too far.

Malory’s tomb bore the inscription:


HIC JACET DOMINUS THOMAS MALLERE, VALENS MILES OB 14 MAR 1470 DE PAROCHIA DE MONKENKIRBY IN COM WARICINI

[HERE LIES SIR THOMAS MALLERE, VALIENT KNIGHT. DIED 14 MARCH 1470 IN THE PARISH OF MONKENKIRBY IN THE COUNTY OF WARWICK]



Though he seems to have died in his own home, Malory was buried in London. His grave was lost for ever when Henry VIII dissolved the monastery of Greyfriars. But of Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel nothing more is currently known. He remains an enigmatic, and in some ways unlikely, author of the Le Morte d’Arthur, although in other respects he lived a life every bit as colourful and dramatic as some of the characters in his book.

[image: Section Break Image.]

I am not the first to have fallen under the spell of Thomas Malory’s work. Another book which I devoured when I came across it in the 1980s is John Steinbeck’s The Acts of King Arthur and his Noble Knights of the Round Table. The American novelist clearly loved Malory’s work in the same way that I do, and set out to create a modern language edition. In fact he did not live to complete it – in part because, as he wrote, the book gradually ceased to be Malory’s and became pure Steinbeck. The result is a wonderful mix of fifteenth- and twentieth-century writing.

I realise that my own efforts, both in this collection and the previous volume (The Great Book of King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table) have followed a similar path. Beginning from a desire to retell as many of the additional stories not included by Malory as possible, I soon found that I was adding details not in the originals. This was in part due to the need to make sense, for a modern audience, of these medieval stories – but also because, having adopted the persona of a scribe who loved Malory’s work, I found that his voice spoke in my ear so often that I realised I was adding to the original works, just as Malory and Steinbeck had done. This has enabled me to impose some unity on the wondrous complexity that created the Realms of the Round Table – stories composed by so many different hands, making them a cycle of tales rather than a loose-knit collection.

So these are not exact retellings, though I have tried to follow the originals as far as possible. There is perhaps a little more of my own imaginings in this new selection than in the first. Often I felt, as I wrote, that I was almost taking dictation, so swiftly the words flowed from my hands. Throughout, I kept in mind that certain concepts and ideas would not have been used by the authors of these works, but that to copy the medieval style exactly would not really work for a modern audience. So I chose to aim for something halfway between. At the same time I had to make the hard choice of having to omit many details and episodes from the longer texts in order to keep within the dimensions of this book. As I did with the first collection, I have provided details of the originals whenever possible, so that those seeking to know what I left out can do so by seeking out the volumes I utilised in making my own versions.

Characters and situations wove into and out of the growing mountain of texts, and I found that including internal references within my own tellings made the collection into something more. Thus it can be said that these are versions based upon the originals. The words are thus all my own. I have given names to characters who were anonymous, and drawn out narrative threads that are scarcely there in the originals. If this approach requires an excuse I could only say that Malory himself did this – putting words into the mouths of his heroes and heroines and constantly referring to ‘the French book’ (now known as the Vulgate or Lancelot-Grail Cycle) the source of much of his own vision. Malory’s own presence is as much in his book as is the nameless scribe who stands as an alter ego for myself in this.

Most people who know of the Arthurian legends know of Le Morte D’Arthur, but few are aware that several hundred other texts exist which broaden the landscape of the adventures of the Round Table knights and of the king and his immediate family. Most of these, unlike Malory’s book, were written in other languages: French, German, Italian, Dutch and Spanish. Quite a large number of them have yet to be translated, while those that have remain unfamiliar to those who only know Malory and possibly the works of Chrétien de Troyes, whose cycle of French romances widened the range yet again. There are many clues scattered throughout these medieval tales of Arthur and his knights which refer back to a much older stratum of stories, mostly now lost. In particular the many references to what might be considered a state of warfare between Arthur and the realm of Faery, implying that this was once a much more developed strand of the myths. This is referenced clearly in the final story of the book, ‘King Arthur and the Dragon of Normandy’, in which the king is stated to be the leader of the Faery Hosts. I have done my best to identify these details and to place them where they may be seen in the stories told here.

There are many other regular patterns within the medieval tales. The basic standard story is the coming of a supplicant (usually an attractive woman) who requires one of the Round Table knights to defend her, rescue her mistress, avenge her murdered lover, or obtain for her rare magical items. The knight is then dispatched and encounters a number of adversaries along the way, most of whom will be dispatched or captured and sent to Camelot to swear allegiance to Arthur. I have done my best to create variations to the countless battles, jousts and rescues undertaken by the likes of Gawain, Lancelot, Meleranz and others, both less and more familiar.

I have once again adopted Caxton’s device of adding what we can term ‘ends and beginnings’ to each book: thus, Explicit liber Primus (End of Book 1) Incipit Liber Secundus (Beginning of Book 2), and so on, for each of the individual stories as well. I have included these here to add to the links between Malory’s book and my own.

As the Foreword to the first of these collections stated: ‘… these tales feel like they still exist in a glorious present, as if one could travel to King Arthur’s court simply by walking, andx find oneself in Camelot.’ This is true of most of the original romances, of which I have gathered as many as I could that seemed worthy of retelling for a modern audience. In retelling these, I have drawn not only on the stories themselves, but a lifetime of reading, research and writing about literature of the Arthuriad in all its many forms. Nor should I forget the work of my old friend, Sir John Boorman, whose film, Excalibur, is still the finest retelling of the central myth I have seen, dramatising the story with such power and energy, and who so generously provided a Foreword to this collection.

Not everything within these pages will chime with modern sensibilities, but they are true to the time in which the originals were written. Here we are in a world of chivalry, knightly adventure, random love triangles, war and peace, magic and reality. A wonderful tapestry of a time that never really was, but which invites us into its wild forests, soaring castles and magical islands. I hope the work will inspire my readers, and that, when you have read them all (and there are still others not included here) you might go in search of your own discoveries. I promise you that the journey will be as exciting as any adventure undertaken by King Arthur’s knights in the realms of the Round Table.

John Matthews

Oxford 2025




A WORD FROM THE SCRIBE OF THESE STORIES

Thus I continue, beyond the beginning, with these tales that Sir Thomas Malory did not include in his great work which master Caxton named Le Morte D’Arthur when he published it in the year of Our Lord, 1485. As he tells us in the beginning of that book, many people came to him asking why he had not printed tales of the mighty King Arthur, and so have others come to me, asking if I had further tales than those I compiled and wrote in the collection which I named The Great Book of King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table. As I write, further tales have come to light, some brought to me here in my lonely cell in the wilderness by those who, like myself, love the writings of Master Thomas and long for more. So I have made here a second assembly of tales from that distant time, when King Arthur ruled from Camelot the Golden. Many I have only lately come to hear or read, and all are as full of wonder as those previously brought together by my humble pen. My wish, as named before, is that these tales be remembered and told again in whatever time to come, when they are needed.

It is said that in those times, the great trees walked, and that they came together in a mighty assembly that became the wood that is named Broceliande – a place that I believe lies between the worlds of humankind and Faery. I cannot say if this is true, but for those who have walked the avenues of that uncanny place, or even just its margins, the whisper of voices can still be heard. Some have even seen where the Lady dances on the greensward. These are the stories told by the Great Wood itself. Thus, I am able to satisfy the requests once again to enter there, where the Knights of King Arthur rode in search of wonder.

Sir Thomas wrote often of knights who went forth in search of adventure, and were lost in the thousand pathways of the Great Wood. These were quickly forgotten by the tale spinners, but here I have sought to recover them amid the broken littoral of text and tale, and have gathered many that I believe deserve to be remembered and rediscovered. These then, are the tales of the lost and chivalrous knights within the Realm of King Arthur.

The first shall be the story of ‘The Perilous Cemetery’, and several other tales of the noblest of knights. And after that shall come some stories of love, including that of ‘The Sweet Sorrow of Sir Gawain’ and ‘The Tale of Tandereis and Flordibel’, such as may warm the hearts of all who delight in such tales.
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1: THE PERILOUS CEMETERY
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Many tales I have found of Sir Gawain of Orkney, nephew to King Arthur and the first of the brothers born to King Lot and the Lady Morgause. In all of these, I have found none that fail to praise the great knight as one of the first amongst the Round Table fellowship. Only Sir Lancelot outshone him, and there are those who say that the king’s nephew was indeed the greater of the two. Of this I make no claim to know the truth, any more than those who first set down these stories may do – but in the tale that I shall tell here Sir Gawain is shown to be a very pillar of chivalry. Also, there is a great mystery, for here it is said that Gawain died, and yet that he was not dead. And so, also, that he met and defeated a demon of Hell in the name of our Lord Jesu, and saved a lady whose peril was perhaps the greatest ever endured among those whom the Knights of the Round Table helped.
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THE STORY BEGINS at Pentecost, when King Arthur held a great feast to which many knights, ladies and damosels came from all quarters of the kingdom – for to be seen at such a gathering was reward enough, and many of the women hoped to encounter one of the great Knights of the Round Table and to find favour with him, while the men sought to prove themselves in the lists and so perhaps become part of the Fellowship.

The first two days of the gathering passed as they were wont – with tournaments and hunting and games, as well as feasts serving only the best of repasts. Then, around the hour of nones,* when the king and queen and their guests were enjoying refreshments in the great hall, there came in a most beautiful damosel, clad in a scarlet gown trimmed with fur. She rode her palfrey right into the hall and only stopped when she came before the king himself. There, she greeted him with great solemnity.

‘Sire,’ she said. ‘I come to ask a boon that only you may grant. I swear that what I will ask be neither base nor unjust.’

‘Tell me what it is that you desire,’ said the king. ‘If it is in my power I will surely grant it.’

‘I ask only that for the duration of this feast, that I, and I alone, may be your cup-bearer and serve you faithfully at every repast. And one other thing I crave – that the bravest and greatest knight in this gathering will be my protector while I am here – for otherwise I may not stay.’

‘Damosel,’ answered the king. ‘Both requests are fairly spoken and shall be granted. However, I do not know whom I may in fairness name as the greatest amongst this company. Is there perhaps one that you would yourself choose?’

‘Sire,’ replied the damosel. ‘I cannot do as you wish. Surely you of all must know who is the best amongst your own knights.’

The king thought for a moment. Then he said: ‘It is surely not right that I name one of my own kin as the noblest or best of my Fellowship. Yet there is one here who is handsome, brave and courteous to all. Many adventures has he undertaken and there are none in which he has failed that I know of. So if it please you, I ask that you accept my nephew, Sir Gawain, as your protector.’

To this the maiden responded that she was well pleased and, from the blush upon her cheeks, it was clear that the king’s choice met with her wish. And it must be said that when Gawain saw the damosel, he was glad enough to accept the task, for she was indeed a most lovely maiden.
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ALL WAS WELL on that evening, and all there enjoyed the best of suppers, especially Gawain, who sat next to the damosel, whose name was Blanche, and who in turn served King Arthur nobly at the feast.

Next morning, all that were there attended mass in the great minster, and then returned for further feasting and games. But there the joyful meeting was broken by the arrival of a knight of unusual tallness, who rode into the hall, just as the damosel had done, and before anyone could do or say anything, seized the damosel Blanche from her place beside Sir Gawain and flung her across the crupper of his saddle.

So sudden was this action that all remained still, while Gawain struggled to know whether he should leap up, as he was given to do, or remain in his place until the king gave him leave to do so. Thus was his nobility proven, but by his action, a long and burdensome adventure began.

As all sat as though enspelled, the tall knight spoke haughtily: ‘King Arthur, my name is Escanor. I am come to take away this lady, who is my sweetheart, and whom I have loved this long while. If any knight here is brave enough to fight for her, you should know that I shall be on the northern road from this place, and that I shall ride slowly enough to be easily overtaken.’

Without further ado the bold knight turned his horse about and galloped out of the hall, leaving all there amazed and wondering. Indeed, so angered by this was King Arthur, that he drove his knife deeply into the table, so that the blade broke. When they saw this many looked to Sir Gawain, who in turn looked towards the king. But before anyone else could speak, Sir Kay the Seneschal cried out that since none there – looking towards Gawain – had the courage to accept the knight’s challenge, then he would do so. At this, Gawain could no longer keep silent. He rose to his feet and looked to the king. ‘My Lord, the maiden was in my care. I beg you therefore to allow me to accept this challenge for the honour of the Round Table.’

‘Go with my blessing,’ said King Arthur, at which Sir Kay sat down unhappily, while Sir Gawain called for his armour and his great steed Gringolet. Then he set out, following the road to the north from Camelot the Golden. Soon he entered the Great Wood, but had not gone far when he heard an outcry coming from close at hand. Amongst other things he heard the cries of more than one woman, and a great lamentation from all.

Without hesitation, Gawain turned aside from the road and plunged into the trees. He quickly found himself in a clearing where a terrible sight met his eyes. Two maidens were gathered around a youth, who was not dead, but whose eyes had been blinded.

‘Who has done this deed?’ demanded Sir Gawain.

‘Two knights were here,’ said one of the ladies between her sobs. ‘They killed a brave man and did what you see to his page!’

‘That is nothing,’ cried a second lady. ‘We saw a far worse act that this!’

‘Tell me,’ said Sir Gawain grimly.

‘We were accompanied by the brave knight whom this poor youth served. Our guardian was enjoying the morning and but lightly clad, without his armour. The two craven knights attacked him and though he fought bravely they slew him.’

‘Alas!’ cried the first damsel. ‘When they had finished they cut up his body and took away the parts – as trophies they said. One took the head and limbs, the other the trunk. Alas that this should happen to one of the greatest knights of the Round Table, and that we were witness to it!’

‘Which knight was it that was so vilely treated?’ demanded Gawain. ‘Be sure that I shall hunt down those who did this and end their lives.’

‘Ah, fair sir,’ the first lady said, wiping the tears from her cheeks. ‘It was Sir Gawain who fell here. The bravest and most handsome of men.’

Astonished, Gawain said: ‘I assure you that the knight you name was this very morning seated in King Arthur’s hall.’

‘That cannot be,’ said the ladies. ‘We have seen Sir Gawain before and recognised him, and the youth here once served as his squire and remembered him also.’

Gawain, feeling a cold splinter of fear in his heart, wondered greatly at this. His first thought was to pursue the knights who had done this deed and to prove that he was very much alive, but then came the memory of his appointed task. Though it was hard for him to leave the women and the wounded page, yet he could not ignore the task appointed to him by King Arthur.

‘This shall not go unpunished,’ he said. ‘I must depart upon an urgent matter, but rest assured that I shall return and seek out those responsible for this barbarous act.’ Then he added: ‘I shall not give you my name at this time. Indeed I seem to have lost it.’

So saying, he mounted Gringolet and made his way back to the road, spurring his great steed to a gallop as he sought to overtake Escanor and the damosel Blanche.

After a while he saw a rider in the distance, and hastened to overtake him, but night was falling, and he soon found himself in a narrow valley at the head of which was a castle with mighty walls and a gatehouse huge enough that an army would have found it hard to overcome it. Gawain rode up to the gate and used the butt of his spear to hammer upon it. When he received no answer, he called loudly upon the porter to admit him. Finally, a voice spoke from behind the gate.

‘I am sorry, Sir Knight, if such you are, but I cannot open the gate to you now that darkness has fallen. The lord of this castle is given instruction to this end, and I may not gainsay him.’

‘It is late and the night is cold,’ said Gawain. ‘If you cannot let me in where else may I find hospitality nearby?’

‘I fear there is no other place for many miles in any direction,’ the porter answered. ‘You may need to wander the forest and the moorlands throughout this night.’

No more would he say, so Gawain turned Gringolet about and rode back the way he had come. Less than a league hence he found himself outside a gracious chapel with a walled graveyard. No lights shone from within but the door opened to his touch and Sir Gawain entered.

The air was still and quiet within, so Gawain took off his armour and laid his shield and spears against the wall. Then he took the saddle from Gringolet and set him free to crop the grass. As he was doing this, he heard a rider approaching, and in the dim light of the risen moon saw a finely dressed young nobleman riding by, his horse laden down with the body of a freshly killed deer.

Gawain greeted him politely. ‘It is late to be abroad,’ he said.

When he heard this the man started and crossed himself several times.

‘Lord Jesu defend me from such demons as you!’ he cried.

‘I am no demon,’ replied Gawain. ‘I am a knight of the Round Table who has taken refuge here this night. Tell me, in God’s name, why were you so fearful when I greeted you?’

When he heard Sir Gawain call upon the name of God, the man turned his horse and drew near. ‘Do you not know?’ he said, glancing all the while on every side as if he expected to be attacked at any moment. ‘This is the Perilous Cemetery. None who enter here have lived to tell the tale.’

‘How may this be?’ requested Gawain.

Still glancing to every side in great fear, the nobleman told his story.

‘Long ago a demon came to this place, some say more than one, but the truth is that no man who spends the night in this chapel has ever been seen again. Sometimes their bodies are discovered, rent in pieces, but mostly they are vanished away. So I beg you, good sir, return to my home, the castle which is but a short distance away, and I will see to it that you are well housed.’

‘I have already tried to gain admittance,’ said Sir Gawain. ‘But it was refused to me – I assume because of fear for this demon you describe.’

‘That is so,’ answered the young nobleman. ‘It is my home, and that of my sister. I set out early this day in search of game, but it took much longer than I had expected. My servants will be fearful for my safety, but they will not open the gates. However, they will let down a ladder from the wall. Come with me and you will be safe for the night.’

‘But what of our horses?’ asked Sir Gawain.

‘They can be left to fend for themselves outside. The demon will not harm them and we can bring them in on the morrow.’

‘My steed does not know this place,’ answered Gawain. ‘He may wander too far and be attacked by wolves. I cannot leave him thus. I will remain here this night and take whatever comes to pass.’

‘Then I fear this may be the last words we exchange,’ said the young nobleman. ‘May I at least know your name, so that I may tell others who come seeking you how you perished.’

‘I am Sir Gawain, King’s Arthur’s nephew.’

‘Then I am doubly sorry,’ said the nobleman. ‘For such a brave knight as you deserves a better end.’

‘As to that,’ replied Sir Gawain, ‘what shall be, will be.’

When he saw that Gawain would not change his mind, the young man prepared to depart. But before he did so Gawain told him the story of Escanor and the damosel he had stolen. ‘I am come to rescue her, but since I may not enter the castle, where I am sure they have taken shelter – may I ask that you and your sister protect the damosel from her captor this night? If I am alive on the morrow I will come to win her back myself.’

To this, the young nobleman agreed, adding that Escanor was well known in that part of the land as a dangerous man. Then he bade farewell to Sir Gawain, and set off at full speed for the castle.

When he arrived there, as he had promised, the young nobleman’s servants were watching out for him from the walls, and at once threw down a ladder for him to climb. Thus he entered the castle and went immediately to speak with his sister. He explained how Sir Gawain had come to rescue the maiden – who had indeed taken shelter with her abductor for the night – and that Gawain had begged that she should be cared for and kept apart from her captor. Then he summoned their guests and demanded that the tall knight give the damosel into their keeping.

Angrily, Escanor refused, but the young nobleman made it clear that if he did not do as he was requested he would be thrown into the dungeons for the night.

So it was that Escanor was given a room and placed under guard, while the damosel Blanche was taken to a chamber where the lady of the castle took care of her and saw that her every need was fulfilled.

Meanwhile, despite the encroaching darkness, Sir Gawain spent some time exploring the chapel and the graveyard, and though he saw no sign of any demon, he felt the cold and unchancy air of the place, and donned his armour again and drew his sword in readiness for attack.

When none came he seated himself on a mighty stone sarcophagus to await whatever might come. Soon he felt a stirring of the air, then the lid of the tomb on which he rested moved beneath him, so that he sprang off it and raised his sword. The lid of the tomb lifted further and fell back upon the ground. Then out of the grave came a most beautiful maiden, who seemed to Sir Gawain far from dead. Here was no corpse wrapped in a winding sheet and stinking of rottenness, but the most womanly maiden, who smiled upon him and greeted him by name.

Gawain made the sign of the cross, but the lovely woman showed no fear at this and begged him not to be afraid.

‘I am no demon,’ she said, ‘but one who has suffered greatly.’

‘How do you come to be here, sleeping in this tomb?’ asked Gawain.

‘My name is Alisand,’ said the lady, and tears coursed down her cheeks as she told her story. ‘My mother died when I was still a child and my father married again, a lady of greater station than himself. She was fair to look upon, but her heart was black, for as I grew to maiden­hood she became jealous, and used spells and incantations to make me appear mad. For several years this continued, and many of these I spent locked away to hide my seeming sickness from the world. Then, one day when I was deemed well enough to go out alone, I went for a walk in the forest, and as I did so I met a man along the way. He seemed of gentle nature and when he learned of my story, promised that he would cure me of all the dark things my stepmother had forced upon me. In my desperation I agreed to allow this, and in truth he carried out his promise, but only then did I learn that he was in fact a demon from Hell. Since then I have been his prisoner, his plaything, and every night I am forced to sleep in this stone sarcophagus.’

Gawain, deeply shocked by this, put away his sword.

‘How may I help you, my lady? For this is indeed a dark tale that you tell.’

‘I fear there is only one way you may do so,’ answered the Lady Alisand. ‘The demon will have sensed your presence, and will be coming to destroy you – as he has all of the other knights who dared to spend the night in this haunted place. If you can defeat him, then I will be set free.’

‘Then I shall do what I can,’ said Gawain. ‘Though if I can kill a demon or not, I do not know.’

‘While the creature is in human form, it is vulnerable,’ the lady answered. ‘I have seen those who fought with him inflict wounds upon him – but always he has been victorious.’

Even as she spoke, there came the sound of hoofbeats on the road and next moment the demon himself appeared. Though he seemed human in appearance, armed and accoutred like a knight, Gawain saw that the eyes that looked at him through the slits of its helmet flashed red, and the voice, when it spoke, seemed to come from a far-off place.

‘Who is this that dares challenge me?’ demanded the fiend. ‘Who dares even speak to my lady, who belongs only to me?’

When Gawain answered with his name, the demon laughed aloud. ‘So, I have at last a challenge worthy of my skill!’ it cried, and at once leapt from its horse’s back and unsheathed its sword. Gawain seized his shield and drew his own sword, and there in the graveyard, while the lady from the tomb looked on in fear, began the most terrible fight of Sir Gawain’s life.

Again and again he struck out at the demon, only to find his weapon seemed not to have any power, while his opponent’s blows opened several wounds on him. And all the while the demon laughed and seemed not to tire. Sparks were struck from their armour, and both their shields were soon in ribbons. Harder and harder Sir Gawain fought, but each time he was driven back. Summoning his greatest strength he hewed and hacked, at last landing a blow that seemed to shake his opponent, and all the while Gawain felt his own strength diminishing.

At last, as he was once again driven back against the wall of the graveyard, the Lady Alisand called out to him: ‘Do not forget you are fighting a demon. Call upon God to give you strength!’

At that moment, Sir Gawain looked to where the figure of the crucified Christ was carved above the door to the chapel. From this he drew fresh strength and renewed his attack upon the demon knight.

At last he beat back his adversary, striking him with blow after blow. Both had now lost parts of their armour, broken or hacked into pieces by the ferocity of their attack. Now, Gawain delivered a blow which cracked the helm of his adversary and sheared away the visor, revealing the ugly face beneath. At that moment, Gawain made the sign of the cross and struck one more time. His blow cut away half the demon’s face so that it screamed and fell back. Gawain followed up his advantage, striking blow after blow until at last the fiend’s head was severed from its body. Dark smoke escaped from the creature’s form and with a dreadful cry it expired upon the earth.
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PLATE 1: ‘The lid of the tomb lifted further and fell back upon the ground. Then out of the grave came a most beautiful maiden, who seemed to Sir Gawain far from dead’

Gawain, in his weakness, almost fell there himself, but the Lady Alisand, weeping for joy, brought him water to drink, all the while praising him and thanking him for setting her free.

With her help Gawain was able to get back upon his horse, and with the lady sitting before him, he made his way to the castle. By this time dawn was breaking and those who had kept watch through the night cried out in wonder as Gawain and the Lady Alisand approached. Not one in a hundred knights had survived their encounter with the demon; to see how Sir Gawain, though wounded, held his head high, and how the lady clung to him, filled all with joy.

The young nobleman whom he had met the night before came forth to greet them and invited Gawain to rest and recover from the battle. Everyone there praised his courage and strength.

Sir Gawain thanked them all, but asked if his request that the damosel he had come in search of had been given into the keeping of the young nobleman’s sister, as he had asked.

He learned that she had indeed been separated from her captor, but that in the morning he had reclaimed her and that they had departed at sunrise. Once again Escanor had warned that anyone who came near the damosel would need to fight him, and none there had taken up his challenge, so that he had departed unchecked.

‘Then I must follow him,’ said Sir Gawain. Though in truth he was weary unto death by his combat with the demon knight.

‘That you most assuredly must not do,’ said the young nobleman. ‘I know where Escanor can be found, and I can bring you there when you are sufficiently healed. If you encounter him now you will surely die.’

So Gawain agreed, though in his heart he longed to depart at once. The party returned to the castle where a surgeon searched and dressed his wounds and a bath was drawn for him, and fresh clothing brought. Once he had eaten, Gawain was shown to a great bed in which he could rest, and he fell at once into a dreamless sleep.

In the morning he woke refreshed and called for his armour and weapons. But so battered and dented were his breastplate, greaves and helm, that he looked on them in dismay. At once the young nobleman proclaimed that he would not permit any knight, especially one to whom they owed so much, to depart without being properly accoutred. Then he called for fresh armour of the finest kind, and with gratitude Sir Gawain donned it. He then received a fresh shield and helm, and several strong spears.

Meanwhile, the Lady Alisand came to him and begged him to allow her to go with him in search of Escanor. At first Gawain was reluctant, but she pleaded with him so eloquently that at last he agreed. Thus they set off together, accompanied by the young nobleman, who knew where Escanor had gone.

It was not long before they reached the castle which belonged to the tall knight. Scarcely had they arrived at the walls before Escanor himself appeared, clad in rich armour and ready for battle. When he saw Sir Gawain, he laughed aloud. ‘At last, we meet! I have long wished for this moment.’

‘I was many times in Camelot the Golden,’ answered Gawain. ‘Why did you not seek me out there?’

‘I preferred to challenge King Arthur and all his knights,’ answered Escanor haughtily. ‘I sent my own lady to the court and then stole her from under the very noses of the famous Knights of the Round Table. Soon, perhaps, I shall add a second lady to my house,’ he added, looking at the fair Alisand.

At this Sir Gawain frowned. All the adventures leading to this moment had been to enable him to recover the damosel placed in his care. Now he understood why she had not cried out or indeed struggled when Escanor abducted her. All this time, she had been a willing part of the tall knight’s plot.

The realisation of this trick raised Gawain’s ire. ‘I am glad the time has come for us to test each other,’ he said, and prepared himself for battle.

So the two knights came together with all the might of their steeds. Both shattered their lances upon each other, and both fell back almost unhorsed by the power of their clash. Sir Gawain, still weakened by his recent battle with the demon, felt Escanor’s undoubted strength, while the tall knight was forced to acknowledge the prowess of his opponent.

Two more spears they broke before they drew apart and Gawain said: ‘Let us continue on foot for the sake of our mounts.’

‘I am ready,’ said Escanor fiercely, and dismounted, drawing his sword.

So they came together again, and little there was to hear but the clash of sword against sword, sword on shield or hauberk – the clang of the weapons almost drowning out the quick, rough breathing of the two men. For several hours longer they fought and Sir Gawain began to tire. His recent wounds burst open and blood ran down his armour. As for Escanor, his confidence waned as he felt the determination of his opponent. His shield was shattered and his breastplate so dented that he felt shaken, while his strength diminished with each passing moment.

At length, Sir Gawain renewed his attack and delivered such a mighty blow to his adversary’s helm that the sword cut through the metal and deep into Escanor’s brainpan. The knight fell dead in an instant, while Gawain stood still, almost too weakened to move.

The Lady Alisand and the young nobleman both cheered the king’s nephew and came forward to help him. At this moment the damosel Blanche, who had been part of the dead knight’s scheme, came from the gates of the castle, wailing loudly for the death of her lord.

Gawain, when he saw her, pulled off his helmet and approached her. ‘I am sorry that you have lost your love,’ he said. ‘It is unfortunate that you chose to be part of his plot. He could have challenged me at any time by coming to King Arthur’s court.’

The damosel continued to weep, and in response Sir Gawain promised to bring her back to Camelot the Golden and there to find a knight who would accept her as lover or wife, for she was indeed a most beautiful maiden. And the Lady Alisand agreed to return to the castle where they had spent the night, and to comfort the Lady Blanche.

So the party made their way back to the young nobleman’s home. There Gawain was given time to recover from his second great battle, but his mind was already turning to the women and the grievously wounded squire, whom he had left behind in the Great Wood while he sought out Escanor and the damosel.

As soon as he felt well enough, he took his leave of his new friends and set off back to where he had last seen the sad party. His mind was much occupied with the mystery of his own reported death, which, for all his strength, and the fact that he was very much alive, troubled him deeply.

First, he returned to the place where he had encountered the women and the wounded page. But of them there was no sign, nor did anyone that he met upon the road know anything of them or where they might be found.

So Gawain began a long search. For many weeks he travelled back and forth through the forest where he had met the ladies, but no one knew of them or had any knowledge of the two knights who had claimed to have slain the great Sir Gawain.

The true owner of that name continued his search – until one day he met a knight named Sir Tristan. The story tells us this was not the famous hero who loved the Queen of Cornwall, and who became one of the greatest of the Fellowship of the Round Table. This man was named Sir Tristan Who Cannot Laugh (though I cannot say why this was so) but on the day they met he offered Gawain the hospitality of his castle, and that night, as they sat at table, the host told a tale that, he claimed, was the most sorrowful thing he had heard for many a day.

‘There were two fine ladies who lived not far from here,’ he began. ‘They were deeply loved by two knights, one named Sir Gomeret, the other who goes by the name Orgueilleux* – though I believe this is more a description of his nature than his true name. The two women were loved by these men, and again and again they tried to plead their suit to them. Each time the ladies refused, saying that they were already in love with one of the greatest knights of all of King Arthur’s kingdom, and they would give themselves to no other but him. When the men demanded to know the name of this knight, the women told them: Sir Gawain – the most peerless knight of all. And if it chanced that he chose only one of them, then the other would consider only the Red Knight of the Red Launds, of whom it is told, in another tale, that he stole a cup from King Arthur’s table and spilled wine into the lap of the queen.†

‘When Gomeret and Orgueilleux heard this, they were beside themselves with jealousy, and swore that they would seek out Sir Gawain and the Red Knight and kill both of them – for only thus could they win the love of the two ladies.

‘Now it is known that the Red Knight had been already slain by Sir Perceval, he who seeks the Grail with Sir Galahad, Sir Bors, and many other knights of the Round Table. So the two men sought only Sir Gawain, and finding him riding with his squire – both of them only lightly armed – they attacked and slew the great knight, and inflicted a terrible wound upon the squire. I have heard it said that the ladies found the wounded youth – but they did not find the body of Sir Gawain, for the two knights had cut his body into pieces and carried them off to different places.’

All of this Gawain heard in wonder. Finally he broke in upon Sir Tristan’s narrative. ‘This is the very adventure I have sought these long weeks. Tell me, how did you hear of this, and do you know anything of the whereabouts of these two dastard knights.’

‘I heard this story from Sir Gomeret and Sir Orgueilleux themselves,’ the host replied. ‘They came here seeking shelter and bragged that they had slain Sir Gawain. Indeed, they had parts of the body with them. In their pride they offered to show me one of the arms of the dead knight
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