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On the field of battle it is a disgrace to the chief to be surpassed in valour by his companions, a disgrace to the companions not to come up to the valour of their chief. As for leaving a battle alive after your chief has fallen, that means lifelong infamy and shame. To defend and protect him, to put down one’s acts of heroism to his credit – that is really what they mean by allegiance. The chiefs fight for victory, the companions for their chief.

Tacitus, Germania


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Anachronisms and Historical Accuracy

The reader will find three sorts of anachronism in this book. The first group are those that are unintentional and of which, at the time of going to press, I was not aware. They are fair game for swots, letter-writers, anoraks and so on. I don’t think there are any serious enough nor are they frequent enough to spoil the ordinary reader’s enjoyment.

The other two types are intentional. The Last English King is written, dialogue as well as narrative, in modern prose. It may be thought I have gone too far in this direction, allowing dialogue especially to be unreconstructedly modern. Thus, for example, royalty are allowed to use bad language much as they do today. But why not? Assuming, and I am sure it was the case, that Anglo-Saxon lords were as quick with the odd expletive as their modern counterparts, and bearing in mind that, apart from Edward the Confessor, most of them were pretty rough types, why not make their expletives as modern as the rest of their speech? The fact that most of the vocabulary of profanity and obscenity is what is jokingly, though often accurately, called Anglo-Saxon, makes it doubly absurd to deny them the odd ‘fuck’ and ‘shit’.

For similar reasons I have used modern versions of proper names wherever they exist. Why bother the reader with Cnut instead of Canute, Wintanceaster for Winchester?

The third type of anachronism may be a touch more problematic. Occasionally characters, and even the narrator, let slip quotations or near quotations of later writers or make oblique references to later times. Better writers than I have followed the same pattern: Heller, for example, in God Knows. Some will find this irritating. For reasons I find difficult to explain, it amuses me, and may amuse others. But it also serves a more serious purpose – to place the few years spanned by the book in a continuum which leads forward as well as back, to remind readers, especially English readers, that it was out of all this that we came.

I have tried to be accurate with historical personages, events and dates in so far as these are known through the few and often contradictory sources available, though, of course, I have put my own interpretation on them in a way that is disallowed to historians. This is, after all, a novel. Thus an important part covers the relations between Edward the Confessor and the Godwinson family. It seems clear to me what they were – and it is my privilege as a novelist to say so. A historian must be more circumspect. And another factor which should be kept in mind is that William, like most successful bastards with guilty consciences, saw to it that history was written the way he wanted it to be written.

I have made only one conscious alteration to actual events for artistic reasons – historians ‘surmise’ (their word) that Harold was in Normandy in 1064. I’ve moved the trip to 1065. And, of course, I’ve left things out where they got in the way of my main story-line, and, where no source I could find covered a particular theme or span of time, I have felt free to invent.


PROLOGUE


PROLOGUE

1070

The Wanderer stepped over the side into shallow clear sunlit water. His feet stirred fine glittering sand into brief swirling clouds above a shingle of small smoothed fragmented seashell and flint. He gave the small black coracle a push and waved a farewell at the oarsman who had ferried him from the tubby cargo boat that lay anchored a hundred paces out in the horseshoe bay. With his face set to the land, he climbed to the top of the shingle bank and walked along it to a point where a steep chalk track climbed to a saddle of grass between the white headland and the country inland. Salmon-coloured valerian still bloomed in spikes above its waxy leaves, choughs wheeled against the cliff faces.

In his left hand he grasped a staff of hazel he had cut more than two thousand miles and a year away on the southern slopes of Asia Minor’s Taurus Mountains. From a strap over his right shoulder hung a small bag or large wallet in which there was some bread and cheese, both now stale. He kept the strap in place with the smooth, rounded stump which was all that was left of his right hand and wrist. He was wearing a natural-colour woollen jerkin held in by a belt which supported a smaller wallet holding three gold coins and a handful of bronze above woollen leggings with leather-thong cross-gartering. His old shoes were made from cowhide but sound, though the stitching had begun to unravel.

He was of middling height, deeply suntanned beneath fairish hair, fit, but looked a lot older than his twenty-six years – his more or less handsome face was marked with lines of pain and grief.

The sun went in. He glanced up at the dark clouds that were gathering in the west and north, then, as he reached the saddle between the two headlands, he looked back over the sea. The sun still shone on the boat that had brought him; its sail was now up again, the coracle safely lifted and stowed in board. The sea gleamed silver to the high horizon beyond but, even as he watched, the white cliffs turned grey and purple cloud shadow slid across the waters in pursuit of the ship. The Wanderer turned his face inland again, and followed the track down into the woodland and scrub on the northern side. A host of starlings whirled like dust motes over the valley ahead, gathering for an autumn moot. Summer was fading.

As he walked on, following the track round the shoulders of the downs, through coombes and valleys nothing of what he saw looked right. Fences made from hurdles had been put up where none had been before, closing off what he knew had once been common land or deer-forest open to all; in other places fences had gone, so sheep and cattle grazed and browsed across vegetable lots and through deserted, unkempt orchards.

Worst of all, the stench and the howling buzz of a thousand flies led him to the bodies of a man, a youth, a woman and a baby, lying in a ditch with the man and the youth on their backs, the spear thrusts and sword slashes that had killed them in their chests, throats and stomachs. They had been dead, what, a couple of days? Carrion birds had gouged their bodies for the softer, richer parts, the livers, hearts, eyes, but not the men’s testicles, which remained where their killers had left them – in their mouths.

The woman’s clothes had been pulled round her head leaving her naked and exposed first to the men who had killed her then to beaks and claws. What shocked was not the wrecked and raped cadavers – the Wanderer had seen many such before – but the fact that here, in Wessex, no one had seen fit to give them a decent burial.

He pressed on and a flurry of cold rain swept down the hillside and briefly soaked him. He made no attempt to find shelter.

A distant clatter of clip-clopping hooves came up the hill behind him. Mindful of the bodies he’d seen, he bundled himself over a low stone wall and into a thicket of bramble. Swearing because the suddenness of the movement and the awkwardness of managing it with only one hand had caused him to twist his ankle, he crouched down and waited.

There were ten of them. All wore uniform plate-mail hauberks beneath high cylindrical helmets with cone-shaped tops. Their nose-pieces almost obscured their faces. The mail came most of the way down their thighs leaving polished leather boots with pointed toes and wicked sharp spurs. Big shields shaped like pointed leaves swung aslant from their backs, long scabbarded swords slapped their thighs, their lances were eight feet long. Small scarlet swallow-tailed pennons fluttered below the polished steel of flanged spear-heads.

Their horses were big, bay or black, glossy, well-fed. They were well-shod and sparks flew as they clattered over the flints in the metalled track which climbed to a ridge a hundred yards above the briars. There was a solid coalescence about them all, the men welded to the horses to make fighting machines, the machines joined to each other by discipline and the invisible threads of a common cause.

They paused at the top, and for a moment milled about, horses snorting, stamping, steam rising from the rain that ran down their flanks. The Wanderer could hear the jangle of their accoutrements, marked the way cold dark eyes scanned the countryside around – not warily but with arrogance. Then one of them barked an order, raised a mailed fist and in a flurry of hooves they turned away. Stones and chalky mud flew up behind them, and, tails lashing, lances and pennons swinging across the iron sky and the rain, they were gone.

For a full five minutes the Wanderer shook as if with fever, gasping, retching from an empty stomach so his rib-cage felt it would burst. He was filled with anger, hate, fear and, worst of all, despair. At last he clambered back over the wall and scouted up to the ridge, careful not to raise his head above the skyline. From the top he looked down into what had once been a pleasantly bosky vale with fields and orchards in the clearings and a slight eminence between higher hills at the far end. A small village had nestled round a mead-hall and a daub and wattle chapel with a rush roof. Corfe, the gate to the Isle of Purbeck. On the top of the hill there had been an earthwork with a small stone keep not more than twenty feet high – enough to protect the villagers if pirates or Danes came harrying inland from the coves and bays on the coast or across the marshes of Poole harbour.

All gone now. The woods had been cleared, fences broken down, the small individual lots of land split into unfenced narrow strips, the orchards clear-felled, the common pasture ploughed, too, but in one wide expanse. Charred stakes and burnt ground were all that was left of the village and manor though a handful of twenty round hovels huddled together in a hollow below. Not all was destruction, however – there had been building too.

The stone bailey that had taken the place of the earthwork was three times the size in circumference and was as high as the old keep. There was a deep dry moat all round it. A huge stone structure had been begun on the highest point of the hill where it perched above a small natural cliff. Already the highest point was sixty feet above the raised ground below and looked, because of its unevenly unfinished state, like a huge broken tooth. The soldiers who had passed him were just crossing the bridge over the moat and more patrolled the crest of the baillie. Men and women laboured all round, carrying stones in huge sacks, mixing mortar, climbing ladders with filled hods, hoisting larger, shaped rocks on rickety derricks perched on a wooden frame of scaffolding.

There was a gallows at the gate. Eight bodies slowly turned in the rain or swung more sharply as a carrion crow or raven flapped on to a shoulder or perched on a head, so its heavy wedge of a grey beak could tear at a mouth or a neck.

The Wanderer took a wide circle round the settlement and headed inland, crossing rivers not by bridges but by fords where he remembered they existed or wading through up to his chest or neck. He guessed the bridges would be guarded by the fighting machines. After the rivers there were more downs to be climbed and deep valleys to be followed, most of which were still forested as they always had been, the birch just turning to bright yellow, the oak and beech still heavy with the tired green of mid autumn. He avoided all dwellings and villages. Once his bread and cheese had gone he fed off hazelnuts, blackberries already over-ripe and fly-blown, acorns and beech kernels carefully separated from the mast. These gave him painful stomach cramps as well as some nourishment.

Late on the second day he came to a wider, deeper river that threaded for a time a narrow valley whose wooded sides were almost steep enough to form a gorge. Running roughly north to south it took a wide ninety-degree bend round two hills that stood out on account of their isolation from the rest. One was low and almost square, Hod Hill, the site, it was said, of a Roman camp. The other was much higher, longer and crowned with turfed ramparts that snaked a long ellipse enclosing the whale-back top. Hambledon. He climbed the southern side through hawthorn whose red berries looked like drops of newly shed blood, came over the switchback of the ramparts, crossed the crown and at last looked down into the Vale of the White Hart.

Rain swept across the fields and coppices, and beyond them the charred timbers, where the roof-tree of the mead-hall had fallen, his mead-hall, and the bowers of the women were roofless shells. Flattened by the rain a few wisps of smoke rose above the hovels and cottages that were all that remained of the village that had stood a hundred yards or so outside the broken fences of the manor. His gaze moved to the right, to the foot of the hill, to another, nearer settlement. The story here was the same except that a large barn made from mortared flint had been raised beneath a shingled roof and the tiny church where he had been married had been pulled down to make way for it. He had seen such fortified barns in Normandy and knew what they meant: riches and overabundance for the lord, short commons for the men and women who worked the land – mules and horses were treated better.

A small flint core landed in the turf by his feet and skittered on down across the sheep-grazed grass. Heart pounding, staff raised to defend himself, he turned. On the rise above him, silhouetted against the grey sky, there stood a youth, a grown boy about thirteen years old. His dark brown hair was unkempt and long, he was dressed in animal skins above his thighs but wore patched woollen leggings below. He was barefoot and held a short spear. A small bow and a quiver were slung across his back.

‘Walt,’ he said.

‘Fred.’

The boy tried to kneel, to grasp his thighs, but Walt lifted him up, embraced him, slapped the boy’s shoulders with his stump on one side, his left hand on the other.

‘Fred,’ he repeated. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘We heard they never found your body. You should have come back sooner. We needed you.’

Rage, sorrow and despair flooded through Walt’s brain and chest.

‘How could I come back? I should have died there.’

‘You should have been killed. If no one bothered to kill you then that’s not your fault. Did you lose your hand there?’ Fred nodded down to the stump.

‘Yes.’

‘That was enough. You should have come back.’

Walt longed to explain – his right hand had not been enough. If he had put his whole body in the way of the blow and died as a result, then that would have been enough.

‘It’s been bad?’

‘You cannot believe how bad.’ The boy laughed, high, hysterical, then stuffed his fist in his mouth. ‘I’ll show you.’

He pushed on beyond Walt, down the switchback of the iron age ramparts, threading through hawthorn, briar and mountain ash, all splashed with bloody droplets of fruits that clung to black twigs. At the bottom there was a clump of elder, leaves and berries now gone, just the twisted thickly textured boughs against the agate clouds.

For two miles or so they pushed their way across a mixed landscape of copses, small fields, hedges and low wilderness where, especially close to small brooks that fed the bigger river to the west, nature in the shape of dogwood thickets and alder and willow left unpollarded for three or four seasons was slipping back over land that had been farmed for five hundred years. They passed the skeleton of a cow.

A gentle slope, an overgrown track led them towards a second ridge of downs, riven with wooded coombes. Presently they passed the ruined huts and cottages and came to the broken fence of what had been a farmstead, a small manor. The buildings here had been more substantial – a mead-hall for feasts and folk-moots, five bowers, three with two rooms or more and a second floor, a well into which the rotting cadaver of a pig had been thrust so what was left of its trotters and tail still stuck above the low stone drum, barns, and an oast-house for malting barley.

All had been fired but much of the centuries-old seasoned oak framework, deeply charred though it was, had survived.

In the largest bower, nearest the mead-hall, sitting right in the centre, on an ancient blackened chair, two figures sat, a woman and a child, burnt down to an armature of blistered, black clinker. Hair and clothes had gone, though traces of swaddling bands could be seen round the baby’s torso.

On the woman’s head someone, Fred himself perhaps, had placed a small chaplet of spring flowers, hellebore, Christmas Rose. They were withered now, but kept their shape and something of their greenish-white hue. Erica – the Wanderer’s wife, and the child conceived before the battle.

Walt was home again, at last. He stooped, picked up an oak-twig. The three or four leaves were brown and crumbly. There were three acorn-cases on it, but the acorns had dropped.


PART I

THE WANDERER


CHAPTER

ONE

He had travelled for three years, or was it four? At first he had not known where he went and did not care. First, after crossing the water (ill, probably dying, friends had paid a boatman for his passage across the Channel), he went into barren, frozen fens where people lived in stilted houses above the rushes, and beneath them too, for their homes were roofed with them. They fished through holes in the ice, snared the wintering wild-fowl, skated with marvellous agility and speed on skates carved from the shoulder-blades of cattle. Their Germanic language shared with his English enough basic vocabulary for him to get by.

Among these people there was a healer. Three months had passed since the battle and still the stump at his wrist suppurated, smelled foul, extruded occasional shards of shattered bone. The healer, an old man, bathed it in hot suffusions of herbs and bound it with cobwebs torn from the gaps between the ridge-pole of his house and the timber that supported it. Then he bound it with clean rags. A fortnight later he unwrapped the rags. Most of the inflammation and the smell had gone. The healer repeated the process and in another fortnight the stump was healed. It was ugly though, swelling into a knobbly cap like some mushrooms or even the warted glands of a giant penis, the pizzle of a donkey. For a time it itched dreadfully, but within a few weeks all feeling went and the obscene end of it became numb.

Fever and nightmare receded but a greater clarity brought no joy – in the stark, cold light of these foreign fens Walt now knew for sure just how deep his treachery had gone. It was simple enough. When the sword fell, he had tried to parry it with his own sword, his own arm. Had he taken the blow upon his body, as a king’s companion should, then the king and lord he was meant to protect might have lived.

Through January and February he worked like a serf for the healer and learnt to cope with only one hand. He emptied slops, prepared vegetables for the pot, went about the settlement with a sledge and dragged the sick and dying to the healer’s house. When the ice cracked and the water flowed, and the geese and duck who had strutted in their thousands on the ice flew north leaving the muddy mussel and oyster beds where the water was salt and did not freeze, the healer said he could go. Walt set his face to the rising sun, or the sun at midday, eager only to get as far as he could from the place of his spiritual annihilation.

He discarded the leather jerkin, padded to support chain-mail, the heavy woollen hose cross-gartered with leather thongs. The healer gave him a cloak from a patient he had failed to cure; he worked a week for an old widow who gave him stout boots with leather uppers and soles made of two thicknesses of hide – deadman’s shoes.

Through the spring he followed the course, but against the stream, of a great river that meandered out of the south through farmed and forested plains, pushed on through gorges or hills so steep you could not believe they supported vines, now bursting into bright green leaf. He heard horns and woodland birds and maidens singing of stolen gold. The river became a lake and on the day of St John the Baptist, midsummer’s day, when men leap through the flames of bonfires, and the hills and valleys are filled with wild roses and lilies, and the women dance with garlands made from both, the Wanderer saw huge black mountains soar above the southern shore, sheeted across their peaks with glancing snow. Rivers of ice tracked down from them into the valleys below.

He was a tall, gaunt figure from whom the women and children in fields and villages would cringe or even run with fright – until they saw his stump. Then some would mock and throw stones but others would express in tongues he could not understand curiosity and even pity. He drank from springs, he begged bread, and as the season turned he gorged on nuts and grapes. Heading east he found another river, wider, slower, more sluggish than the first but all along its banks were hamlets and villages
and sometimes cities almost as big as the biggest city in the country he had left.

The further he went the more troubled were the lands he walked through. For every village with fields ripening with corn, and wine, milk, and indeed honey, with fat cattle and glossy horses, there were five that were burnt. The naked bodies of raped women festered in doorways, babies were impaled on seven-foot lances, dogs fed on the bones of their masters. He had seen such things in the past, in his own country even, but never as bad as this. Men with swaggering moustaches and fur caps, curved swords, galloped by in squadrons and fought each other beneath parched skies of azure blue. Yet Walt passed harmless and unharmed through it all, a grey wraith lost in the mirages of the plains, spared as soon as his stump was seen.

It was good land, he could see that, better than any he had seen since he left his own country, and he knew too well how good land attracts marauders the way a plum tree in September attracts swarms of wasps. And now he felt a stirring of nostalgia for what he had left behind – a land where there was abundance but order too, where all were fed, and most content.

The cold he had expected as the year turned never came, though to the north of the river more snow-capped mountains lay along the northern horizon. Then the whole landscape changed once more. The great river split and split again. Keeping to the south of it, he nevertheless found himself in a wilderness of huge rushes. Insects abounded, and carapaced amphibians, huge birds who strutted on stilt-like legs, whose sinuous necks raised their pink and black heads with axe-like beaks above his. The people were wild and savage, melting into the forest of reeds and rushes as he approached them, some mother-naked, and none to beg food from. For the first time he began not just to feel hunger but to fear it.

He headed south again and reached fertile and well-ordered plains where the churches were domed and the lords with their soldiers wore helmets inlaid with bright gold but the people laboured like slaves on huge estates or huddled in villages made from sun-baked mud. Bulgars, the lords were. Walt knew the word as a term of abuse for these people were believed to practise contraception through sodomy and so Bulgar or bugger were the words he used for a sodomite. But at that time he had had no idea that these handsome people who had clearly subdued the native population of peasants were Bulgars. It had been the same in the kingdom of Hungary. He had not known that the marauding, fur-clad horsemen with their curved swords were Magyars.

Then there was a huge forest of oak, but not even in spring – for spring it was again – the bright, brilliant green of the oak forests of home, but a dull, dark, oily green. Still, it fed him. He knew how to follow the dancing bees to their nests and steal their honey without being stung, he discovered hidden groves of wild cherry, he rooted like a pig for onions, garlic and truffles, he raided nests for eggs and tickled trout from streams.

Often he glimpsed parties of brightly dressed Bulgarian noblemen and ladies, gaudy with bright silks and gleaming armour, flying falcons or hunting boar to the blast of horns, the hullooing of their servants, and the musical confusion of their Thessalian hounds. On one occasion a mastiff treed him in a giant oak. He swung into its branches and climbed like a monkey, one-handed though he was, before its baying brought huntsmen and their beaters round its massive trunk. They peered up through the dense foliage and even loosed off a couple of arrows and a cross-bow bolt but they could not see him. Then, in the very crown of the tree, he suddenly heard a sound that for a moment scared him more: the hiss and spit of a giant cat.

Not five paces from him, and on a massive lateral bough, she faced him, back arched, brindled fur spiked, yellow eyes staring, tail as straight as a broom-handle, lips hauled back to expose white fangs and a scarlet throat. And even though she was not far short of him in length, and in weight too perhaps, he had to laugh, she so much put him in mind of the cats in the farmstead where he had been a boy. Especially he remembered a kitten called Wyn.

Steadying himself with the stump of his right arm, he plucked a bough heavy with acorns and thrust it in her face. She managed a turn, scampered down the bough and made the leap into the next tree. The men below saw her, and set to to hunt her with much laughter and hallooing on of dogs, but she was soon clear away through the forest’s canopy.

Walt stayed where he was and faced a fact that filled him with remorse. For a moment, more than a moment, he had been happy, ecstatically happy, the way a man can be in the midst of battle or in the arms of his wife. And then he realised that for all the weeks he had spent in the forest he had been happy, more quietly happy, soaking in contentment with the dappled sunshine. And happiness, he knew, was not his lot. For him it was a sin. He stayed in the forest another month or so and brooded on this, mortifying himself the way he knew monks did through Lent – whipping himself with birch twigs, not eating until he fainted with hunger, exposing himself in the very tops of the trees to the summer thunderstorms that raged, hurling bolts that came close, very close, but never struck him.

The days became shorter, the nights shed dew, the restlessness returned and he knew again he had a destination, a place to go to. He could not visualise it but it was there. He walked again, south and east again, mostly east, and after two days came to an escarpment which made a natural belvedere from which he could look down out of the forest and on to a new world – new, that was, to him.

Across the roofs of marble palaces he saw a sheet, a sleeve of deepest indigo streaked with white wavelets, where gilded ships with sails and oars ploughed the water between two continents and dolphins twice the size of the porpoises he had seen in the river estuaries of his homeland tore the surface of the strait. And presently, following the forested ridge, he looked down across a narrow estuary to high walls, sturdy turrets and towers that cradled the huge domes of buildings bigger than any he had seen in his travels, and palaces more magnificent. The roofs of many flashed with beaten gold. He felt a surge of hope that this was the goal he had been heading for, but first he had to cross that river mouth and a smaller city that lay on the nearer bank. He threaded his way down through shanty towns and then the alleys and markets of the north side, but always he tried to keep in view the eminences that soared beyond the river.

He was now remarkable only because of his height, for there were many beggars more deformed than he – lepers with their faces eaten away, men whose legs had been severed at the hip, either in war or as punishment, men blinded by an executioner’s brands. He passed through ghettos where, caged behind screens of iron fantastically wrought, Jews traded gold and gems weighed to the last scruple in brass balances. He picked fresh dates and crusts of bread from the gutters and drank from marble fountains set by philanthropists in the outer walls of their great houses. In a small square he saw how the poor had gathered, women with babes in arms for the most part, and how a huge cart filled with the severed heads of goats, their glazed brown eyes with horizontal pupils dilated in death, was tipped amongst them and how the women scrambled and even fought for them.

The stench and the noise were intolerable and he hurried on until at last he came to the water-side, a crowded quay which faced the walls and ramparts almost half a mile away on the further shore. On both sides scores of ships were moored. Hundreds of stevedores, mostly only in trousers or baggy loin-cloths, ran up and down steep narrow gangplanks, carrying huge baskets on their backs attached by leather thongs round their foreheads. Amongst familiar things like hazelnuts and cobs, sweet chestnuts, grapes, apples, pears, medlars, quince, green vegetables and salads there were strange orange and yellow fruits with dimpled skins. And then there were three boats filled to the gunwales with loose charcoal, another with bales of silk, five loaded with marble chips. Bemused by the variety and the sheer size of the amounts involved Walt moved through the bustle and the noise, tripping on cobbles and hawsers, peering past the sails and through the cat’s cradles of rigging, but always aware of a presence on the far side that seemed to be calling him.

On the highest acropolis and dwarfing all the huge buildings and columns around it, a confederation, a congruence of small domes and half-domes nestled around a larger one that seemed to brood above them. On each a gold cross blazed in the sun. But how to get to them? There were no bridges, none in sight at any rate, and he was loth to move west and north up river, away from those domes, in the hopes of finding a crossing. But, of course, it was not a problem. A swarm of smaller craft, some with triangular sails, most rowed from the stern by oarsmen using huge black sweeps mounted on twisted posts that looked like blackened and etiolated limbs sculpted by the wind, scurried back and forth across the brown and scummy water.

Walt joined a group, a meandering line of people above a flight of steps set into the quay, some twenty or so in all. Among them were three men he took to be some sort of priest since they were robed in black, had black beards and wore high round hats, and women in mud-coloured skirts and shawls, holding baskets filled with fruit.

All of these and indeed most of the ordinary populace of this city, or pair of cities, had pasty dun-coloured skin and very black glossy hair, and eyes so deep a brown they were almost black. A tall man with a wispy beard and blue eyes stood out from the rest. He wore a leather hat with a wide brim, a leather jerkin studded with shiny rivets which came to his knees and shoes that were little more than soles held on to his ankles by leather thongs. He had a large purse on one side of his belt and carried a big sack hung from straps on his back. There was a cockle-shell on the front of the crown of his hat, and he carried a staff from which hung a gourd.

A skiff took off the first eight in the line, and a little later one of the long, thin rowed boats nudged in against the quay. The nine of them who were left descended the steps, the bottom three of which were slimy with bright green weed and studded with limpets. As he stood behind the man with the pack on his back Walt suddenly caught the smell of estuaries and the sea, the sweet rottenness of decayed fish and birds, the raunchy odours of shellfish, the salty promise of clear water beyond. A small boy tugged at his sleeve, then stood back with a curse on his lips at the sight of his stump. The tall man with the misty blue eyes looked up at him from under the brim of his leather hat. He was already standing in the boat.

He spoke. He spoke in Walt’s language, but in a dialect he had not heard before, nevertheless it was the first time in nearly two years (or maybe three?) he had heard his own tongue, and it drew tears to his eyes.

‘He wants,’ said the man with the pack on his back, ‘the fare. The fare for the ferry.’

‘I have no money.’

‘I’ll pay.’

And he drew a second brown bronze coin from his purse.

A narrow bench rimmed the gunwale of the boat and they sat next to each other. The small boy gave the side of the quay a push with a boat-hook, the oarsman dipped his oar and with a twisting motion pushed it through the glaucous water. The Wanderer and his new friend were facing east, out across the mouth of the estuary to the swirling deep blue-black of the water beyond and the woods and villas a league away. A breeze whipped snowy crests from its surface, and the bigger ships, galleys with high prows and banks of oars, slipped effortlessly between. A flock of shearwaters skimmed the wavelets, almost touching the scything dolphins, and the Wanderer, momentarily forgetting the domes he was heading for, recognised the souls of sinners seeking repose. If he were dead he would be one of them. But his companion, the traveller, had his mind on other things: his eyes were fixed on the quays they were approaching and the great gate set in the towering ramparts above their landing place.

‘I have sailed the seas,’ he said. ‘And here I am.’


CHAPTER

TWO

They passed between the huge towers of the gate and, leaving an inside line of smaller, older crumbling walls on their right, now converted into caves and hovels, began a steep zig-zagging climb up cobbled, narrow streets between buildings taller than any dwelling places Walt had ever seen before. Most were faced with grey plaster, sometimes moulded or carved into fantastic patterns. In places this stucco had fallen away, exposing walls of narrow bricks.

The streets here were less busy than on the other side of the horn-shaped estuary but not much; there were many priests and monks, but in robes and cloaks quite different from those worn by the clerisy of his own country. There were soldiers too who guarded the greater doorways of the bigger buildings, or strolled with a martial gait beneath plumed and gilded helmets. There were many pedlars like the women who had crossed in the boat with them, who shouted their wares to the blank windows or set up stalls on the street corners. As well as fruit, there were men who sold fish from the crowded sea. Mackerel, sardines, grey and red mullet, anchovies, octopus and squid filled shallow baskets scattered with salt. Others carried huge trays on their heads filled with crisp loaves covered with seeds, tiny and black or white like fresh-water pearls. A large cart passed, pulled by a glossy mule and filled with amphorae containing oil or wine. The seller exchanged full amphorae for empty ones with money added for the contents. The people who bought from this perambulatory market were, from the clothes they wore, servants at best but more probably slaves. Some were black, some had high cheek-bones and ochre complexions.

About half-way up the zig-zagging stopped and a street on their left ran straight to the crest. Here on this corner the traveller paused, slipped his gourd from his staff and offered it to Walt, first removing the bung.

‘You look thirsty, tired, too. Drink – it’s water, spring water.’

Indeed Walt, perhaps because he was, he thought, coming to the end of his quest, was now shaking as if with a fever; and sweat, more than the hot sun might have caused, streamed down his cheeks and neck.

They toiled on up the slope until it opened out into a wide, uneven space, flagged with striated marble, white, cream, rose-pink and black, flat and smooth enough to dance on. In the middle was a lofty column supporting a huge equestrian statue of a bearded emperor or warrior, bronze but gilded. Behind it there stood a big building with a portico of six noble columns with acanthus fronds decorating their capitals, and to the right a great gateway sumptuously carved with emperors in their niches, their armour not the chain-or ring-mail of the times but clad in the shaped breast-plates and crested helmets of another age. The gates themselves were bronze, also moulded in relief with the stories of ancient wars. They were guarded by tall soldiers, many fair-skinned and blonde, whose freshly cleaned and polished mail glittered in the noonday sun.

Walt rode waves of dizziness, vertigo. He was bewildered, confused.

‘What is it all for?’

His new friend shrugged.

‘Monuments of their own magnificence?’ he suggested, with dismissive wryness.

But most magnificent of all, to their left as they entered the square, were the domes and half-domes climbing like foothills to the huge domed drum in the middle. Walt seized the traveller’s thin, freckled bare arm.

‘What is that?’ His voice was now a hoarse whisper.

‘The Church of Holy Wisdom.’

‘Then that is where I shall find what I seek.’

Walt turned and headed across the marble towards the big, black, round arched door, open like a whale’s mouth. As he approached the steady beat of a repeated note sung in a deep bass voice came to his ears, and the tinkling of bells.

Once inside he knew he was in heaven. The huge interior was far brighter than it had seemed from across the sunlit square. The base of the central dome was ringed with forty arched windows, and beneath it four more arches, the east and west ones themselves half-domes, also pierced with lights. Below these, four galleries, each with fifteen columns, were supported by forty taller and larger columns rising from the floor. No two capitals were the same but all intricately and fantastically carved.

Everywhere there was light and colour. The dome and semi-domes seemed to float on light or on the smoke from countless thuribles and candles. Every wall was revetted with marbles of various hues and patterns, often cut in veneers that echoed each other in mirror fashion. The columns were all of marble, save for the largest eight on which all else rested. These were a deep-striated, glimmering red – porphyry, from the Temple of the Sun in Baalbek.

Weaving between them or grouped around altars a hundred priests and acolytes, all in vestments and copes studded with jewels, embroidered with gold, some wearing high hats that swelled at the crown beneath jewelled crosses, sang masses in a language Walt did not recognise, swinging gold and silver thuribles and chanting in the long, deep repeated way he’d heard from outside – a quite different chant from the undulations of the one used by the monks at home.

More wonderful still were the mosaics which filled every space available, but especially the curved three-sided spaces where three circles or semi-circles touched. In most the background tesserae were gold. In the four spaces below the dome there were colossal cherubim; round all the walls angels, prophets, saints and doctors of the church. On the circle of the apse the Virgin sat enthroned, flanked by archangels with banners inscribed in an alphabet Walt could not read.

But the greatest of all, filling the inside of the great concave semi-globe of the central dome, was the Pantocrator Himself – the creator of all things, He who made Heaven and Earth and all that therein is, the Creator-Redeemer, throned against a lapis lazuli heaven studded with gold stars, the Judge inflexible yet compassionate, his complexion the colour of wheat, hair and eyes brown, grand eyebrows, and beautiful eyes, no beard or moustache, clad in gorgeous clothing, humble, serene and faultless.

Walt, drowning in incense, his mind bereft of rational thought by the chanting and the chiming bells, span on his heels and fell backwards, stunning himself on the marble floor. His eyes met those of his Creator, precisely one hundred and seventy-nine feet above him, before he sank  away. Out of the darkness that closed around him, a cowled but female figure, huge but not threatening, Mnemosyne, memory, the Titan mother of the Muses, led him down dark labyrinths which finally opened out, as if he were emerging from a cave in a hillside on to just that, a hillside steep and stepped …

Whirling axes caught fading sunlight, arrows like hail sliced down the airways, swords crashed and cracked on helmets and shields. Horses neighed and screamed, blood spattered and ran in rivulets, mingling with that of their riders. The chorus of warriors eager for battle had faded and gone, only the cawing of carrion birds hung high in the air. Hewing and slashing, their arms weighted with woe, the housecarls laboured, silent in pain, too weary to lift their lime-wood shields. Crushed by despair the fight had gone from them, knowing no miracle now would amend it. Empty of hope, they welcomed the death stroke and those who were lucky fell to its falling. Yet one duty remained, blazoned with splendour, the calling and doom of all who stood near him, to die by his side or fall by the fallen …

‘Are you all right?’

His head was cradled on the traveller’s thighs. The traveller let water drip from his gourd on to a rag and gently soothed Walt’s brow. A priest and an acolyte or two looked over his shoulder. Concern and scorn chased each other across their faces.

‘If you are well enough to walk, we should go, you know? There are rules, regulations, about how one should behave …’

The traveller’s hand shifted to the back of his neck, applied an upwards pressure.

Walt resisted it. He focused his gaze and met the eye of the Pantocrator above him, Jesus in judgement.

‘I thought, when I came in here, I was in Paradise. I was wrong. Paradise is where I came from and now I am in hell.’

Slowly, but with more ease than he had expected, he pushed his feet beneath him and momentarily placing his stump on the traveller’s arm for support, he hauled himself to his feet.

‘Now, I want to go back.’

And he headed towards the semi-circle of sunlight, brighter even than all the brightness around him.

But when he was out, and the heat hit him like a wall, he sank to his knees again at the foot of the column that bore the Emperor Justinian, lifted his stump into the air and bellowed.

‘But I can’t. I can’t, can I? Not after what I have done.’

‘They do say,’ the traveller said, correctly interpreting the broad gist of this remark, ‘that a pilgrimage to the place of Our Lord’s Crucifixion, and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, undertaken in a spirit of contrition, wipes out all but the most mortal of sins.’

With his hand under Walt’s elbow he lifted him up again.

‘I’m going that way myself, though not, I have to say, out of any desire to wipe out sin.’ He continued: ‘Perhaps we could travel together. After I’ve seen what this place has to offer. I go by the name of Quint. No more and no less.’

Walt put his left hand on Quint’s right shoulder, and wiped a tear on the sleeve that flopped over his stump.

‘I am Walt, Walt Edwinson. How far is it to the Holy Land?’

‘I reckon we’re about half-way there. Perhaps a bit more.’

In fact, he never made it to Jerusalem for at that moment, in the Constantinian Forum of Byzantium, Walt’s redemption had begun.


CHAPTER

THREE

Quint was in no hurry to leave Constantinople. It was, he said, the greatest city in Christendom, perhaps even in the world, though other travellers he had met talked of an even greater city in far-off Cathay.

‘Perhaps I will go there,’ he said, ‘when I have seen you safe to Jerusalem.’

He had some money hidden, apart from the coppers he kept in his purse, in seams and odd crannies of his clothing. He was always able to find a gold coin to buy them out of trouble, the change from which refilled his purse with bronze and silver. He considered himself a pilgrim and self-consciously kept the traditional gear of the pilgrims who go down the Milky Way in north Spain to the Field of Stars in Santiago. That, he said, had been his first pilgrimage and he kept the staff, the gourd, the cockle-shell and sandal shoes of those who make that trip.

From Santiago he had taken a tin-trading boat to Porlock, the nearest port to Glastonbury, where the merchant Joseph of Arimathea, uncle of Jesus, had taken the infant Christ on a trading trip (‘Nice country,’ said Quint, ‘pleasant pastures, clouded hills, that sort of thing.’ ‘I know,’ Walt replied), then Rome and the shrine of St Peter and the Colosseum where so many Christians had died in the jaws of lions or at the hands of gladiators, and to less important places whose names he had forgotten.

There was no piety in any of this, or none that Walt could see. Quint had one purpose in life – to move, relentlessly on and on, punctuating his journey with the greatest marvels he had heard tell of. When he reached them he stopped – for a few days, a week at most, and gawked at the sights with some understanding but little awe until they bored him, then he shouldered his back-pack again and was off.

On this occasion, perceiving that his new companion was weak and needed rest, he took him back down the hill to the remains of the old Constantinian fortifications they had passed just after disembarking from the ferry, and found an empty cave or burrow which was enough to keep him out of the sun during the day and protected from the dew at night. He unslung his pack and from it pulled a sack made of quilted stuff and spread it for Walt to lie on, found a fountain and refilled his gourd which he left by Walt’s side. Then he touched the brim of his leather hat and was off.

He returned at dusk with a small loaf of sesame-seeded bread, a handful of the golden downy plums which he said were called apricocks, and a pair of coddled duck eggs. Side by side they sat on the quilted sack and slowly ate what really was, when Walt thought about it, a very adequate feast. They were quite high up and could see over the wall and a strip of the now black Bosphorus to the woods of Asia beyond. A crescent moon, thin as a fingernail, hung above the continent. Round them, in caves hollowed from the bricks and stones of the old walls, a small tribe of Athinganos, Egyptians some called them, played their pipes and strummed their primitive guitars to the muted wailing of their songs.

Quint was excited by the crescent moon.

‘What,’ he said, ‘the people of this doomed city do not know, what they have not been told, is that even now a nation of the most warlike people on Earth are sweeping out of Syria. They have captured fortresses by the score, routed armies by the dozen and by now are probably entering the ancient city of Iconium.’

‘Where is Syria?’ Walt asked.

‘Oh, down there,’ Quint waved his hand in roughly the right direction, south-east, ‘and you see their emblem, the standard they fight under, is the crescent moon. Already Asia is theirs.’

‘Who are these people?’

‘Turks. Seljuk Turks. And their leader is called Alp Arslan, which in their language means lion, and he is the greatest warrior since Alexander.’

Walt thought he remembered the name, Alexander, that is, but wasn’t sure.

Quint was quiet for a time, finishing his supper. The warmth of the city flowed over them, the smells of woodsmoke and charcoal, the lights in the streets and houses, the stars and the moon, the Romanies’ soft laments.

‘You know,’ he said at last, ‘you spoke of a paradise lost, better than heaven.’ He stroked the air in front of him. ‘Better even than all this?’

‘Yes.’

‘Tell me.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Try.’

‘All right.’ He spread his knees, let his hands loll between them, his chin rested on his collar-bone and he closed his eyes. ‘Picture this,’ he said.

I am on a long high hill whose lower slopes are covered with hawthorn in blossom, blackthorn now finished, the sloes like tiny green tear-drops just forming. The upper slopes and crest have few shrubs for here the chalk beneath is only a few inches below the turf and the thin top soil supports grass only but in high summer a garden of flowers as well. It is an ancient place, for the old people dug out two ditches one above the other, throwing up high ramparts of earth and chalk now grassed over. And on the top within the ramparts and along the whale-backed ridge they had a town, or so the slaves we have, descendants of the old people, still say. And still they climb the hill on certain days in the year and perform ceremonies … but this is not to the point.

From this hill I look down upon a plain called the Vale of the White Hart. It is part lush pasture watered by the brooks that run from springs in the chalk hills to the River Stour, it is part fields of waving corn, green now as I look at it, blue green, just on the cusp of turning – bearded barley, nodding oats, tall rye, and wheat for the white bread the thegns, earls and royal house demand. And much of it is woodland oak, beech, sweet chestnut and holly where deer roam, foxes, but not wolves any more, though the oldest of us can remember wolves. Nobody claims ever to have seen a white hart.

‘Hang on a moment. How old are you in this dream of paradise?’

‘Sixteen. I think. I have just returned from my first campaign, the first time I served my lord in the field.’

‘Your lord?’

‘Harold Godwinson.’

Quint drew in breath, glanced at the stump where Walt’s arm ended, and let out a slow whistle.

‘Go on,’ he murmured.

Two farmsteads or manors. The nearest, half a mile away, lying to my right and right under the steepest slope of the hill, is called Shroton. The further, nearly three miles off and nestling beneath another line of hills that run roughly north to south, is called Iwerne.

‘That has a Jutish, Ytene ring to it.’

This time it was Walt who looked across with wary surprise.

‘Perhaps,’ he said. A monk from Shaftesbury Abbey had said much the same to him.

They have many similarities, these farmsteads. The dominant building in each is a hall, timber-framed, with a second floor at the inner end beneath a roof of shingles. Around it cluster bowers for the children and women, outhouses, barns, stables and the hovels where the poorest live.

‘Slaves?’

‘Slaves, but—’

‘But you treat them well, like family, really.’

Walt sensed irony, felt a tremor of anger.

‘Very well.’

He could have gone on to say how most were eventually freed one way or another and took their place in this well-ordered society as free gebors, moving out to the village beyond, gaining some land they could call their own, but he was aware that in many ways the status of a freedman, forced to give endless labour in return for the right to work a few acres of land he could just about call his own, was not, if at all, preferable to that of a straight slave.

All this fenced, and outside maybe ten or fifteen cottages, each housing a family of churls or freemen, and then, in the case of Shroton, Iwerne did not have one, the church. This was no more than a shed really, timber-framed, the walls of daub and wattle like the cottages, but painted with scenes of Our Lord’s life, done by an artist from Winchester, His nativity, changing water to wine, the Resurrection. No resident priest, but a pastor comes from Shaftesbury Abbey every Sunday and Holy day to say Mass and, when sent for, to celebrate weddings, christenings and funerals. Round this the fields, those in the lord’s demesne, those held by lease or freehold by the cottagers, those held in common, are worked by all and, at the time Walt is remembering, it works well, it all works, better than ever it has before. That’s what the old people say, and they bless King Edward who is surely a saint and keeps all things just and smooth and kind and well. And, Walt adds, his servant Earl Harold Godwinson and his sibling earls who keep the coasts and borders so well that harrying and ravaging from intruders are things of the past, almost forgotten.

Lord? We are not lords, neither my father at Iwerne nor Erica’s at Shroton. We have our place in the order of things. Every man should have a lord. So my father is the manor lord of these people, but above him is his lord, the Earl of Wessex, Harold Godwinson, and above Harold, saintly King Edward, and above Edward – God.

‘The Pope?’

‘Fuck the Pope.’

And because there is order, an order we all accept … listen, we did, I’ll tell you how. The serfs and the gebors meet together and if they have an improvement in our lives to suggest or a complaint to make, they pass it on. The freemen all sit in the village or hall moot once a month. Under the shire’s sheriff representatives of every moot meet twice or four times a year in the hundreds moot, that is representing the people of all degrees who live in a neighbourhood originally sustaining a hundred families, though latterly the number has risen. And the Witan of the land, the earls, bishops and abbots, the greater thegns and ealdormen meet with the King twice yearly. It works. It is a system where every voice in the land is heard from the base of the pyramid to the top.

‘The Greeks have a word for it.’

‘They do?’

‘Democracy.’

Anyway, that is paradise, that is how things should be. Even when the great storm came the year before I was born, and the earthquake when I was eight, and the murrain that killed the cattle, things were put right, made the best of and soon the swallows return, the grapes ripen on the southern slopes, the honey flows like honey and is made into mead and the girls dance, how they dance, and the cattle give creamy milk and the pigs die in November for the Christmas feasts, and though there is hard work, hard work for everybody, nobody suffers needlessly and even the cottars and gebors and slaves know that their lord and his lord will protect them and feed them when times are bad, and that is better than grubbing a meagre living from your own few acres … It is better than anything I’ve seen in all my travels …

But Quint was asleep and snoring.

Four days later he came back in a vile temper.

‘This place,’ he said, ‘is shit. We’re off.’

‘Why?’

‘They have here in the treasury of the Church of Holy Wisdom a reliquary, one of many hundreds. This, gold and crystal, jewelled with pearls, amethysts and garnets, houses a withered head. And whose do you think they say it is?’

‘How should I know?’

‘They say it is that of St James, the cousin of Jesus.’

‘So?’

‘The head and body of St James are buried in the Field of Stars at Santiago in Iberian Galicia. These Greek people are liars and cheats.’

Even as Walt stood, Quint rolled up the quilted sack and stuffed it in his back-pack.

‘Jerusalem! Yes?’


CHAPTER

FOUR

Four bronze coins got them across the Bosphorus. They disembarked at Chrysopolis, a bustling town with a frontier air to it not unconnected with the fact that behind it lay the great hinterland of Asia Minor, its forests, mountains, plains and deserts sparsely populated, except on the coasts, by ancient tribes who acknowledged the Eastern Emperor as their lord, paying him tribute, but no loyalty. Indeed, already many had sided with Alp Arslan and his Seljuk horde. Walt and Quint followed the quay until it ended in a gate and then set off along what was little more than a sandy path, but a delightful one nevertheless since it skirted the north bank of the Propontine Sea, the almost landlocked water that is the gateway to the Pontus, the Black Sea, which gives it its name.

The shore was sandy, a fine white sand, scalloped into small bays, the water shallow and calm so they could paddle along in it and keep their feet cool. Behind it lay aromatic woods of pines whose canopies were shaped like the ceremonial umbrellas carried by Nubian slaves above the heads of viziers, ambassadors, counsellors and the like. A breeze nicked snowy scars from the blue-black wavelets and fleets of fishing boats dragged their nets through the teeming sea.

‘Quint,’ Walt said, after walking an hour in near silence, during which they had remarked only on the beauties about them, ‘I cannot continue to use and abuse your generosity. I have no money. I have no prospect of gaining any unless I take to brigandage. And a pretty poor brigand I’d bewith only this,’ he raised his knobbly red stump, ‘and no other weapon.’

Quint smiled at him, his lips lengthening beneath the sandy, thin, unkempt moustache. But he said nothing. They splashed on for five minutes and Walt felt his heart grow heavy and tears of frustration began to prick his eyes.

‘I am, when all is said and done, a useless thing, a tattered cloak upon a stick and good for nothing.’ His voice was bitter now, bitter and angry.

‘You’re company. Travel with no company is bread without salt. I like the way you talk. To hear a man talk of what he has done, where he has been, who he has known, who he has loved and who hated, of the passions that have possessed him, is worth a few coppers.’

Quint’s head was up now, the strong almost beaky nose questing from under the brim of his hat, his eyes on faraway places.

‘You see,’ he went on, ‘I have actually done nothing. Oh, I travel. I look at things. I learn languages – very easily – and I listen and sometimes I talk. But I do … nothing. I have no wife, no children. No occupation. I do not labour, I do not fight, I do not hate, I do not love. I have neither killed a man nor fucked a woman. I like to hear the tales of those who have.’

Presently, shortly after noon, with the sun now hotter than was comfortable, they came upon a wider bay than the rest with a promontory of rocks and a ruined hermitage. As they walked the wet sand towards it both men noticed how small dark holes appeared every now and then in the surface, emitted a small bubble, and then closed again.

‘Clams,’ said Walt.

‘Yes.’

Quint unslung his pack, delved in it and pulled up first a long wooden spoon, then a wooden bowl. Stooping he scooped in the sand with the spoon and presently came up with a handsome bi-valve, a good four inches across and coloured bright chestnut with mother-of-pearl at the join of the shells. The long pseudo-leg of the creature slipped inside and the shells clicked shut. He stooped again.

‘But how will we purge them?’ Walt asked. He knew about clams, had first dug for them in the sands of Wexford Bay some seventeen years before. He had learnt then that if they are not placed several times in fresh water, which the clam is forced to take in and spew out, the meat will be filled with unpalatable grit.

Quint gestured towards the hermitage. ‘Anchorites are, if you ask me, the silliest of men, but even they do not set themselves up in sanctity without a reasonable supply of fresh water close at hand.’

He continued to spoon away at the sand and, when they had four each, declared more
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