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It is clear this manuscript was never intended to be read. There are references within to an intention to have it destroyed, and we can only speculate as to why that did not happen. Though the recollection of events is extraordinary, almost photographic, there are gaps, as well as examples of vocabulary that occasionally defied translation. Some sections were just too damaged or faded to be made out, after centuries of poor storage. I have mended those holes as best I could.

Translation is always as much art as craft and I have endeavoured to keep the sense flowing whenever it became unclear. The author used paragraphs, but no other punctuation. That made discerning his meaning a challenge in some places. The chapter headings and separation into parts is my own. It is my hope that the result gives some pleasure and casts light on an exceptional mind of the tenth century. Despite his flaws and self-doubt, he was a great man, who knew seven kings.
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Prologue

What is a first line, but a door flung open by an unseen hand?

There, I have begun, after so long. Like a crow’s foot dipped in ink and dragged across the page, my hands shake so. Shall I sand these black scratchings from this fine vellum? No grey sheets these, all overused. I see virgin fields, ready for the plough. My best ink grips the page like mortal sin, desiring to remain. Here I am. If you would seek Dunstan, I will not deny my name.

My first recollection is of sweetness, of honey stolen from a pot on my mother’s shelf when I was three or four years old. I fell asleep in the sun with it smeared across my face and I do not think I have ever been as happy again. Yet I woke at the touch of some mindless creature, some fat fly or moth, struggling in the gummed mass. I sprang up, dashing at myself, feeling the hum of wings on my lips.

My mother came when I called, blotting out the sun. I have not forgotten the sensation of it, the strange thrill of fear and disgust – and I recognise it now. My oldest secrets rustle and climb to the edge like those winged things, wanting to be said. Like prayers, they wish to be wrenched forth, quivering wet in their birth.

I have broken my vows. I have betrayed those I loved and those who loved me. I have murdered innocents. There, in the bare English tongue all those with eyes can read. Too many know their English now. I look upon my words and I am afraid, though I have had my three score years and ten. I should fear nothing. It is true my hand shakes, yet my heart trips in my chest and I am light. I am all light.

Perhaps I will consign these precious sheets to the fire. No one will disturb me now; I have earned that much. These hands that hold the quill are just bones and paper-skin, so like vellum themselves as they whisper against each other. Brother Talbot once said they were a workman’s fists, all scarred and thick. Well, time served him well, didn’t it, with his delicate scribe fingers? I have trod down the soil over his dead face with my bare heels, and only the moon as witness.

I have worked my whole life, from six years old when I first piled bricks for workmen on my father’s land, in exchange for crusts of bread and a draught of cider. I have prayed and I have dropped my sweat onto the forge. I have made swords and I have used them. I have made a cask or two of wine in my time, taking grapes from different vines. I have pissed in a bottle once or twice as well, when I did not like a man – and I have watched him smack his lips and tell me it was so smooth and extraordinarily fine that I was half tempted to try my own vintage. I have loved a woman and she ruined me. I have loved a king and yet I ruined him. And all I have gained in return for my lifetime of labour is fame and power and servants and an abbey.

Still the creatures brush at me, the words crowd my lips. I will set my tale on calfskin, with ink and feather, seated on English oak, dressed in black wool and smooth flax linen. I am a man of this world and the next, but you will not see deception in me. All my deceptions are behind.

I believe I took my first breath in the year of our Lord 920. My parents were mismatched and somewhat more concerned with their own safety than with registering my birth. They fled from the older sons of my father, so my mother cooed to me later, the daft old hen. Four of them opposed the match and threatened to spill the old man’s blood.

I was born when King Edward the Elder was still on the throne, son to Alfred the Great and father to King Æthelstan. Those three men took our small kingdom of Wessex on the south coast – and by war and wit and cunning, they made it into England. That is what matters. Edward the Elder ruled as I grew, and I thought then that he always would be there, like a great oak in the forest. Well, I was wrong about that. His sons and grandsons would mean more to me.

Of all the estates of man in the world, the best is to be born the fine, shrieking son of a king. I have seen mighty lords fall to their knees at the sight of a babe, all for a crown painted on its crib. Yet there are more men than thrones and it does not come to many. If you can’t be born a king, be made a king, though that has thorns. When violent men secure your crown, they keep a knife at your throat ever after. Last, and not the least of these, is this: if you can’t be born a king or made a king, you might still anoint one.

In some ways, the third path holds sway over all. I chose the Church. I could be glib and say it came about because my father made a poor match, denying his future children the halls of power for the sake of youth and a saucy laugh, but a man can run mad winding his life back – and it is always more tangled than a single thread. There is never one truth, one love, or one enemy. I wish it had been so simple.

The calfskin sheets are smooth under my palm. The door is open and yet, somehow, I hesitate. Settle, Dunstan! These halls are the place for truth, much more so than the confessional. No, never there, though I have bored a priest or two in my time. A man must confess or be considered an unrepentant sinner, but only a fool would expect the seal of the confessional to hold. I would not whisper these words to any crouching priest, much less the open congregation. Should I tell a man who might one day consider me for high office that I lay alongside a woman and was taken with a strange sickness? Vows can be broken. God knows, I have broken them all.

There never was a sin I could not learn to love. Yet here I sit, with a quill and a vial of oak-gall black, and I scratch away. The ink is called encaustum, or ‘the biter’, for the way its acid eats the page and lasts for ever. Words can bite – and memories can worry you like a dog. The flames leap merrily as I write. They must consume all when I am done. They may take me too, in the end, but they will keep me warm first. Perhaps I will be found like poor Brother Severus, whose body vanished into ash and left only his feet and one hand still in the chair! What devil took him so, that charred him before he even went to hell?

Am I afraid of the other place? What fool is not? Yet I have raised great churches to set against my sins. It is my fervent hope that there is no eternal torment waiting for me now. How they would smile then, the dead, to see old Dunstan cast down! Made young again, perhaps, to be torn and broken for their pleasure. I could bear it better if I were young, I know. How those saints would laugh and shake their fat heads. I wonder, sometimes, if I can feel them clustered around me, all those who have gone before. Like bees pressing on a pane of glass, I feel their souls watching. Or perhaps it is just the wind and the scratching of woodworm in cantilevered joists.

Settle, Dunstan. Tell the story.
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Part One



BEHOLD THE BOY

AD 934


‘Remember not the sins of my youth, nor my transgressions.’

Psalms 25:7






1

I could have hung on that cliff all day, if they hadn’t broken my fingers. My hands have always been strong, but when bones crack, there is no true anchor, not even for an ocean of rage. Yet I clung on for a time even so. Near the end, as I glared at them without pleading or begging, all their laughter and mockery died away, which gave me some small satisfaction. That little crowd of men and women stood around the edge, just waiting for me to fall. They watched me hold on to crumbling earth with torn and swollen hands and yet remain to spite them.

I saw Encarius abashed then, he who had become my friend. I tried to form the words to tell him I forgave him, because I had no other way to take revenge and I wanted him to wince when he recalled me ever after. Vengeance is a fine thing, but forgiveness can be just as cruel.

I did not fear death. In my youth, I do not think I could imagine it. I ground my teeth as my fingernails tore on the stone, and I remember trying to look down between my outstretched arms as I felt my grip fail. Bones splintered and I was still there, thinking of all the things I would do to them if I survived. I was fifteen years old, but I had broad shoulders and black hair on my arms and I looked more of a man than some of those twice that age who stood and wound their priestly fingers together like beggars. Oh, their pious faces! I can see them still.

When I knew I could hold on no longer, I called to Encarius, asking him to make the sign of the cross on my forehead so that I would more swiftly pass through purgatory and on to heaven. He came forward at that, of course, willing to do so little when it meant so much. I watched him bend and our eyes met, though he did not want to look on me. He was the architect of my destruction, my accuser, yet he shook his head at me as if I were at fault.

‘I would change your fate if I could, Dunstan,’ he said. He touched his tongue and took up a smear of dust, rubbing it in spit before he pressed his cold hand to my skin.

‘You are a good fellow, Encarius,’ I whispered to him. ‘Will you allow me to confess to you?’

He saw how my arms trembled and yet he still looked askance at me, as one who did not trust me even then. I said nothing more until he leaned in, just pleaded with my eyes. As he bent to me, his wife or some other drab called in warning, but it was too late. I reached up and gripped his robe, pulling him over the edge and falling, oh, falling, like Lucifer before me.

My father took me first to old Glastonbury, my beloved isle, sailing through the mists. It was where King Arthur had his end, where Excalibur was thrown into the salt marshes that surround it. My father sought a miracle for his son, possessed or eaten up by devils as I was. I was given to fits and rages then.

I sometimes think the old man was as much a pagan as he was a strict follower of Christ. He kept some odd charms sewn into his robes and mail, I know that. Glastonbury is far older than the true faith’s arrival on these shores. Thousands of years of witchcraft and worship have seeped into that damp ground. So they say. I went out on the midsummer a few times, all a-fevered and looking for the naked women. I never found them, nor caught even a glimpse of breast or leg. It was ever thus, with me.

The boat had slopping black water in its bilges, I recall. I was thirteen years in the world and I kept tugging my father’s sleeve and trying to draw his attention to it. I could not understand how a vessel could float and yet take on water, and I was afraid it would rise up and swallow us along with the poleman, who was red-faced and seemed somewhat addled in his wits.

My father pulled his sleeve from my grasp and I left him alone. I’m told Heorstan had been a great barrel-chested fellow thirty years before, when he was made thane to King Edward of Wessex. In his own youth, to me then as far off as the days of King Arthur, my father Heorstan had known Alfred Magnus, the Great, the man who made Wessex the kingdom that would one day rule all of England. Reigns were longer then. Nowadays, it seems a man cannot turn round without finding a new face wearing the crown.

My younger brother Wulfric stood up in the prow as the boatman poled us along.

‘Be careful, boy!’ my father snapped.

Wulfric tried to look abashed, but he was too full of wonder at the strangeness of the island and the mist that lay all around. Creeping things dropped into the still waters as we passed through reeds. Those dark marshes stretched all the way to where the sea had broken its banks, some dozen miles away. They rose and fell with the tides, so thick with salt that not much grew.

Once or twice, some sleeping bird would be startled and rise in a mad flurry. The waterways lay like veins around us, unseen, so that the sounds echoed oddly and were changed.

As I watched, Wulfric reached out to wisps of white fog, unable to understand how it could seem so thick and yet vanish before his eyes. I will say I loved him, but his head might have been a block of polished bone for all the good it was. Wulfric seemed sharp enough in speech, but he could not master his letters. As his older brother, I tormented him for it.

In so many ways I am not the boy I was, with my spites and quick judgements. I was so sure then that I was surrounded by enemies! It has taken generations for me to understand I made them come at me. Yet when I think back to my own cruelty and torment of Wulfric, well, it still makes me laugh.

Wulfric tried to jump from the prow to the dock and I saw my father snatch him back, more concerned with him falling to drown than he had ever been with me. The old man must have been seventy then, just about, his two boys born to a woman forty years younger. Heorstan gave my mother a fine home on twelve hides of land, good coin in exchange for her youth. Perhaps he needed a nurse and I was the happy result. Or perhaps she plucked and stroked him back to life.

The isle of Glastonbury did not get so many visitors in those days, nothing like it does now. We were greeted on the docks by two boys to carry the bags and two Irish monks who spoke only Gaelic, which I did not know. In the mists, that liquid stream of sounds seemed strange to me, almost magical, as if I only had to listen hard enough and it would no longer sound like someone choking to death.

My father bowed his head to give them honour, he a thane who had known kings. I kept my silence, though Wulfric bounded out amongst them, exclaiming on everything while I winced and wished he would just keep his peace.

I could see the porter boys were amused. The two lads nudged each other and grinned, and of course, poor Wulfric smiled back at them as if they were his equal.

I pulled him roughly to me and was bending down to whisper that they were no friends of ours when I caught a sickly odour wafting up from him. I shoved him away then with a sound of disgust. It had been a long time in the boat and Wulfric had soiled himself. Yet there he was, skipping along as we took to the path and headed to the little abbey they had there then, where miracles were an almost daily occurrence.

The rest of our party trudged on and the mists thinned as we climbed onto a higher path. No one was listening and the only noise was from our steps.

I whispered, ‘You have shat yourself, Wulfric.’

I said it in a furious hiss, because he was so cheerful, but I felt even then that he was a reflection on me and especially my father. Heorstan seemed oblivious to such things in his later years, but I could protect his dignity even so.

Wulfric looked wounded, as if I was the one in the wrong rather than him. He flushed deeply and glanced at the two boys carrying our bags. They seemed to have noticed nothing, but they surely would.

‘Go ahead, Wulfric,’ I said. ‘The wind is behind us. Go on ahead of the rest so that we cannot smell you.’

He looked close to tears as he did as I told him. I think I hated him then, for his weakness. One of the Irish monks called out to him, but no one spoke their strange tongue and my father barely looked up from his travails. It was enough of a struggle for the old man just to keep up with the rest of us, his furs and mail weighing him down like a millstone around his neck.

Looking back on it, I know I should feel ashamed that Wulfric fell off the path. He vanished from sight as he stepped off an edge and broke a bone in his heel, landing too hard on a stone. We had to wait, though we were tired and hungry, while the two monks climbed down and brought him back up. They muttered to each other when they saw him limping, though we would not know till later that he had actually cracked his foot. He was weeping – and looking in accusation at me, if you can believe it. I was ashamed for him. If he had fallen into the marsh and been drowned it would have been a thing to grieve, but I would have forgotten him by now. I always tried to protect Wulfric, but some lives are touched by dark.

The sun rose on my right shoulder as we went on, clattering along a wooden walkway that must have been as old as Caesar. I found myself at my father’s side, scowling at Wulfric as he limped and made more of his injury than he should have. My father was breathing hard and sweating like a dray horse. He nodded in relief to me as we came to the outer wall of the rough place they dared to call an abbey in those days. Even after the peace of Alfred and King Edward, monks still knew the value of a good wall. It was fine, golden Wessex stone too, none of your stockade camp. Yet the gate they heaved open for us was made of wood and had to be lifted by the two Irishmen, to keep its trailing foot from dragging in the mud.

Nowhere was truly clean then, at least where men worked and slept. The passage of our feet turns grass to a quagmire, which is the way of the world and means nothing more than that. In time, we take that mud and make bricks and tiles, so you can keep your damp peasant huts and shiver as I warm my hands in the dry.

Wulfric was given into the care of a tutting matron. I watched the woman put her big, pink arm around him to help him along. I was still scowling when he looked back. I raised my head sharply, trying to remind him to keep silent and to be watchful and to remember his name and line. I saw Heorstan greeted by a man in plain black wool, his scalp like a brown knee, with knobs and freckles and odd planes to it. I waited patiently, content as they talked just to stare around the abbey yard. I looked up to where some men were labouring, and my entire life changed with that glance.

There was a cart piled high with grain sacks and four young monks stood on the cart bed. Above those working lads, two more gestured from a high window cut in what must have been a grain store. I didn’t know. What caught my eye and held it was a double pulley, with ropes that whirred in polished wooden grooves. I swear to you I felt hair rise on my neck.

I have told this story a dozen times and there’s always someone to laugh or scoff and tell me it couldn’t have been the way I remember it, but I will tell you the truth here. I saw those pulleys and I understood them in the instant, that turning a rope over the spinning blocks would halve the weight. I saw a device, a machine so extraordinary it looked the work of angels. I knew nothing then of Euclid’s mathematics, nor the engineering of Archimedes. I was just an empty sheet, waiting to be bitten deep.

I stood there, though my father was tugging my sleeve as I had done to him before, trying to break my perfect concentration and introduce me to Abbot Clement. Yet I saw it all: how four pulleys would be better still and give a ratio of four to one, while the rope would travel four times as far. My mind lit up, and if you have never experienced such a thing, well, I am sorry. There are many wonders in the world, if you look.

I know them all now. Even today, these old hands could make the six great engines of the Greeks, that built the modern world and in combination will make wonders for a thousand years to come, if the Day of Judgement does not interrupt all our labours. The lever, the wheel and axle, the inclined plane, the screw, the wedge – and the wonder of the pulley, which sailors call the block and tackle. No great sail can be raised without the last. Those six, simple machines have given us dominance over all the natural world. I saw my first at Glastonbury Abbey and I stepped onto a new path.

‘Dunstan! His head is in the clouds, I swear it. Dunstan!’

‘Yes, Father, I’m sorry. I saw … the pulleys, how they raise the bags.’

He didn’t understand my wonder, of course.

‘Well, pay attention now, boy! Bend your knee to Father Clement or I will redden your ear for you.’

I knelt, though I felt my mind aflame. I bowed my head, but still tried to glance over to the pulleys and ropes even as I felt the abbot pat my shoulder.

‘Boys, Heorstan, eh? Always distracted at that age. Yet there are worse things to tempt a boy than pulleys, is that not so?’

My father smiled, as if accepting the point. I saw he was flushed and I realised he was truly annoyed with me.

‘I am sorry, my lord Abbot,’ I said, looking up. I did not dare to rise without my father’s permission. ‘My name is Dunstan of Baltonsborough. I give you honour and I am pleased to meet you. I have never seen such a … contrivance before. Please forgive any hurt I may have caused.’

The abbot raised his eyebrows at that, then grinned at me, revealing just three brown teeth of unusual length.

‘You must call me Father Clement, boy. Your father and I were friends so many years ago it seems another age. I am astonished to see him once more with young sons – and you are welcome here, of course – a local lad brought to follow Christ.’

‘Thank you, Father Clement,’ I said, dipping my head once again. He was in earnest, I learned later, one of the true old believers who lived with God on his shoulders and thought evil could be beaten out of a boy. He lived only another year and almost all my memories of him are bitter. Still, he smiled away, all nut-brown and healthy from a life working under the sun.

‘Perhaps you should go and see how Wulfric is faring, Dunstan,’ my father said. ‘And leave me to discuss our stay at the abbey with Father Clement.’

‘I would rather speak to those men by the cart, Father, if I may,’ I said. The reply was thoughtless and innocent enough, though I saw from the tightness of my father’s expression that it was the wrong thing. There was a hint of thunder in the abbot’s eyes as well, though I did not see the danger then, as I did with my father. Heorstan was too old and slow to catch me, but then I was too young to know I could dodge. So I stood still as he backhanded me across the face and sent me sprawling.

‘See to your brother,’ he snarled at me.

I scrambled back up, my cheek flaming as I stood and bowed carefully to them both. Only when my father dismissed me with a sharp gesture did I actually dare to leave. He’d shown another old man he still had authority over a lad, which was important to him. I accepted it out of love, if that makes any sense. I would certainly have borne a thousand blows from him rather than see him reduced in front of strangers. Looking back, I think so still. If he lived, I’d back him so today. Not the abbot, though. I’d strangle that old bastard and put him down the privy.




2

Wulfric was sitting on a little flat bed in the infirmary, chattering away to the matronly sort and calling her ‘Mother Aphra’ as she wrapped his foot. I noticed she was careful to add small blessed medals under each layer, so my brother would heal twice as fast as some poor churl without them. She sprinkled holy water on him as well. It had great powers of healing, she said, when I asked in suspicion what she was doing.

The abbey was an oddly relaxed place then, with a few married and unmarried women tending the brothers, and half the men not ordained nor even formal Benedictines. The cellarer was paid a wage, if you can believe that. They had a small grant of land, but it was hardly enough to raise food to feed themselves. For the most part, they survived on gifts from wealthy families. I think they would have withered in a generation if I had not been taken by shaking sickness and brought amongst them to be cured.

I edged closer to my brother, honestly just to see if Wulfric had managed to clean himself while he’d been away from me. I don’t like to talk about my own illness. It was a nuisance for a while, then. I fell down on occasion and I twitched and shook. I’m told I stuttered as well each time, before. Strange, but a vital part of me is one I do not experience and cannot recall. It does not happen often, thank God, though it unmans me and makes me a child when it does, so perhaps they are all one time too many. Yet of the two of us, I did not feel the weak brother. I sat there in a room of cool beech benches and piles of folded linen, watching a woman make an invalid of Wulfric while he simpered and pretended he could not see my glower.

‘Father says my brother Dunstan can be cured here, with the relicts you have. He says the abbey has bones from St David and St Patrick – and a blessed sapphire.’

Aphra seemed pleased the boy knew so much. She patted his leg as she split the bandage and tied it in a neat knot.

‘Wiggle your toes for me, blossom. There, you’ll be right as rain in a few days, or sooner if you pray at the shrine. I’ll get a crutch for you.’

‘There’s no need, ma’am. I can walk well enough,’ he said, showing her his courage and yet somehow still making a little squeal as he put his weight on. I saw her slip him an apple as well and I watched where he put it, though he thought he hid it from me.

‘There are dozens of crutches and walking sticks down in the cloisters, from those who came here and were healed.’ She whistled up one of the urchins from the water-landing, all snot and elbows. ‘Fetch one of the crutches, James, one of the good ones for this dear lad.’

He raced off and the great, bovine creature turned her head towards us once more.

‘We could make a bit of coin selling them, I dare say, but Abbot Clement says they’re to be left where they are – to carry word of what we do here, so more will come. They are evidence of our faith, he says. God knows, we do need the money the pilgrims bring, just to keep body and soul together. Canterbury gets them all, of course, from Rome even. If the faith had come first to Wessex instead of Kent, we wouldn’t be struggling to feed ourselves each winter, I tell you that!’

She rattled on and I nodded and smiled, irritated by her. The boy James returned with a rough-carved crutch that was a little too large for my brother, so that Wulfric had to stand lopsided, with his bad foot tucked up behind. I saw a gleam of devilment in the urchin’s eyes as he looked him over and I took it as an insult. I gestured for young James to go ahead, then helped him along with my boot. He rubbed the tail bone down there and glared, but he knew then to be wary of me – and that I wouldn’t take kindly to Wulfric being mocked. God knows, Wulfric was a trial, but he was also my brother.

We were taken through some open cloisters with a chill wind nipping at us, then through a great refectory where a dozen monks sat with heads bowed over their plates. One of their number stood at a lectern to read Augustine’s sermons at them. I took it all in as best I could, but I think my decision was made even then. My father had been a thane to kings. My uncle was a bishop. We were not royal ourselves, but still so far above churls or slaves they might have been a different breed. Earls, churls and thralls make our Wessex England. Or thanes, common men and slaves – with kings above all, as God ordained. Yet Heorstan was long retired, too far from power, too old to place me with a court household, or even in a position to be noticed by one. He had no titles to grant the second batch of his sons, and my life would be one of hard labour and working someone else’s land. The abbey was a place where learning lay – from pulleys and Latin to secret alchemies. I could hear the sound of a smith beating iron somewhere not too far away. It was my bell, and it rang for me.

I considered my future as we ate that evening, honoured at a long table where the abbot sat and engaged my father in talk. Every other seat was filled, of course. The monks desired to know anything they might hear of the world, informed of it by visits like ours. I had thought the marshes cut the abbey off, but Abbot Clement talked with energy and interest of King Æthelstan and all he was doing to secure the realm and keep the Danes out of it. Across from me, Wulfric chewed with his jaw so widely open I could both hear and see each mouthful being made to paste. I tried to kick him under the table, but it was too far.

I would have found a way on my own to broach the subject of joining the classes at the abbey, but there was no need. I had no inkling the talk was in part for my benefit, innocent that I was. I suspect my father had sold me before I even broke bread that night.

Clement described the dozen boys who attended the school there, keeping the hours of the abbey day and learning their prayers, as well as plants and all manner of crafts. The words were like gushing water to me, and I turned to my father and found he was already smiling at my expression, his eyes lost in wrinkles. It is how I remember him best, that affection.

‘Would you then have room for another, Father Clement?’ Heorstan said.

I stopped breathing. The abbot inclined his head as if in thought, the old fraud.

‘For both lads, my lord, if you would have it so?’

This had not occurred to me, that I might have to share the wonders of this place with Wulfric. I began to shake my head, but my opinion was not sought and the two men continued to discuss the arrangement as if they sat alone.

Abbot Clement went a little pink around the gills after a time. He cleared his throat, drawing one finger through a puddle of ale on the tabletop.

‘My lord Heorstan, if it is your will, I will undertake to add your boys to our classes here, to instruct and discipline them, to return them to you as young men. Yet … I recall St Augustinus taught Latin in Rome for a time. His classes were always packed, but the custom then was to take payment on the last day of the term. On that day, his benches were always mysteriously empty. It has been good habit ever since to collect the fee on the first day rather than the last, though no insult is intended, on my very honour.’

I turned to see a frown darken my father’s expression. I knew Clement was on shaky ground, though it was the poverty of the abbey driving him to it. To risk even a suggestion that we might not pay was a perilous path. I turned a look of scorn on the abbot, just as I imagined my father doing. At my side, I flinched from a sharp movement from him, but it was just a pouch being tossed the length of the table.

Abbot Clement did not open it, barely fondling the coins as he made it disappear. I am sure he made a fair guess by weight alone. My father’s pride would have doubled whatever he might have been asked. Perhaps that had always been Clement’s intention, for he was a cunning man – and sharp enough to cut himself. He and my father exchanged a nod and the matter was not raised again.

Wulfric was gaping, his eyes wide enough to show the whites as he turned from Father to me to Abbot Clement, with no sense of decorum at all. I did not care. Joy filled me and I pushed my wooden plate away with food still on it.

My father left the following morning. Wulfric and I awoke at dawn, though the monks had been up and working long before. We rubbed water on our faces and peed in a half-barrel the monks used for bleaching wool. Wulfric splashed the floor, of course. I cleaned it up with a rag, so that he was first into the sun.

Abbot Clement stood with my father, still a big man in his furs despite his age. Both of them were smiling at something as Wulfric and I came into the yard.

‘I will see you again at Christmas,’ Heorstan said sternly to us. ‘Work hard in the meantime. Behave. Pray every day and do not neglect your souls, though your flesh withers. Tell the truth, boys. Do as you are told.’

Wulfric and I








































Historical Note

The year of Dunstan’s birth has never been known for certain. It is a useful marker to have it started here as late as AD 920. That should have made him too young for certain age-limited appointments, but it’s hard to know if such rules would have been applied to a man of extraordinary ability, any more than they were to Julius Caesar.

Dunstan appears to have been one of the rare, great minds of history – a Leonardo of Glastonbury, a Newton of Wessex. His birthplace is claimed by the village of Baltonsborough, a few miles from Glastonbury, in Somerset.

In the tenth century, Glastonbury Tor and Abbey was more island than hill, surrounded by vast and dangerous salt marshes that would not be drained to golden farmland for centuries. Dunstan first visited with his father Heorstan and was apprenticed to the monks there. To find a community with knowledge of art, sculpture, engineering, metallurgy, carpentry and architecture must have been like water to a dry soul. The boy Dunstan absorbed it all.

He first appears in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as part of King Æthelstan’s court. Æthelstan’s own birthdate and place are unknown, but his father, Edward the Elder, and of course his grandfather, Alfred the Great, turned Wessex into the kingdom of the south, and then the kingdom of the English. Æthelstan ruled from AD 924 to 939 – just fifteen years. It was Dunstan’s first experience of a royal court – and he made his mistakes early.

Godwin is an Old English name, common enough in England before the Norman conquest. He is, however, a fictional character. Nothing is known of Dunstan’s early schooling, beyond what he must have learned as judged by his adult skills – and the subjects all Christian monks learned in those early years, such as calligraphy, herbs and medicine, and the lingua Franca of Latin. Greek was usually the second language of scholarship, though not everyone had the ability. St Augustine of Hippo found Greek almost impossible.

Note on spelling: The entire concept of spelling is fairly modern. Even four hundred years ago, Shakespeare spelled his own name in different ways. A century before that, the Paston letters might contain the same word spelled differently in the same document.

I have simplified Dunstan’s mother’s name ‘Cynethryth’ as ‘Cyneryth’, because it’s a little easier on the eye. As with Boadicea/Boudicca a thousand years before Dunstan, no one really knows how it would have been said.

The character of Elflaed is a simplification of the name ‘Æthelflæd’. It may also have been Elfgifu or Ælflæd. She was King Æthelstan’s niece and visited Glastonbury with her spiritual adviser. I have not been able to discover which of the king’s sisters was her mother, however. I chose the spelling also to save confusion with Æthelstan and a much better-known Æthelflaed, Lady of Mercia.

It is not known if Elflaed sought out Dunstan or he her, but their friendship – that of a mentor and sponsor with a young talent – would prove vital to his ambitions. King Æthelstan himself came to visit Glastonbury, even then famous for its relics. Not only did Elflaed introduce Dunstan to her uncle’s royal court, she also left him a huge fortune in her will. When he became abbot of Glastonbury, he would make it the richest abbey in England.

The scene of Dunstan predicting the death of an otherwise healthy monk and then seeing him die within three days is from near-contemporary accounts of his life written in the 990s. It is the sort of thing that made Charles Dickens suspicious of Dunstan as a saint. Either he had the vision and saw it come true, or he made it come true – and saw his status raised as a result.

Dunstan’s earliest miracle set the pattern. It is too easy to suspect skulduggery in every aspect of his life – some there certainly was – but we only have a few mostly admiring descriptions from the period and must read between the lines. It was said that when he was still very young, he had a vision of the great abbey he would one day oversee. He climbed a tower and walked along scaffolding in a trance. Instead of falling to his death, however, an angel brought him back to the ground.

I will not say his version was impossible. I will only suggest that a master artificer, a man who could make a harp worthy of a royal court, for example, or an entire upper floor drop away and yet know exactly where to stand, might not have had too much difficulty with an arrangement of pulleys. From my first encounter with Dickens’s suspicions about Dunstan, it has been my delight and sense that Dunstan was a very unusual man indeed. That should not be such a surprise. A towering intellect born to that age would have sought out the Church – and thrived, going to the highest post in England. There has only ever been one English pope and perhaps that highest honour was denied Dunstan, but what a life he made for himself otherwise!

Note on titles: At the beginning of Dunstan’s life, senior men of power appointed by the king were known as ‘ealdormen’. Towards the end, a more recognisable contraction, influenced by the Danish jarl was more common: ‘earl’, or ‘eorl’. I’ve used that version for simplicity. We know so little about Dunstan’s family that it is hard to say if his father, Heorstan, was an ealdorman, but the balance of probability is that he was. They were certainly a high-status family, with two bishops, court connections and some degree of wealth.

I have also used ‘prince’ for its root in the Latin princeps, over ‘ætheling’, which was just too close to some of the names.

Although his exact age is unknown, we know Dunstan appeared at Æthelstan’s court before AD 937, when the battle of Brunanburh took place. A ‘burh’ was a hill fort and market, the seed of a town. They were the creation of Alfred the Great, his son, Edward the Elder, and of course Æthelstan himself, as launch points to repel the ‘Wicingas’, the ‘robbers’: the invaders better known as ‘Vikings’.

The location of Brunanburh is lost to us, unfortunately. In fact, very little is known at all of that day, except that King Æthelstan faced a great host: Viking forces landing from Ireland, the warriors of King Constantin in Scotland and the men of King Owen of Strathclyde. In essence, these were small kings rebelling against the idea of a high king – of Æthelstan ruling all Britain.

Æthelstan took a great army north and won. Until Towton, five hundred years later, this was said to be the bloodiest battle on British soil. I recommend the hundred-page book Athelstan: The Making of England by Tom Holland. It does rather well with the few facts that have survived a thousand years from that time.

Egill Skiallgrimmson is not a fictional character. An Icelandic berserker, he was at Æthelstan’s court and fought for him at Brunanburh. It has always been one of the great pleasures of writing historical fiction to come across characters who deserve a book all to themselves, for the sheer fascination of their packed lives. Egill is one of those.

As well as his uncle Athelm, who was archbishop of Canterbury, Dunstan is said to have had another kinsman at court: a bishop known as Ælfheah the Bald. For fear of strangling the tale with too many characters, I have conflated two uncles and given the story to Athelm instead as the lead – though he died rather earlier than I have it.

Ælfheah the Bald was briefly involved in Dunstan’s life as one who supported Dunstan taking holy orders. Dunstan refused at first, preferring instead to become engaged to a young woman. He was then struck down by such terrible ‘swelling blains’ that he thought he had leprosy.

For a man who would have seen lepers, that is no small item of description. There could of course be a number of causes, but some sort of sexually transmitted pox would explain it neatly. Unfortunately, the name of the lady to whom Dunstan was engaged is unknown. I chose ‘Beatrice’ because the name existed in some form from the fourth century onward – and bore no resemblance to all the names beginning with Athel, Ethel, Aelf, Ath or Aethel.

It is true that King Æthelstan was his father’s first-born son, but royal inheritance was more complex. His father openly favoured the first-born of a second marriage, to a mother of royal blood. That son was named Ælfweard, but he died before he could contend for the throne with Æthelstan – a death that does appear to have been from natural causes, all too common then.

Æthelstan was the only son of fighting age able to resist the Vikings in the north. It is not known if he swore not to marry or have children in favour of his brother. It is interesting that he and Edmund remained on excellent terms for the fifteen years of Æthelstan’s reign and Edmund fought at his side at Brunanburh in AD 937. The evidence suggests Æthelstan really was that very rarest of creatures: a great king and a decent man.

All that survives of Brunanburh is a poem in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. We know Constantin of Scotland escaped, as did Anlaf Godfreyson (sometimes called Guthfrithsson), king of Dublin. He would return. Their armies were left for the crows and wolves that had learned to follow armed men to battlefields.

Æthelstan had triumphed. The stakes were simply the survival of England as a nation. In later centuries, distance and the Normans would mean Scotland became an independent kingdom, before the throne was eventually reunited by James I and VI of Scotland – and then the formal Act of Union in 1707.

Brunanburh is said to have involved a great cavalry charge by Æthelstan’s forces. He would have faced Viking berserkers, Irish mercenaries, Picts who had never been troubled by Roman legions in their highland fastnesses. They would have been followers of pagan gods and Odin (or Woden) in particular. In comparison, Æthelstan was a devout Christian king, though in those years, following Christ in war was proven by victories. Those who lost battles did not live to tell the story – so the spread of Christianity is often a tale of victors.

Battlefield numbers are always exaggerated in poems and song – that is in part the purpose of poems and songs. Yet Brunanburh certainly involved thousands and perhaps tens of thousands: ‘Never before this, were more men on this island slain by the sword’s edge’ (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle).

William of Malmesbury wrote that Anlaf, king of Dublin, spent the night before the battle in the camp of Æthelstan, pretending to be a ‘skald’ or bard. As unlikely as that sounds, the rest of Anlaf’s life suggests that was something he might have done.

To the Romans, Winchester was ‘Venta Belgarum’, ‘town of the Belgae tribe’. To the Saxons who settled the area in later centuries, it was ‘Venta Caesta’, which as the years passed became ‘Winchester’. I have used this spelling, though Dunstan would have known it as an earlier form: ‘Wintancaester’.

It may have been King Edmund who appointed Dunstan abbot of Glastonbury, rather than Æthelstan, who had no affection for him. Though Dunstan spent some three years at Æthelstan’s court, he was expelled from it, probably for practising sorcery of some kind. Whatever it was, he does seem to have made enemies easily – he would later be briefly expelled from King Edmund’s court as well, before being banished by King Edwy.

Æthelstan died of natural causes in AD 939, just two years after Brunanburh and at the age of forty-seven. In those pre-antibiotic days, he could have developed sepsis from any scratch or minor cyst, but the exact cause is unlikely ever to be known. He was the first king of England and had a good claim to have been the first king of Britain.

King Edmund was on much better terms with Dunstan. Records survive of land given by Edmund to Dunstan as abbot of Glastonbury. Numbers vary by source, but one figure was 368½ hides of land, a vast holding.

Dunstan did indeed appoint his brother Wulfric as a ‘prepositus’ (a bursar), to administer those estates, trusting him completely to provide the income and funds without oversight. Wulfric turned out to have quite the knack for gathering wealth and lived till AD 951, dying a very rich man indeed, owning over a hundred hides in his own name – though it is likely he left a lot of it to the abbey in his will.

Anlaf Godfreyson, Viking king of Dublin, did indeed come back after Æthelstan’s death in AD 940 and take the city of York. Aged eighteen, King Edmund was not the renowned battle king his brother had been, though he had done well at Brunanburh. He felt he had no choice but to give up the city. The treaty was immediately followed by a land grab by Anlaf of a hundred miles of territory in the heart of England, including Derby, Lincoln and Leicester. Anlaf was an insatiable enemy for the young king of England to face.

However, fate intervened. Anlaf died in AD 941, just as he was getting going, presumably of a heart attack for its suddenness. King Edmund did not need the full might of his brother’s army to take back the north in the chaos that followed. He acted quickly and surely, giving some sign that if he had lived a full life like his brother, or certainly his father, he would be much better known.

The scene in Cheddar Gorge is from the earliest sources, though I have told it a little differently. King Edmund had fallen out with Dunstan after a group of courtiers took against the monk and told many and various lies about him. The young king actually banished Dunstan for a time, sending him home from a hunt around Cheddar Gorge.

The following day, Edmund chased a great stag to the edge of the sheer drop. It went over the edge, followed by his dogs. He could not stop and apparently promised God that he would make his ill-treatment of Dunstan right if his life was spared. The king’s horse stopped and Dunstan was back in the royal favour.

It is possible that the story is exactly accurate, but it seemed to me that Dunstan being present as a local lad and calling a warning that saved the king is just as likely.

Edmund was killed after only five years on the throne, at the age of just twenty-three. He had two sons at the time, but they were too young to succeed him. Once again, a brother would wear the crown.

He was indeed killed by a banished thief named Leofa. There is nothing else known about Leofa, so the rest – being a thane and fighting with Edmund at Brunanburh – is my own invention. There is a story of Edmund grabbing hold of the banished man at a feast, which I’ve used. The exact sequence of events is unknown, unfortunately.

Edmund’s early death set off a sequence of relatively short-lived kings: his brother Eadred, his sons Edwy and Edgar, his grandson Edward, who was also murdered, and finally Ethelred the Unready, who paid the Danes to go away and lost everything. Dunstan was there for all of it.

Note on Gothic arches: The pointed arch which became the hallmark of Gothic architecture in the great cathedrals was first seen in England around 1093, in Durham Cathedral – so a century later than I have it being used here. That said, the ruins at Glastonbury have many examples of the pointed arch that moved architecture on from the Roman forms – and the abbey was destroyed and rebuilt two or three times in the thousand years since Dunstan. No one knows for sure, and he was the sort of man who would have understood such an innovation. Glastonbury is worth a visit, for the ruins – and for the Tor and the views from the top.

Edwy and Edgar: Quite how a country, previously united under one king, came then to be divided is not clear. I wrote it as a decision of the Witan, based on Edwy being unfit. It is mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as if it was unremarkable – ‘And Edwy succeeded to the kingdom of the West Saxons, and Edgar his brother succeeded to the kingdom of the Mercians …’ – though their uncle Æthelstan had taken oaths of fealty from the king of Alba in Scotland and claimed to be ‘Rex totius Britanniae’! The earliest written lives of Dunstan describe a period of unrest in the country while Dunstan is banished, so that by some alchemy, the north chooses to be ruled by Edgar. I’m afraid there are too many gaps in the records here to be certain of the chain of historical events.

Dunstan being banished from the court of King Edwy is one gossipy part of the historic record that is well attested. Edwy (Eadwig/Edwig) left his own coronation feast to sport himself with a mother and daughter. Archbishop Oda asked for someone to fetch the king back and remind him of his duty. Dunstan and the bishop of Lichfield went, finding the king and both ladies in passionate embrace, with the crown rolling on the floor. It seems Dunstan lost his temper. He told off the women, laid hands on Edwy, put the crown on the sixteen-year-old’s head and marched him back to the royal company.

The young woman was Aelfgifu (‘Elgiva’ as I have written it) who was, if anything, more furious with Dunstan than the king. She was certainly involved in his banishment and in his losing Glastonbury and all the lands around it. It is not difficult to imagine how hot she burned at his public humiliation of her. It was unfortunate for Dunstan that the woman he had called a whore in front of the king should then go on to marry King Edwy and become his queen. Such mistakes can curtail the most promising careers.

Dunstan’s exile in Flanders is mentioned only in the Lectiones of one Adelard of Ghent. He spent his three-year exile at a Benedictine abbey called St Peter’s, built on a hill in what is modern-day Belgium. Interestingly, very rich gifts were made to St Peter’s a few years later, by King Edgar of England – as thanks for their hospitality to the banished Dunstan.

The historical story of King Edwy’s queen being sold into slavery and then killed cannot be known for certain. It does not appear in the earliest accounts of his life, though in fairness, it would not. The difficulty of thousand-year-old sources – particularly the lives of saints – is that some things would simply not have been written. Yet the tale persists and appears in many histories.

The manner of young King Edwy’s sudden death is unknown, which goes to show some of the difficulties of incomplete records. A suicide would not have been recorded, so I have filled that gap in a way that would not have appeared in the history. We do know the marriage was annulled by Archbishop Oda, on grounds that Edwy and Elgiva were too closely related. It is not clear exactly when this happened. There was no heir born of that brief marriage, so King Edgar took on the mantle of the entire realm once more. Depending on the source, the country was split between those two brothers either in the beginning or after unrest in the north. However it happened, it is interesting to consider that this run of kings begins with three brothers, continues with two brothers – and ends with two brothers.

When Archbishop Oda (or Odo) died around AD 961, there were a few candidates to replace him, but Dunstan was not senior enough. The bishop of Winchester was put forward to receive a pallium in Rome and it is true he froze to death on the journey, somewhere high in the Alps.

King Edgar married twice. His first wife was Æthelflæda, or Ethelfleda, which was just too close to many other names. I changed that to ‘Fæltha’, which at least does not begin with Aethel or Ethel. She was mother to the boy king known as Edward the Martyr. She then drops out of the historical record so quickly there are some who still think Edward was illegitimate and Edgar never married her. Such things are possible, though Dunstan supported the boy to be king. The exact truth, however, is unlikely ever to be known. Edgar’s second wife was a real find – an extraordinary character for any century. Her name was Ælfthryth. I used ‘Audrey’ because that actually is the short form. The story of her first marriage to one of Edgar’s lords has a chequered history, denied or embraced through the centuries as true or apocryphal. I believe it to be true as it matches the lady’s ruthlessness rather well. Audrey/Aelfthryth was mother to the last king of this book – Ethelred.

King Edgar’s long-delayed coronation actually took place at Bath, though the pageants and celebrations of that event included the river scene at Chester as I described it. The imperial style of the ceremony devised by Dunstan is said to form the heart of the modern event in Westminster Abbey in London – which would make it Dunstan’s longest-lasting achievement. Even cathedrals and abbeys do not last as long as some traditions.

This is not a well-known period of history, in England or anywhere else. It is pleasing, however, to be able to begin and end with the only two names that have a claim to being part of general knowledge: Æthelstan, first king of England, and Ethelred the Unready. In the end, Ethelred ruled to 1016 and is famous mostly for trying to pay the Vikings to leave his kingdom alone. It was not a successful tactic and King Cnut, son of Swein Forkbeard of Sweden, took the throne from him in that year.

The facts are that Æthelstan to Ethelred is a period of eighty years in which the idea of ‘England’ was created, with Edgar’s peaceful reign the high point that allowed the idea to settle and become real. The Vikings were constantly prowling the edges for all that time, with a dozen different attempts to break it up and establish their own fiefdoms. Kings were required to fight for the people then, over and over, in what was a losing cause. The Vikings came in the end. Yet the idea had settled and an island kingdom had become real.

Dunstan’s work on the cathedral of Canterbury did involve design aspects that were similar to St Peter’s in Rome, no doubt because of his experiences there. Yet it had a square tower, as I have said. The ingredients and proportions of ancient Roman mortar, which included volcanic ash and lime, were lost for centuries, before being rediscovered. Roman mortar was incredibly strong and had the peculiar property of being able to set even underwater. It is used today. Dunstan’s tower and church in Canterbury were taken down and rebuilt completely in the eleventh century and later.

On a final note, the fact that the name of Ethelred the Unready actually meant ‘Nobel counsel’ (Æthel-ræd) the ‘Ill-counselled’ (Un-ræd) must be one of the earliest jokes, if not the earliest, in the English language. ‘Old Good-Advice, the badly advised’ is a fair approximation.

In 1066, a vast invasion of Viking Norse launched from France. To some extent, the modern age began in that century, but the torch was lit on the bones of great kings, at least in Wessex. The people remained and endured and suffered and worked and thrived – and in 1497 sent a ship under John Cabot to Newfoundland and began the largest empire the world has ever seen. All such empires fall away, leaving stories behind: from Plato’s men staring at shadows in a cave or Horatius on the Bridge, to Sir Francis Drake playing bowls and a thousand more. It has been my privilege to tell just one.

Conn Iggulden

London, 2016
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