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Author’s Note

In my grandfather’s house in Washington there was an enormous attic lined with bookcases, containing several thousand volumes: constitutional history, law, currency reform, religion, copies of the Congressional Record (he was a Senator then) and, in the northeast corner, a hundred or so books which he allowed me to call my own. Most of my books were 19th century editions of fairy tales, a few books of history and a terrible (and forbidden) photographic history of the first world war. From the time I was five and could read until I was ten or eleven and moved away, I read everything I could and ruined my eyes and cluttered my memory with all sorts of ghosts whom I can no longer identify, characters and events which haunt me still with their insistent anonymity. But one story I’ve remembered clearly. I believe it was in the set called The Book of Knowledge and I reread it often, pondered it and, finally, in the fall of 1947 I decided to make a book of it.

The search of Blondel for King Richard was first invented in the 13th century Chronicle of Rheims. The facts, as facts often will, have nothing to do with this story. From all accounts Richard was captured by the Austrian Leopold, discovered by a duly constituted English committee, tried by a court and returned to his own country, having paid the first installment of a large ransom. Blondel, an aging court poet, never figured in this somewhat involved political deal. But since seven centuries have chosen to believe a different story, I have sided with tradition and ignored the facts, for stories about friendships are not common: dark loving has always been the more popular theme. This, then, is a picaresque and a legend, one which has been repeated for centuries and one which has given me pleasure, in the memory of it and now in the telling of it.

New York City, September, 1949
G. V.




I
THE CAPTURE

Autumn: 1192

1

The sky was white now. At dawn the wind had begun to blow and, at dawn, three small ships landed at Zara. Wind cut the morning mist above the Adriatic, whitening the sky.

Blondel of Néel scratched himself and looked at the sea, shuddering as he thought of storms and ships foundering, of Palestine and, recently, Corfu. He yawned, stretched until his shoulders made a comfortable cracking noise: he thought how nice it would be to rest in some pleasant castle for a few weeks and exchange his Saracen lice for European ones. Perhaps he would write a ballad about the sea now that he was on land again: sea gods, storms, infidels, crusaders. He began to hum to himself as he walked up and down the quay.

The port of Zara was small, more oriental than European, with narrow crooked streets and brown-faced robed figures, chattering and doing business. Beyond the town he could make out low hills, wooded and dark. Between the town and the hills the land was cultivated but, for one accustomed to French fields, a little strange, wild even, and in places barren. The town itself was uninteresting. He liked cities and he liked countryside, but small ports, small towns and inconsequential castles bored him. Small towns were dangerous, too. It was better now, of course, than in the days before the first Crusade when strangers were apt to be stoned to death as a matter of policy. The armies had changed all that. People were now quite used to companies of men moving from west to east and, later, returning, scarred and seldom richer, from east to west.

Local sailors stood on the dock watching them; they made no move, however, to approach the edge of the dock where the three ships were being unloaded. Only two other ships, fishing vessels, were in the port.

The horses were being unloaded now. They were nervous: grooms soothed them, forced and coaxed them on to the dock. He saw his mare, already saddled, being led from the ship to the dock. She shied and he prayed his viol was uncrushed. It was his favorite instrument, brought all the way from France. He’d played this same viol the night Saint John of Acre fell.

A groom brought Blondel his horse; he mounted and rode to the other, crowded, end of the dock. Hooves made a deep hollow noise on wood as he rode through a crowd of men and horses. Baggage was being sorted and the King’s lieutenants, Baudoin of Bethune and William of l’Etoug, were shouting orders. In the center of a confusion of grooms, knights and squires stood King Richard. He was frowning, talking quickly, and, to Blondel’s surprise, he was wearing the long brown robes of a monk.

“Well, someone’s got a horse, I see,” said Richard irritably. “I think they’ve lost mine.” He shouted for his horse, angry as he often was; Blondel, who had known him better these last three years than any man, found him, at times, frightening. He watched him as he smoothed his long, thick hair out of his eyes; at thirty-four Richard was graying and deep lines curved to the corners of his small mouth, half hidden by a short beard. He was a handsome man and vain; yet, though vain, he disliked ugly faces and he always had handsome people around him.

“Is this your disguise, sir?” asked Blondel.

Richard nodded, thoughtfully, watching the horses being unloaded. “I have to have some sort of disguise in Austria.”

At Corfu Richard, hating the sea, had decided, quite suddenly, that the trip through the Mediterranean and up the coast of France would take too long and he had selected the overland route.

“But everyone will know you are in Austria with all this,” said Blondel, looking at the crowd of knights and servants, baggage and horses.

Richard smiled. “I’ll be a merchant returning from the East. We’ll divide into two groups. The larger goes with the baggage and the smaller goes with me. Baudoin, William and you will be with me; we’ll travel light . . .”

Baudoin of Bethune joined them: a young man with dark red hair who had been a friend of Richard’s in the days when he was Duke of Aquitaine, before he was King. Baudoin had been at Chinon, Blondel remembered, when King Henry died and, as ex-favorite, he disliked Blondel and was as much disliked in turn, for Blondel, though he had spent most of his life among the nobles, still at times felt uneasy with them, secretly afraid of their hostility. Now, of course, he was a famous troubadour and Richard’s favorite and he was usually treated with respect, but there were a few, Baudoin among them, who disliked him and continually, through indirection, reminded him that he was only a peasant’s son from Artois.

Baudoin announced that all the baggage had been unloaded, that the men were waiting for orders. The King looked about the dock, at the thirty or forty men who were to return with him: most of them, like himself, were Norman, not English, and Blondel watched him as he always did, fondly, anxiously: the way sailors take to watching the surface of the sea.

Richard was in a good humor. He turned to them and was about to speak when a man, dressed in unfamiliar livery, approached. He looked at the three, in doubt, obviously, whom to address. He spoke, finally, to Baudoin, the most richly dressed of the three. He spoke in Latin, bad Latin, thought Blondel, who had learned the universal language from a priest in Artois.

“I come from the Lord of Zara, who would know your identity and the reason for your visit here.”

Baudoin started to speak but then, deciding not to, turned to the King, who said, in his most ingratiating, most political voice, “Tell the Lord of Zara that I am a merchant from Normandy and that I am returning from an, alas, unfortunate journey in the East. Some of these gentlemen who are now escorting me took part in the battle at Acre. They joined me at Corfu and for mutual protection we have decided to return together by land to Normandy. Kindly give our greetings to my Lord of Zara and entreat him to grant us leave to remain the night in his undoubtedly hospitable inns.”

The man bowed and withdrew slowly, looking about him curiously. Then: “Come,” said Richard. “They tell me there’s an inn at the other end of the town, on the outskirts. We’ll spend the day getting provisioned and tomorrow we’ll leave.”

It was good to be in the saddle again, thought Blondel: to be carried over the ground, rhythmically, naturally, not rocked helplessly about, the way the sea rocked one. He tapped his left saddlebag: the viol had not been broken. This made him happy and he began to hum one of his own songs.

He joined Richard, Baudoin and William. The four of them, accompanied by four mounted servants, left the others and trotted down the narrow dusty streets of the town. The natives stood back and watched them pass. Blondel noticed again how dark, how oriental they were. It would be strange, he knew, to be among the fair-haired people again. The Austrians to the north were lovely people, thought Blondel, who had always preferred day to night. He himself was light-complexioned though his hair was dark brown, almost as dark as Richard’s.

They entered the square of the town, a small unprepossessing plaza with an old fountain, Roman in style. A new church dominated the square and Blondel, who preferred classic architecture, looked at this modern, Peak-windowed building with some distaste. Around the square were booths and carts: it was market day and the people milled about, shouting at one another, unaware of the strangers, intent on the business of living.

The King looked about him, glanced at the sun, determined his position and trotted through the crowd to the north side of the square, the others behind him. “I think we’ll find the inn down this street,” he said.

Two soldiers, in what Blondel supposed to be the service of the Lord of Zara, looked at them suspiciously, hearing French spoken. They left the square hastily, riding at a fast trot down the dirty, urine-odored street.

In a few minutes Zara, a jumble of gray and pink buildings, was behind them, hiding the Adriatic. In front was open country, cultivated, spotted in plague fashion with the hovels of peasants. On a rise of ground a small and undistinguished castle stood, more wood than stone: doubtless the Lord of Zara’s castle. They trotted across a narrow bridge which marked the end of the town. A shabby soldier, armed with a pike, let them pass.

Blondel breathed deeply. The air was clean here and he could smell the familiar odor of leaves moldering, of damp earth: he thought of Artois, of the villages in Picardy; it had been something like this in autumn, more beautiful, of course, though not so close to the sea. As a child he had loved the sea the way people who live not on it but near it love the sea: the sound of waves, the vision of vast distances and the sensation of violence observed on stormy days but not experienced, except romantically, beneath the curve of the watcher’s skull.

“Here we are,” said Richard, motioning to a large one-storied building made of wood and plaster and in need of repair. The innkeeper, a tall thin man with broken teeth, came out of the house, smiling and obviously frightened.

“We are merchants,” said Richard grandly. “We have just arrived from the island of Corfu and we understand you give shelter to travelers.”

The man blinked at them and then answered unsurely in Latin, “I give shelter for money.”

“Good,” said Richard dismounting. “You will take care of us tonight; our servants can sleep with the horses.”

The man bowed, impressed no doubt by Richard’s royal manner and the expensive dress of Baudoin. Both William and Blondel were simply dressed, while the King, in his monk’s habit, succeeded in being the most conspicuous.

They went inside. Heavy, smoke-darkened beams held up a low ceiling. Several long tables and benches lined either end of the main room. Rushes carpeted the floor and dogs nosed about the room looking for discarded bones.

“Frightful,” said Baudoin.

“Better than some castles,” said Blondel, obscurely suggesting by his tone that Baudoin’s own castle was like this.

“Depends, of course, where you visit,” said Baudoin sourly. Richard said, “You, Baudoin, and you, William, make arrangements with the innkeeper about supplies. We’ll take as much as we can carry because, after tomorrow, we’ll keep away from towns.”

The two men left the room to find the innkeeper, and Richard turned to Blondel. “Now help me with a ballad. Something’s gone wrong in the middle . . .”

They walked outside, composing Richard’s ballad.

2

The fields stretched for miles before them; fields separated by woods and clustered about villages and occasional castles. This time of year the fields were dark, stubbled, the color of the earth, and the sun shone, when it shone, bright and hard. The air was clear and the wind blew sharply, cooled the days, created a singular clarity, knocked red leaves from the trees.

Autumn and the leaves fell: dry leaves covered the narrow country road, rutted with the deep marks of many carts; dusty roads, since the days were dry and clear. It was a time for making ballads, thought Blondel, and words came easily to him as they rode west, north-west towards Austria, the coast of Europe, and, finally, the King’s island.

After two days of low country, of cultivated fields, they found themselves among hills, unwooded, covered with brush and vines and moss and, perhaps in another season, with flowers. Few people lived among these hills. They had been warned of bandits, but so far they had seen no one at all except shepherds, wild bearded men, shy and afraid of strangers.

One morning, the third day, they were able to look back from the summit of the first hill and see the land sloping, brown and fertile, into a vivid sea. A cluster of whitish buildings like discarded bones edged the sea: Zara.

Then they turned their backs on the sea and rode their horses down between hills into narrow valleys where, Blondel noticed, no birds sang: it was a strange bright country, to all appearances empty, existing in brightness and stillness. In the early mornings and late afternoons shadows fell across the valleys, the shadows of great rocks.

Trees grew in the valleys, most of them nearly bare, while their leaves, brown and rotting, covered the ground, rustled and whispered as the horses’ hoofs brushed among them, hoofs that occasionally struck, with a ringing sound, leaf-hidden stones.

They followed a stream for several days. Willows grew on the banks and the clear water ran fast, swirling and bubbling over pebbles and the roots of trees, exposed by the water. They slept in the open each night and the sound of running water soothed them.

Richard and Blondel often sang together when they rode, side by side, at the head of the small company: followed by Baudoin and William; then the servants and baggage. Blondel, who had never known William well, grew to like him on this journey; he was in his early twenties, like most of the knights closest to the King, for Richard preferred the company of the young; older men were inclined to be not only cautious but, heresy, critical even of kings. William was dark-skinned with eyebrows which grew together in a straight line. He looked sullen but was not: he was pleasant, not too intelligent, pliable and, most important, completely dedicated to the King. Richard preferred him to the older Baudoin, who knew, Blondel suspected, too much about Richard’s life before Chinon.

When Richard tired of singing they would ride silently between the trees, listening to the creaking of their saddles, to the murmur of the servants’ voices behind them. Once, after a particularly long silence, as they rode over a barren hill, the King, reminded perhaps of death by the skull-like rocks that littered the top of the hill, talked of his brother John and the succession.

“He knows I’ve decided the succession.” The way Richard said “he” Blondel knew that he was talking now of John. “He knows it goes to Arthur when I die. What’s he doing, then? He’s got no talent for politics, none at all; not much for intrigue either, though I could be wrong, and yet . . .” He stopped talking and squinted towards the west. There were more hills before them and, beyond these immediate hills, valleys, and, farther yet, the outline of far-off mountains. The King usually rechecked their position at night by the North Star; during the day, however, he calculated his directions from the sun and a somewhat inaccurate map that Blondel had found in Corfu.

They descended the hill to another wooded valley, a large valley shaped like a battered bowl.

“Well, they’ll see what happens when I get back and John will find . . .” He stopped abruptly; Blondel knew that he seldom openly criticized his own family, since to criticize them would, in a way, be a criticism of himself, an admission of Plantagenet fallibility. He began again, speaking this time in a low voice, his eyes on the valley below them.

“I suppose the fault is Longchamp’s. He’s faithful and I can trust him, but that’s all; it’s a shame that the really capable men, the few one would like to trust, one can’t.”

“Do the English like him?” Blondel knew perfectly well what the English thought of Richard’s chancellor.

“They dislike us all. But I think sometimes it would help if he’d learn just a little English, enough so he could read speeches anyway.”

“I thought he knew English.”

“No, he’s never learned it and that’s just the sort of thing which upsets the barons. But that’s not so important. What he should have done was to have taken a decisive stand when John tried to separate the duchies. It would have been so easy to march down to Nottingham . . .”

They rode in silence. Richard didn’t speak again for almost an hour; yet when he did he talked again of the succession. Ever since they had left England it had been on his mind. He talked of the succession a little wonderingly, as though it were some fascinating but abstract problem which he must, whether he liked it or not, consider.

They slept that night in the valley. At sundown Richard selected a camp site in a clearing at the foot of a small hill. Other travelers had been here recently, for there was a circle of flat stones in the middle of the clearing, enclosing ashes and the cold, blackened ends of logs. At the edge of the clearing, marked by ferns and long grass, was a spring. The servants made a fire, got water and prepared a meal.

Richard sat on a log near the fire and examined, dreamily, the hilt of his sword. Baudoin inspected the horses and scolded the grooms in a low voice. They all spoke softly as though in deference to the wilderness about them. Blondel, having no duties, walked over to the foot of a hill and stood beside a moss-streaked boulder and looked at the clearing and thought of words. It was twilight now and Venus, a point of silver, shone in the pale sky. The sun was gone behind the hills, and in the east, above the tall forest trees, the sky had turned slate. Quite alone, unaware of the others, he stood and watched the darkness curve up the sky, rise out of the forest and move darkly, star-dotted now, towards ironcolored hills. The trees turned black, twisted skeletal shapes; no wind stirred branches where a few dead leaves, brittle and brown, broke with their irregular shapes the sharp outlines of the branches. The trees looked like the frozen figures of a skeleton army, hostile, night-born and star-watched.

Then the sudden blaze of fire in the center of the clearing transformed the sky, the forest and his mood. Red light splattered the nearest trees and, as the fire grew large, shadows whirled on the edge of the forest. Now the sky was dark by contrast and stars shone, cold and remote. The men gathered about the fire. One man, the cook, roasted game they had killed that day and the others watched him. Blondel, cheered somewhat by the sight of the fire (fire was home), walked to the spring and washed the dust off his face and out of his short blond beard. In Picardy the people had been very clean, much cleaner than the English, for instance; in Picardy they washed their bodies several times a month and their faces even more often. His face clean, he joined the King.

Richard sat by the fire at a distance from the others, dreaming. Blondel sat beside him. Richard’s face was tired and his rather thin mouth drooped beneath the dark beard. His eyes were half shut as he studied flames. He had taken his boots off and his square, heavy-veined feet were pointed to the fire. Without turning his head he put his hand on Blondel’s shoulder; he almost never looked people directly in the face because his close-set blue eyes made them nervous; cold and watchful eyes that appeared to see so much and actually, Blondel knew, saw very little, did not care to recognize another’s reality or another’s dream.

“We must pass through Austria?” asked Blondel at last; Richard’s hand was heavy on his shoulder.

“Yes,” said the King. He took the hand away, stretched, and then grasped his knees, resting his chin on his arms. “It would take too long to pass through Italy, too many mountains. No, we have to take the risk of crossing Austria. We’ll be in Vienna soon.”

“We’re going to Vienna?” Blondel was surprised.

“Near Vienna anyway; we can’t avoid it.”

“It might be wise,” said Blondel diffidently, “if we did.”

Richard said nothing. With his big toe he sketched a map in the dirt: a dot for Zara, another for Goritz (the next town on their route), another for Barrin and, finally, a circle for Vienna. Then he sketched the Danube, mountains, all in considerable detail. His memory was excellent; he could remember maps, details of cities once visited, and, flatteringly, all of Blondel’s ballads; he had a difficult time remembering names, however; he didn’t remember people at all.

“And what about Montferrat’s family?” added Blondel carefully; he was diffident but this must be discussed: they had not discussed Montferrat since Acre.

Richard shrugged. “We must take some chance. I suppose they still think I had him murdered but, since I’ve said I had nothing to do with it, that’s that. I don’t think they’d dare attack me. Leopold might but not these others; besides, it would mean a war and I don’t think either Leopold or the Emperor wants a war now.”

Yes, Richard was worried, thought Blondel. He had seldom heard him talk like this, minimize danger so casually.

“I wonder who did kill Montferrat,” said Blondel suddenly, without thinking. He had never dared ask Richard this before because, actually, he had always suspected him of the murder. The Marquis of Montferrat had quarreled openly with Richard in Palestine, had sided with Leopold against him, and finally had intrigued, Richard claimed, against his life. During the height of Montferrat’s quarrel with the King (a quarrel that had begun over certain spoils) he was assassinated. Everyone assumed that Richard was responsible and Leopold demanded that he be tried, an act of some courage since Richard headed the largest Christian army and was the victor of Acre as well. The King immediately denied all responsibility for the assassination, remarking, however, that it had occurred most opportunely and he, for one, would not mourn. Nothing was done in Palestine, though much vengeance was sworn as was the custom in such cases, since the family of Montferrat was large and influential. One of them, a man called Maynard, was Lord of Goritz: they were approaching Goritz now and the King had no army.

Richard looked at Blondel before he answered; eyes black in the darkness, glittering only when a flame, suddenly bright, threw light in his face, erasing shadows. “No,” he said at last, “I don’t know who killed him. Saracens possibly; perhaps his own men; perhaps Leopold: you know they were never really friends, those two. No, I don’t know who killed Conrad. Eventually I might have but I didn’t.”

“What about Maynard of Goritz?”

“What about him? We’ll be in Goritz only a few hours; there will be no reason for him to suspect I’m there and if he does . . .” He played with his beard, forgot to finish his sentence; thought, no doubt, of danger.

The man who was cook announced that food was ready. Blondel, Baudoin, William and the King ate first; they talked very little and, when they did speak, their voices were low, depressed by the darkness and the forest about them. Then the men ate. When all the game was gone the men stretched out around the fire, prepared to sleep. Richard arranged a large fur-lined cape for himself on the ground; Blondel placed his own wool cloak near by. With his unsheathed sword beside him, Richard wrapped himself in the cape. “Sleep well,” he said to Blondel and Blondel was aware he had smiled though his face was hidden.

“Good night . . .” He wrapped himself in his own cloak. The horses stirred uneasily and the men slept, all except the one who stood guard.

Blondel, on his back, faced the sky. The night was cloudless and the black sky was full of stars. Like the smear of the wing of a luminous moth the Milky Way curved against blackness, surrounded by the other stars, arranged in regular patterns, dots of light which the ancients once thought were bits of fire.

A cool wind blew among the bare branches of the forest and the silence was disturbed by the creaking, the sighing of branches: a lonely sound.

He felt disembodied, unreal, as he watched the stars and thought of them. They were so remote, impersonal: the far-off lights of cities glimpsed at a distance in dreams but never approached or entered, not even in dreams. The night was vast; the sky was like half a globe placed over him and he was its center, the focal point of this half-globe. Stars existed outside himself and he beyond them; yet they were related to one another, mysteriously, surely: he was the center of vastness and aware. The specks of fire looked cold in the blackness and, thinking this, he was afraid, afraid of death, which would, in some way as yet unknown, rearrange this pattern, unite him, less his awareness, with these impersonal stars. He breathed deeply, and relaxed a little.

The air smelled of dead leaves, of damp, of wood smoke and of the undefinable smell of night. He glanced at the sleeping figure of Richard; his mouth was open and he was breathing heavily, like a child. Then Blondel slept, too, like a child.

They rode slowly over the hard, rutted road. The fields were deserted; peasants remained in their huts, warmed by small fires: thin lines of smoke rose in the sky over houses. More smoke hovered in a shifting mass over the town itself. Blondel rode beside Richard, while ahead of them rode Baudoin and William. The servants followed.

Blondel made conversation nervously. “You’ll see the Queen again; it’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Yes.” Richard glanced over his shoulder as though afraid of being followed. “Yes, and she’s not young any more.”

Blondel smiled. “I meant your wife, the Queen.”

“Oh, yes . . . Berengaria.” Richard had married her the year before at Cyprus, before sailing for Palestine.

It had been a curious marriage, Blondel knew. Richard had been supposed to marry Alice, sister of Philip Augustus, the King of France, but Richard quarreled with him in Sicily. They had disagreed over Tancred, and Richard, anxious to be off to war, had seized Medina in Sicily for himself and Tancred, establishing the latter’s right. Philip had naturally been indignant. Then
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