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PART ONE


CHAPTER I. ARRIVAL AT LAURESSAM


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


My father rode in front, on one of his war steeds, white as fine flour. I was behind, in a cart, sitting on a straw bottom, with other servants of the house. When I didn't see him, I had a hard time imagining his face. At the age of nine, my father was a stranger. Constantly taken up by the king's wars, he rarely resided in the castle. My brothers and I wandered like cats through the various dependencies of it, with no one taking care of us except to give us food and little else, since our mother had died because of her last birth, that is, mine. Thus, only those in the house could tell the difference between us and the children of servitude, with whom we mingled in an eternal game that began at dawn and ended beyond sunset, when a lazy and drunken tutor called us to lock us in a huge common room. 

On this occasion, however, the absence of the lord of the castle was to be longer and, according to rumor, more dangerous, since the campaign was directed against the troops of Cordoba. Later, I learned that it was an expedition, commanded by Luis, the king's youngest son, to take the citadel of Huesca, which was then in the hands of the Muslims. This circumstance required exceptional measures, including the various legal aspects of the succession and destination of seigniorial property and possessions. There was little doubt about it. It would be my elder brother, Svennon, who would inherit the title and possession of the essential core of the property. But it was also necessary to place and channel the rest of the offspring. 

As far as I was concerned, I knew my destiny. It was a few hours' drive away. In fact, it wouldn't be long before we arrived, because we had left with the first lights and now the sun was about to reach the zenith on this short day at the end of November. 

The landscape was an enamel of gold and brown with a few brushstrokes of green. The morning frost had not disappeared, nor would he do so that day, a prelude to the cold that had come to his annual rendezvous and that the following days would only intensify. Many believe that children are not sensitive to the impression of the world around them, because aesthetic pleasure is a matter of maturity. Nothing could be further from the truth. At this age, their sensitivity to everything is that of a flayed alive. In addition, from that moment on, it decreases. If, at this period of life, one had both a lexicon and a feeling, poets would blossom much sooner, and their verses would be divine. 

The road advanced at the edge of a forest. On the left, the farmland extended to the river, a sign that we had already entered the monastic domain. The other margin was symmetrical, planted and, in the background, a forest descending from a hill. 

Above our heads, from the highest branches of a gigantic oak, an enormous crow has detached itself, like a black blanket that opens, swollen with the wind, greeting the surroundings with a cry and directing its majestic flight towards the river. 

-"There it is," said one of the servants, pointing to a spot on the horizon with his blunt finger. –

I looked in the right direction to distinguish, for the first time in my life, the profile of this abbey. 

- "Lauressam," he insisted. -  

The abbot himself, surrounded by a large entourage of black monks, came to meet us at the gate of the fortified enclosure. 

My father alighted, and, after handing over the reins to one of the servants of the abbey, went and knelt before the abbot, who was also archbishop of Trier, and possessed the quality of royal agent, since the monastery depended directly on the authority of the king. 

I had been ordered to do the same. So, as soon as the cart stopped, I jumped to the ground and imitated my father's position, a few steps behind him. 

The abbot made a gesture for us to get up and began to walk, leaning on a crosier because he was already old, in the direction of the abbey house. The monks followed him, forming two columns which seemed to guard us. 

Right next to it was the school, at the door of which I saw a neat and silent row of a dozen novices guarded by their master, whose name, Hakon, would soon be familiar to me. 

When we arrived in front of the abbot's house, the procession stopped and one of the cenobites made a sign for us to enter in the wake of its illustrious inhabitant. This monk, too, Adalung, was destined to exert a notable influence on me for years to come. 

We entered a spacious, though dark, room, where the abbot sat laboriously on a throne-like seat. For us, two scissor chairs had been left in front of the place where we had taken our seats. 

My father turned to someone behind us. It was only then that I saw that one of our servants had followed us there. In his hands he carried a chest all glittering in the light of the torches, which he entrusted to Adalung, who, after my father's gesture, had come forward to take charge of it. 

Once in his possession, he went to the abbot, opened it in his presence, and showed him the contents. He glanced inside and nodded. 

At that very moment, a hooded monk, who turned out to be Hakon, the master, came next to me and whispered an order in my ear:

-Follow me!

I looked at my father, but he didn't even turn his head. He would know his reasons; the truth is that he voluntarily avoided taking one last look at me. Perhaps he had thought of coming to fetch me on his return from Spain. Maybe... For my part, I did well to linger for a long time on his hard, chiseled profile, because it would be the last time I would see him. In fact, he met his death during the siege of Huesca, which failed on that occasion, after distinguishing himself by his courage in battle. 

In any case, it was not going to be a century conducive to filial love.  

I silently followed the hooded man, and we left the abbot's house. Not to go to the school, as I had supposed after seeing the novice at its door, but on leaving the building, we turned to the right, then to the right again, walked along the apsis of the church and entered the novices' house, which at that time was deserted. 

We were greeted by a pleasant feeling of warmth, as the house was heating. As he crossed the threshold, Hakon had taken off his hood. His tonsure was white as a wafer, but underneath his hair looked like a raven's feather, a dark black of charcoal, as well as his beard, his eyebrows, which were very populated, and even his pupils. He was a stocky man, with a square, angular face, to which a well-sculpted beard contributed. All this denoted a cyclopean will, underlined by a look so severe that, blinking at random, it seemed ready to unleash thunder. 

He took me directly to the refectory of the novices' house. There wandered a servant to whom he made an agreed gesture. He immediately brought a wooden tray containing a loaf of bread, a passable piece of dried meat, and a pitcher of water with a glass, placing it on the table before which the master had ordered me to sit. 

- "Eat, my boy, because the guts carry the legs and not the legs the guts! In this abbey people pray and work, but they also eat and drink, because the first thing could not be done without the second, since it is done using the instrument of the body. And he has his demands, which even the pope's body cannot escape. I can say this because His Holiness has been here many times, and I have seen him eat and drink wine and beer with those eyes that the earth is going to have to eat one day. 

I did not need to be asked for the tiring journey and the bad weather had considerably whetted my appetite. 

Hakon looked at me suspiciously. 

- "You are really too young to be subject to the rules of the convent.

He shook his head up and down, nodding several times to questions that had probably been asked inside him, which he no doubt answered silently. 

- Can you read?

Surprised, I stopped chewing. 


-What is reading?


Hakón looked up, with a very white cornea, for a few moments in the darkness that hid the ceiling. 

-I understand.... We're going to have to work hard. 

I went back to the functioning of my jaws, leaving him to plunge into his daydreams. When I had finished the agape, I emptied the glass of fresh, pure water several times. The sorrows, with the bread, are less, I have heard. I discovered that this was true and that I was in a better position to face my destiny, whatever it was. 

Hakon seemed to come to his senses and made another sign to the servant to come closer. 

-"Go with the boy into the room, tell him what his bed is." On which he has a new habit. Let him put it on and bring it back to me here. 

The servant nodded with a respectful bow of his body, which he bent from the waist. 

I followed him to the room indicated, a room similar in shape and size to the refectory. Around its perimeter were rudimentary long beds lined up, covered with a blanket. On one of them there was, in fact, a habit. 

- "It's this one," said the servant redundantly. – 

I walked up to him, put my hand on it, and felt the straw crack. I wasn't going to sleep better or worse than in the palette of my castle. Maybe it’s a little better because of the heating effect. 

Suddenly, I took off my tattered dress and stuffed myself into the brand-new suit. The fabric was thick, and you felt wrapped and comfortable inside. 

The servant picked up the antique robe, made a ball out of it, and walked out of the room. He's going to burn it probably anywhere. 

I went out after him to go back to the dining hall, where Hakon was waiting for me. 

I found him seated near the fire of the formidable fireplace, which was intended, proportionately, to heat this large room, a little away from the heating. He seemed absorbed in the dance of the thick flames that enveloped two superb oak trunks. Perhaps my arrival at the abbey reminded him of his own, no doubt during the now distant years of his childhood. This was, for centuries, the fate of most of those who did not have the privilege of opening their mother's womb. For others, the militia or the administration at the service of the firstborn was their lot. The only one who did not seem willing to comply with this requirement was precisely the one who should have complied with it for reasons of state, I mean the king. Although the disastrous consequences of this practice of sharing would not be felt, perhaps only by chance, until the next generation.  

Since he hadn't noticed my presence, I cleared my throat slightly. It had no effect, Hakon persisted in his introspection and in the contemplation of the swaying fire.  

- "Look at this fire, Bernard of Worms," he said at the end, "it is a symbol of your spirit. If it were ever to die out inside you, your stay on this site would become hell.  

As he said this, he stood up.

-Let's go. 

As he left the novice’s house, he covered his head again with his hood and urged me to do the same. 

- "Now put your hands in the opposite sleeve."

He did it first. I imitated him and we walked out. It was getting dark, and the cold was nibbling away at the flesh. 
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CHAPTER II. THE SCHOOL
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Before entering the school building, I glanced at the background of the esplanade to see if the cart we had arrived on was still there, but it had disappeared. 

From the very door you could hear someone reciting in an unknown language. My master climbed a steep staircase with a brisk step, and I rushed after him. He entered like a draught into a large quadrangular room that served as the main classroom. Around her were many entrances to certain cells that were used to gather and perform each of the personal tasks. The novice who was reciting the lecture, seeing the master enter, stopped his flow of strange words. All eyes were on me. They were the faces of teenagers, but almost none childish, of my age. 

The teacher began to speak in a deep and solemn voice that filled the room. From his speech, I understood only two words, my own name and that of the town closest to the castle from which I came, namely Worms. From that moment on, everyone started calling me Bernard of Worms. 

At the end of the address, he ordered me to sit at one of the many desks that were still empty. 

The schoolchildren had been ranked in order of age, so my immediate neighbors were the youngest. Still, they must have been two or three years older than me. 

As I settled in, Hakon was giving instructions to one of the more adult novices. He came to me with a slate tablet and a kind of white bar. Then he left without saying a word. 

My immediate companion smiled at me, and I took advantage of this show of affection to ask him:

- What language did the teacher speak in?

He smiled again and replied:

-"It's Latin." We don't speak any other language here. 

The teacher's assistant then returned with a piece of parchment containing some characters. He pointed to the first and pronounced it: 

-Aaaa.

My face must have manifested the most absolute perplexity, so a discreet general laughter was unleashed, although a dazzling look from the master was enough to nip it in the bud. 

The assistant continued with the following letters until the end. When he had finished the list, he returned to the first character, pronounced it again, then took the bar as if of stone and drew it on the slate tablet. He took a piece of clothing and wiped it off. Then he made the lines once more and erased the sign again. 

- "Now you," he said to me in German and handed me the white bar. –

Then I understood everything. I knew that there were two ways of speaking. One noisy and the other silent. The first one gets lost in the air and remains forgotten. The second, whether it is not erased or written on parchment or another surface, remains. This is probably what the professor was referring to when he asked me if I could read. 

I looked up at him and realized that he had been watching my reactions carefully. 

Then I drew on the tablet the two strokes that made up the first letter of the alphabet. 

The assistant looked at the result. He took the tablet and turned it around so that the master could observe it as well.

Hakon made an affirmative gesture. 

The tablet lands in front of me again. The assistant said the second letter and motioned for me to write it. I did it and so we went all the way. 

The tablet then ended up in Hakon's hands. He contemplated the work and nodded again, returning the tablet to the assistant, who returned to my desk, erased all the letters, and said:

-Start. 

This second time, I spent less time doing the work because I had already become a little familiar with the signs. 

The assistant showed the result to the master. After observing him carefully from a distance, which proved excellent vision, he described a circle with his index finger. The novice reacts by erasing the tablet and then leaving. After a while, he came back with another piece of parchment. It contained other similar signs, but not the same. He was the first to pronounce:

-Alpha.

And he handed me the chalk to write. So, until the end, several times, as with the Latin alphabet. 

Every time I made a line; I felt like a slight shiver. I had a vague feeling that these lines, taken together, would be my true face that would be imprinted forever on such scrolls that last forever. Moreover, I noticed that my features were not the same as those of the novice, nor those of the original parchment, although, from the expression of satisfaction that the master had not been able to hide, I deduced that they were well made. It was amazing, but those lines that made up the words reflected the special and unique way you are deep inside. Of course, I couldn't have put that into words at the time. But to feel it, to have the intuition, I think I felt it. 

After several hours of work, the teacher motioned for the assistant to come closer. He whispered a few words in his ear. He came back to my side, picked up the scrolls containing the Greek and Latin characters, disappearing with them. Soon after, he returned empty-handed. He took a scissor chair and sat down next to me. He looked at me fixedly and said:

-Aaa. 

I understood what he wanted me to do, and I was scared. However, I did as I was told and drew the letter. 

Then came the second and third. To my surprise, I drew them all. 

When the work was finished, the novice snatched the tablet from me and went to show it to the master. Hakon visibly turned pale at the sight of him. He was already white enough in himself, but now he was livid. 

- "Now in Greek," he whispered to the novice. –

The same thing happened with Greek. Not a single mistake. 

In the whole room, nothing could be heard but the crackling of the fire in the fireplace, while the master checked the accuracy of the work. 
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CHAPTER III. THE CHOIR.
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It was dark when we left the school in the direction of the novices' house. Master Hakon guided us with a lit torch. We walked in two columns, hoods openwork and hands in the opposite sleeves. The cold had gained in intensity, I felt it like a wet cloth on my face. The breath became a dense column of vapor that continually rose from our mouths and noses to the sky. The streets we passed through were completely deserted. I had never gone out so late. In the castle, during the winter, we had been shut up in the room for a long time.

Again, it was a relief to walk into the house. Hakón directed us to the refectory, where dinner was already waiting for us. A plate of beans, a piece of bread and unlimited water. 

We were under the supervision of two monks on duty, who were busy feeding us in absolute silence, listening to the pious reading that another brother was giving in the pulpit. 

Hakon disappeared to dine in the monks' refectory, according to the rule. 

After the snack, we were directed to the room, but not yet to sleep, but to fill a dead time until it was time for Compline. During this period, we were allowed to move freely inside the house, and even to leave it, but only to go to the latrine.  

I noticed that my fellow novitiates were somewhat uncomfortable with me. They probably didn't know what to expect. On the one hand, my youth should encourage them to treat me smugly, from top to bottom; on the other hand, the innate abilities I had demonstrated at school, which had obviously had an impact on the teacher, held them back. No doubt my qualities would interest the monks, and it would be better to be kind to me. It was also not unreasonable to think that they knew my origin. After all, my father was one of the most powerful lords in the area. Only the youngest, those who, because of their age, sat next to me at school, managed to behave quite naturally with me. One of them couldn't resist and told me:

-"Go ahead, tell the truth, did you have a tutor at home, who taught you to read?"

- "I can't read yet," I replied. –

-Oh, really?

-I swear! What's your name?

-Severino. And never say "I swear" here. Or you'll have a bad time. 

At that moment, they began to ring the bells calling for compline. 

The monks sent us to form in two rows, as before, waiting for Master Hakon to come and pick us up. It didn't take long for him to appear and the procession to the church could begin. 

We entered the nave when the whole community, coming directly from the refectory, made its entrance, in a row, through a side door, and began to settle in the choir, while remaining standing. We also remained standing, but in the middle of the
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