









Karleen Bradford




Lionheart’s Scribe

THE THIRD BOOK OF THE CRUSADES









[image: ]





To Angie





[image: ]




Contents

Cover

Title Page

PROLOGUE

THIS IS THE JOURNAL OF MATTHEW, SON OF ROBERT APPRENTICE SCRIBE TO VULGRIN OF MESSINA, ON THE ISLAND OF SICILY

Acknowledgements

ALSO BY KARLEEN BRADFORD

STONE UPON STONE

Copyright

About the Publisher


PROLOGUE

[image: ]

In 1096 Pope Urban II of the Holy Roman Empire called for a crusade to recover Jerusalem from the Muslims and reestablish the pilgrimage paths to the east. A first, abortive People’s Crusade, led by a monk called Peter the Hermit, whom many thought mad, set out from Cologne in April of that year. This venture ended in disaster just outside of Constantinople.

The First Crusade, composed of some of the greatest princes and knights in Germany, France and Normandy, set out in August. On July 16, 1099, after three years of hardship and battle, this crusade succeeded in recapturing Jerusalem.

Jerusalem remained Christian for only eighty-eight years, however, before being reconquered by the great Muslim leader Salah-ud-Din, known to many Christians as Saladin. A second crusade failed. The Muslims gradually retook the greater part of Ôutremer—the Christians’ empire “over the sea.” Led by Salah-ud-Din, they swept up the Mediterranean coast, recapturing most of the important cities, including Acre. King Guy of Jerusalem determined to win back his realm and laid siege to this most important port. In retaliation Salah-ud-Din’s army laid siege to the forces of Guy. This stalemate continued for almost two years until a third crusade was organized. Three great kings—Frederick Barbarossa, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, King Philip of France and Richard Lionheart of England—joined forces to pledge themselves to the cause. King Frederick set out from Germany, but was drowned on the way. The success of the crusade was left to the two kings, Richard and Philip, who met at Messina on the island of Sicily, in September 1190.
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The first day of September, the year of our Lord 1190

There was no need to beat me. My master, Vulgrin, is a brute. True, I did ruin several of his best skins, but anyone can spill an inkhorn. It should not have been placed where it was. I’m certain I did not place it there.

And now he has set me to recopying them all. It will take me the whole night!

“It will do you good to practice,” he growled at me. “Your hand is almost illegible.”

My blood is boiling inside me, fair fit to burst. I must vent my feelings somehow. Vulgrin will never miss this old and torn skin. I will complain on it.

In any case I will be improving my hand, will I not? Serves him right if I steal from him.

The second day of September

It did take me most all of the night. I made my way down to Vulgrin’s stall by the harbor this morning in a daze of sleep. So dozed was I that I forgot to be wary. The gang that lies in wait to torment me every morning caught me well and truly by surprise.

”Cripple!” they jeered. “Devil foot! Where’s your tail, devil? Show us your tail!” Then they pelted me with filth. It smirched one of the skins I had recopied with so much trouble, and I barely had time to cleanse it before Vulgrin arrived.

All because of my foot. My cursed, crooked foot. Other boys my age have friends—I have naught but enemies. Vulgrin says they taunt me because they are afraid of me. They think that my crippled foot means I have been touched by the devil. Much good that explanation does me. I asked the priest why God should have chosen to punish me this way, and he gave me a cuff on the ear for daring to question His wisdom. That did me no good either.

Truth, it’s a miserable life I lead here.

Vulgrin grunted when he saw the work I had done.

“Barely readable,” he snarled. “Just barely. I regret the day I promised your father to take you on. You must practice, boy. Work!”

So I stole another old piece of skin and determined to write my side of things again tonight. He wants me to practice? I will practice. But he will provide me with the means. And here I will be able to write the words that I choose, not those that someone else tells me to.

The third day of September

It was pouring rain when I awoke this morning. Every single thing in my small hut was sopping wet. The roof needs rethatching, but where am I to get new thatch? Vulgrin pays me with so few coins I canbarely buy what I need to eat, and I have nothing to trade. My tunic is full of holes as well, but there is certainly no hope of replacing it.

Why does everything smell so much worse when it is wet? The stench in my hut is like that of a pigsty, and the cobbled streets are slimy with stinking muck. I nearly fell twice before I reached the harbor. The tied-up ships creak and loom and complain in the mist. Everyone is in a foul temper. I had naught to eat but a crust of bread that I had tucked into my tunic. By the time I took it out it was sodden, and the bit of cheese Vulgrin tossed to me was moldy. No one wanted the services of a scribe today either, so Vulgrin was in even more of a temper than usual.

I care not a whit if my hand is improving or not, but I find it a strange kind of relief to scratch out these feelings when I come back to my hut at night. I think I will keep on at it.

The fifth day of September

Vulgrin actually muttered that a list I copied out today for the master of one of the ships was “tolerable.” I must be improving.

The tenth day of September

It occurs to me that what I am doing is called keeping a journal. Vulgrin keeps such an account, but it is mostly of the work he does each day and how much he is paid for it. He has headed it up with the words “Daily Journal” and inscribed his name underneath. Each entry is begun with the date of the day he entered it.

I think I will do the same. I will go back and put a date at the beginning of each entry I have made.

More, I will give mine a heading too. “The Journal of Matthew” I will call it. “The Journal of Matthew, son of Robert.” And even more, “The Journal of Matthew, son of Robert, apprentice scribe to Vulgrin of Messina, on the island of Sicily.”

That has a fine and important ring to it. Cripple I may be, but thanks to my father I can master the writing down of words. That’s more than the rabble that hounds me every day can do.

I have run out of skins. I must steal another tomorrow. But I must be certain to keep them well hidden. Vulgrin must not find these scribblings.

The twelfth day of September

The city is in a turmoil. At mass this morning the priests were almost beside themselves with excitement. King Philip of France has arrived. The whole harbor stopped work in order to watch his ships dock. There is a great number of them and they are taking up all of one end. I don’t think we have ever seen so many warships here at one time before. From Vulgrin’s stall the fleet looked like a forest of masts stretching up to the clouds above.

I was as caught up in the excitement as all the rest and I desperately wanted to see what the king looked like, but Vulgrin cuffed me and put me back to copying out a list of supplies for one of the other ships, so I did not see King Philip come ashore. He has been to pay his respects to our own King Tancred, and I hear he has been lodged in a palace in the city. He ishere on crusade—on his way to liberate the Holy City of Jerusalem from the Saracens.

That was a name that was new to me—Saracens. I summoned up the nerve to ask a priest who they were. He said they were Muslims.

“Like the Muslims who live here in Sicily?” I asked.

“The same,” he answered.

“But if we live in peace with them here, why can we not do so in Jerusalem?” I said.

“Because Jerusalem belongs to the Christians,” he replied.

“Who said so?” I asked.

His face got red and he glared down at me.

“Our Lord God, of course,” he answered. “You would know that if you’d been attending to the sermons.”

I probably should have stopped there, but I couldn’t. Perhaps the same devil that gave me my crooked foot gave me this irresistible urge to ask questions.

“Who did God say it to?”

Now I have to do penance for the rest of the day, and if I ever ask him another question he will see to it that Vulgrin drives me out of the city and I’ll never be allowed to return.

The thirteenth day of September There is talk of naught but the crusade everywhere in the city. It is to be a grand and holy war. How wonderful it would be to be a part of it. I am careful to keep my mouth shut and not ask questions, but I am listening to everything. This is the most exciting thing that has happened on this island for as long as I can remember.

Another king is coming to join King Philip, they say—King Richard of England, the one they call Lionheart because he is so brave in battle. The two kings will meet here and then sail together to the Holy Land. I will find a way to see him, Vulgrin or no Vulgrin. My mother was English and I learned the English language from her. She used to sing to me, and recite long stories that sounded so sweet, they put me to sleep. I do not remember her well, but I remember her voice and those beautiful words.

Vulgrin thinks my enthusiasm for the English king is stupid. He says Richard is a Norman, like my father was. I asked him how, therefore, Richard could be king of England? He boxed my ears and told me not to ask foolish questions. I suppose I will never learn. But I think perhaps he does not know the answer himself.

The fourteenth day of September

Vulgrin has been especially horrible to me lately. I take great pleasure in stealing skins from him and writing words about him that he will never see. It gives me a power I’ve never had before.

The fifteenth day of September

I roused myself early this morning and was down at the harbor before dawn. The Muslim call to prayer was just dying away and the first rays of the sunwere beginning to show against the dark night sky. It was so quiet. I have never been down there at that time before. Usually there is such a horde of people and such noise and confusion that it makes my head spin. The fishmongers had not yet arrived and there was a fresh, salty smell to the air. I sat on a log near the water and looked at the king of France’s war galleys. They are such great ships!

Looking at those vessels, I began to feel a very strange sensation inside me. What would it be like to sail on one of them? To go as far as I can see from here, and then go yet farther, on to new and distant lands?

It was very odd. The feeling inside me became so strong it actually hurt.

Men started moving around within the ships, fires were lit and curses rang out. I stirred myself and had Vulgrin’s stall set up with all the writing materials out and ready by the time he arrived. You would think he might have been a little grateful, but no, he just grumbled and pushed me aside.

There was a lot of work to do today. We tallied lists of stores for the masters of the ships and wrote letters without stop. Vulgrin might complain about my writing, but at least I have a good knowledge of languages. My father taught me well. I can speak even more languages than I can write. It seems I have a talent that way. People congregate in Messina from all over, and more tongues are spoken here than anywhere else in the world, I warrant. I hear the words and I can learn the meaning of them almost without trying, it seems.

I consider it a talent. Vulgrin considers anything he cannot do himself a waste of time. Still, on the rare occasion when someone wants something written in English, it is I who must do it. Not that he will admit as much, of course. He just nods at me as if the matter were of too little importance for him to deal with, and says, “The boy will do it.”

My father was a far greater scribe than Vulgrin was. Vulgrin may not think I remember, but I do. My father spent hours with me. He taught me how to write the words and my mother taught me how to make them have a life of their own. And I too will be a better scribe than Vulgrin one day. I will!

What a lot I have written tonight. I shall have to steal more skins, but I had better be careful. Vulgrin was counting them today with a frown on his face, even the old and torn ones. I must write as small as I can and get as much as possible on each scrap.

The twentieth day of September

According to the gossip I hear at the harbor, the priests are preaching crusade from every church. They are urging everyone who is fit to take up the cross and join. A fever seems to have taken hold of the city. It has even infected me. I watched the crusading knights at mass this morning. They are so magnificent. Their crosses burn on their breasts with the glory of God. If only I were strong and able-bodied, I would be one of the first to volunteer to join them. What a marvelous thing it would be to march to Jerusalem, to fight God’s Holy War! But who would want me, cripple that I am? I would be useless.

The twenty-first day of September

One of the crusaders stopped by our stall today. He wanted a letter written to his lady wife back in the Frankish lands. Of course, Vulgrin would not let me write it, but I stayed within earshot as the knight dictated it. In his letter the knight promised his lady that they would sail to the Holy Land, reconquer Jerusalem and be home by Yuletide. He sounded so proud and confident.

I heard Vulgrin give a snort as he was writing, and when he had finished I summoned up the nerve—or the idiocy—to ask him why. For once he didn’t chastise me.

“They’re fools. All of them. Jerusalem was conquered by the Saracens almost a hundred years ago. If retaking the city were so easy, someone would have done so long ago,” he growled.

I decided to press my luck. “Has anyone tried?” I asked.

“They haven’t stopped trying, you ninny. And nobody’s been able to do it,” he replied.

I was shocked to hear him speak so. No one else in the city does. It must be that he is old and angry and bitter about everything. Sometimes I know how that feels. Not about being old, I mean, but certainly about being angry and bitter.

I look at those great ships and see King Philip’s huge army camped out on the fields outside the walls of the city. How could the crusade not be successful? And there is still Richard Lionheart of England to come with his army as well.

Of course they will be victorious.

The twenty-second day of September

He arrived today: Richard, king of England. I knew immediately when I saw him why men call him Lionheart. He is as glorious as the sun itself. I don’t think I have ever felt such a stirring within me as I did when I first laid eyes on him. Vulgrin can snort all he wants, but this is a king worthy of the name.

My quill is dashing ahead too quickly. I will collect myself and record everything as it happened. This has been such a day. I must write down every single detail of it. This journal will be something to read and relive when the crusaders have all gone and I have returned to my usual boring life.

When I awoke this morning the rumors were already knifing around the town.

“A fleet is sailing toward our harbor!” I heard a man cry.

“An immense fleet!” shouted another. “The sky is billowing with sails!”

I was up and out of my hut in a trice. I knew it must be the king of England.

I hobbled as quickly as I could down to the harbor. It seemed as if the whole town was on its way there too. I was jostled and bumped and almost trodden upon. My foot began to pain me even more than usual, and I cursed it with each step for slowing me down. Twice, slipping in the filth that ran beneath my feet, I fell, but that only made me hurry more. I was afraid there would be such a crowd lining the shore by the time I got there that I wouldn’t see a thing.

I needn’t have worried. King Richard did not sail quietly in the way King Philip did.

As I feared, a swarm of people already lined the harborside when I finally got there. But because I am small for my fifteen years and agile, despite my foot, I slipped between them like an eel and forced my way through to the very front. Being spindle-shanked has its advantages. My elbows are sharp and bony enough to jab most effectively at ribs and fat bellies.

And what a sight I saw. On the horizon was a fleet of ships, so many that when I tried to count them, I had to give up. Sails filled the entrance to our harbor. Then I heard from over the water the shrill bugling of trumpets. The sound sent a shiver down my spine. I don’t know when I have ever been so excited. I stood planted to the spot and didn’t give way to anybody, no matter how hard they pushed.

As the fleet came nearer I could see that most of the vessels were warships painted in every possible color. Even their sails were brilliantly hued and shone against the blue sky. The railings of the ships seemed to be ringed with glittering fire. At first I couldn’t imagine what was aflame, but then I realized that the crusaders had hung their shields all around and they were reflecting back the sun.

The sea boiled as the oarsmen drove the ships on. Then I saw what I had come to see.

The leading ship was a galley painted a crimson as red as blood. It flew King Richard’s pennant, three golden lions on a scarlet background. In the prow stood the king himself. He wore a cloak of gold that streamed back from his shoulders in the wind and his hair was just as golden. He seemed tobe standing on a raised platform—perhaps so that everyone could see him? His legs were planted wide apart and he stood firmly, confident and steady in spite of the tossing deck beneath his feet.

I drank in the sight. Never have I seen anything more splendid. This is how a king should look. In that moment I felt such a longing surge up in me. It was stronger even than the strange feeling I had the other night when I sat by the harbor and watched the king of France’s ships rocking at their moorings. Perhaps it is all the talk of crusade, perhaps it is the sight and smell of these foreign ships, but I long to be on one of them. To be one of the men I see here every day who are going to sail far away to new countries, new adventures. To do my part to regain Jerusalem. To do God’s will.

But what nonsense I am writing. It is impossible and I know it.

The twenty-third day of September

I could not write anymore last night. My fingers were cramped and my quill too dull. I have sharpened it today though, and I must continue. I know full well that I will never see such a sight again and I do not want to forget any of it.

Forty-six oars drove King Richard’s warship on. I counted. It sailed smoothly into the harbor. As it approached the pier, the great square sail suddenly went limp. One last sweep of the ship’s oars brought the great vessel alongside, and then the oars were raised skyward, all together. A command rang out and they lapped down, one by one, to lie in rowsalong the inside of the ship. It was so neatly done. During the whole time King Richard stood with his cloak billowing around him.

A great cheer went up from every person on the shore.

“He has a great enthusiasm for war, does England’s Richard,” I heard a man behind me say. I can well imagine that to be true.

As soon as his ship was tied up the king leaped ashore without waiting for assistance of any kind. That seemed to upset the nobles and the other important men standing there waiting to receive him. They probably had a whole ceremony planned, but this king is obviously a man who does things his own way. Trumpets and clarions sounded, a little raggedly, as if they had been taken by surprise. Then King Philip strode forward out of the crowd. The two kings embraced and I was finally able to get a look at the king of France. He is as tall as King Richard, but I thought he had a sly look about him. I would not trust him if I were the king of England.

More cheers rang out. I found I was cheering as loudly as everyone else. I shouted until my voice turned hoarse. In my fervor I threw my cap in the air. That was a mistake, for when it came down, some other hands grabbed it and I never saw it again. It was my only head covering and my ears will suffer for it when the weather turns cold.

I made my way back to Vulgrin’s stall, but couldn’t keep my mind on my work. I made stupid mistakes and blotted two skins. I think Vulgrin tiredhimself out beating me. But I could not think of anything other than the sight of Richard Lionheart, king of England, sailing into our harbor.

The thirtieth day of September

I thought that King Richard would lodge in a palace in the city, as does King Philip of France, but instead he has settled his army outside the city walls. It is a huge encampment. They say he has five thousand men with him.

I could not wait to finish my work with Vulgrin today so that I could go to see for myself. In my haste I ruined another skin and received another good beating for it. In a way that was a blessing though, as Vulgrin was beside himself with anger. He stormed away after he had beaten me and shouted for me to get out of his sight, so I was able to get away early. I managed to steal the skin I ruined too. Now that I have so many interesting things to write about, I do not intend to stop.

I stuffed the skin down the front of my tunic and made my way to one of the city gates where I could look down on the camp. There are pavilions and tents spread out as far as a man can see. Soldiers mill around everywhere. On the fields beyond the camp I saw a troop of knights mounted on enormous horses charging at each other with spears lowered. I suppose they were only practicing, but it looked like a real battle to me and I caught my breath as they knocked each other off their horses at a great rate.

On top of one big pavilion, off to the far side, flewa royal streamer with three golden lions roaring on it. I realized that had to be the tent of King Richard himself. I watched it for as long as I could, hoping I might catch a glimpse of the king, but to no avail. Then a city guard came and chased me away.

I’m going to go back though. As soon as I can.

The second day of October

King Philip tried to sail today, but the weather was foul. The storms and the wind were too much for him, and after but a few hours his ships came limping back, sails hanging torn and bedraggled. I was there to watch as they straggled into the harbor. I heard one man laugh when he saw them.

“The king of France gets seasick,” he said. “I imagine he’s puking his innards out right now.”

Not very heroic, that. I’ll wager the king of England doesn’t get seasick.

The third day of October

The talk amongst the crusaders who frequent the quayside is that the armies in the Holy Land have been hemmed in at Acre by Salah-ud-Din, the Muslim leader whom many Christians call Saladin. They are desperate for the arrival of King Richard and King Philip, I hear, and the crusaders are desperate to go, but winter is almost upon us and it seems now they might have to wait for spring. It is probably unchristian of me to say so, but I hope they do. I want to see more of them. I do not want them to leave.

The fifth day of October

I got into the camp today! And by a very clever ruse. There is a persistent nanny goat that noses around my hut constantly and has been no end of a nuisance to me. She seems to have no owner and is determined to eat what little roof I have left. Early this morning I was awakened by a tremendous commotion over my head and a cloud of dirt and dust falling upon me. I knew it must be the goat. There are a few leaves still on some of the branches that I have patched the holes with, and she has had her eye on them. At first I just lay there and cursed at her. Then I had an idea.

I leaped out of bed and dashed outside, just as she jumped down and tried to escape. I was too quick for her, however. I grabbed her horns and tied her to a spindly tree in front of my hut. She objected mightily, but when I found a handful of straw for her to munch on, she settled down. Then, just at the break of day, I led her out of the city.

“Where are you going, brat?” the guard at the gate demanded when he saw me.

“I have been commissioned to supply someone in the camp with a good milking goat,” I answered as boldly as I could.

“There are goats all over this cursed island,” he said. “Why would anyone want another one?”

Truth, it was a good question and for a moment I was at a loss for words, so I just stood there and looked foolish. Sometimes that is not difficult. The guard glowered at me, but when I still could not come up with an answer, he muttered somethingabout the stupidity of foreigners and the dim-wittedness of boys and waved me through.

As I drew near to the camp I was almost overcome by the noise and
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