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STORIES ON 

THE WALLS

T

he year is about 1400 and you have been sent 

away from home to live in a castle. It’s not a 

punishment. You were born into a noble 

family, so your parents have placed you with 

another family and their children, as well as several other 

foster children like yourself, in the hope that you will make 

important friends and get a good education. So far it hasn’t 

been too bad. 

The textures and smells of your life come from 

the stone, wood, bone, pottery, leather, linen and 

wool that surround you. Precious objects in the household 

give you glimpses of ivory, gold, silver, silk and velvet. It’s 

a beautiful and exciting place to live, although it’s cold in 

winter. Still, you’re lucky; there are servants who go out 

for you in the bitter weather to collect timber from the 

barns and light your fires. And in summer, you don’t  
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STORYLAND

mind being woken up early for your lessons, because the 

singing of wild birds at dawn, the cooing of the doves in 

the dovecote and crowing of the cockerels in the yard  

make the castle feel as though it has been besieged by a 

feathery choir. 

There is a religious man, called a cleric, with a circle 

shaved into the top of his head, who also lives in this house 

and who teaches you and the other children to read in your 

mother tongue, as well as in basic Latin. With him you  

learn other subjects too, like geometry and music. If you  

are a boy, another instructor will teach you horse-riding,  

sword-fighting and jousting, to prepare you for your career 

as a knight. If you are a girl, you’ll probably be made to 

practise embroidery, account-keeping and household 

management. It’s possible that the division of these 

activities suits you perfectly, but if not, then you may 

find yourself looking longingly out the window each day, 

wishing you were a boy, jousting against straw bales, or 

you might catch yourself gazing up at the castle from your 

horse, thinking of the fine needlework skills you would be 

learning inside if you were a girl. When you grow up, 

it’s hoped you will become a knight or the wife of 

a knight. If neither of these works for you at all, you may 

choose to have your head shaved like the cleric and join a 
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STORIES ON THE WALLS

monastery, or you might put on a head covering and veil 

and become a nun. These religious lives may well give you 

more freedom and independence than any of the others 

you might choose from.  

When evening falls, the household comes together 

to eat dinner. Usually that consists of meat caught or 

reared on the grounds: perhaps pigeon pie with a savoury 

pudding made of peas and poached fruit. The cook is fond 

of seasoning the dishes with ingredients like almonds and 

garlic. On Fridays, you have fish. After that, everyone 

settles down for a story. Stories are an important part 

of life with your foster family. They are not only read 

aloud from books; they are memorised and recited by 

the cleric and they decorate the walls as paintings on the 

plaster or brightly coloured tapestries. You know about 

the Siege of Antioch and the Fall of Troy, because you 

walk past their depictions on the way to your bedroom. 

You could tell your own version of the Norman Conquest 

of England in 1066, because it’s told in vibrant, crowded 

pictures in your favourite book. The martyrdom of the 

great scholar St Catherine, not all that much older than 

you when she outwitted all the philosophers in the Roman 

Empire, is on the walls of the chapel. Nearly all the 

children in the castle agree that the best stories are full of 
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battles, adventure and descriptions of armour and siege 

machinery, as well as giants, monsters and daring women 

from distant lands.  

Opening a book chest, the cleric brings out the Brut 

Chronicle – the story of the origins of Britain, named 

after Brutus, Britain’s founding father. You and the other 

children make yourselves comfortable. It’s still summer, 

so you decide to take your place on a window seat. This 

way, as you listen to the cleric read, you can look out the 

window and watch the twilight deepen. In the grounds 
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beyond the castle, there is an ancient oak tree. Then 

something strange happens. Is it a trick of the  

half-light, or did it just bow its canopy towards you, almost 

as if it were not an oak tree at all, but a great, gnarled giant, 

watching you in return?

STORIES ON THE WALLS
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THIS BOOK

A

s a historian, I am allowed to go into libraries 

and hold thousand-year-old manuscripts in my 

hands. Sometimes their pages smell of fires 

from which they were only just saved. 

Sometimes they hold secret messages from people 

whose experiences would otherwise have been 

forgotten. I feel deeply, wildly lucky to be a historian. 

Being a historian means that when someone says, ‘This 

is what happened,’ you’re professionally obliged to ask 

questions like, ‘Why?’ and ‘What else was going on?’ 

In fact, you can ask them whether or not you’re a historian. 

Such questions lead you to other stories and, I guarantee it, 

make you a wiser human. 

At the same time, a big part of being a historian is 

working out when things happened. This book tells stories 

written down in the Middle Ages or medieval period. In 
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Britain, this sits between the departure 

of the Romans in 410 Anno Domini 

or  (that is, 410 years after 

Christ was born – Anno Domini 

is Latin for ‘the Year of our 

Lord’) and around 1500 , 

when Tudor figures like Henry VIII 

took centre stage. That being said, 

the stories are often set many hundreds 

of years earlier than the Middle Ages. These 

stories are myths and legends, which brings 

me to another part of being a historian. 

History has a lot to do with separating 

real past events from made-up ones. 

But this book is about the made-up ones 

and how they helped shape the real ones. I will 

therefore follow each myth or legend with a few 

lines of history. But there is always a bit of myth in 

history, as well as the other way round. All that we 

really have is the surviving evidence: things like texts, 

pictures, pottery shards, letters, old weapons, skeletons and 

monuments. History is no more or less than a case 

put together from that evidence. 

But that’s enough explanation for now. Let’s put on our 
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medieval goggles and look at 

an ancient map. 

Since Creation, which is when the world 

was thought to have been created by God, a 

cluster of islands has been lying undiscovered 

at the western edge of Europe, Asia and Africa 

– the edge of the world by medieval European 

reckoning. Winters and summers have come and gone and 

many generations of animals, fish and birds have thrived. 

The islands are completely empty of humans.

But everything is about to change. Their story is 

about to begin. 

In the place marked ‘Syria’, near the middle of the 

medieval map, thirty ambitious, unusually tall sisters 

have been discovered on the brink of an act of terrible 

treason. Now, their punishment is as cruel as the crime 

they planned. They have been cast adrift on a stormy sea 

and they are surely doomed. But their fate is tied to the 

biggest of the distant islands and the wind is driving them 

furiously, relentlessly, west . . .
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THE THIRTY 

SISTERS

Why Britain was once  

called Albion

T

he boat pitched and dived on black waves that 

slammed against the hull like the bodies of sea 

monsters. Meanwhile, inside the boat, the sisters 

clung to each other and gritted their teeth. Only 

a few days ago they had been queens in coloured silks, 

with carefully woven hair and pearls dangling from their 

earlobes, but now that life was gone. Now, curled together, 

surrounded by the stench of the boat’s belly, they would be 

lucky to survive till morning. The older sisters sang songs 

to distract the younger ones from thoughts of splintering 

wood and the rush of dark water. The songs also helped 

them forget their fear – all except Albina, who felt not 

fear but anger.  

Albina was the eldest of the sisters and she had brought 

them to this. Only a few days ago, in the bright Syrian 

sunshine, she had sat them all underneath a spreading fig 
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tree and reminded them of the shame of their situation. 

They were the wives of their royal father’s thirty closest 

barons, who were all kings in their own right. She and her 

sisters were no better off than slaves.   

‘Look how strong we are,’ she said to her sisters, ‘look 

how wise. And yet we serve our husbands. We should be 

the ones ruling them!’

Then Albina told her sisters to kill their husbands: 

‘Tonight, when they have fallen asleep.’ 

The sisters all liked the plan, except the youngest, who 

only pretended to. She secretly loved her husband and did 

not want him to die. When she went to bed that night, she 

told him straightaway what Albina had said. They went to 

her father and told him everything. 

Without delay, the King seized his daughters and had 

them all stand trial. Their guilt was obvious, their 

protests pointless in the face of the treason they had been 

ready to commit. The King kept his youngest daughter 

back, but the rest of his daughters were taken to a harbour 

where his guards threw them into the hull of a boat 

without a rudder. As the vessel was cut free, the wind filled 

its sails and carried them away. They sat in the dark as the 

hours passed, listening to the winds rising, the rain starting 

to fall and the waters beginning to churn. As the storm 
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raged, Albina sat and seethed, furious with her treacherous 

sister and full of ambition despite the desperation of their 

plight. 

The storm continued for three nights, but when the 

third morning dawned, the sisters awoke to the sound 

of waves breaking on the beach and gulls laughing over 

the breeze. Following Albina out of the hull and into 

the daylight, the women found their boat had washed 

up on a beach that ran between the sea and cliffs of pure 

white stone. Albina, so determined to be first on the land 

she forgot how weak the journey had made her, jumped 

over the rails of the boat. As soon as her feet touched 

the shingle, she picked up a handful of stones. Then she 

strode off up the beach. Behind her, her sisters dropped, 

THE THIRTY SISTERS








20

STORYLAND

one by one, from the stranded vessel. They stumbled over 

the rocks after Albina, who had reached a path leading up 

to the headland. From there, they made for a forest and 

found blackberries. Elsewhere there were pears, chestnuts 

and wild garlic. They ate hungrily. Then they slept. 

Slowly their strength returned. 

In the days and weeks that followed, they began to 

explore. They wandered far and wide, but nowhere – 

not in forests or valleys, plains or mountains – did they 

find a plume of smoke or a human footprint. The land 

appeared empty. When it was clear the island was empty 

of inhabitants, Albina said, ‘I propose we claim this land. I 

propose you name me queen. If you object, then you 

should tell me now.’

Not one of the sisters spoke, so she continued, ‘My 

name is Albina, so let’s call this place Albion. Let’s live 

here and rule as we intended to do in Syria.’ 

Now that they were sure they would not find anyone 

else to help them, the sisters knew they must learn to 

thrive. There had never before been anyone in Albion to 

hunt the birds, animals and fish, so the skies, forests and 

rivers were teeming with life. What the sisters knew of 

working fibres from childhood hours weaving cloth, they 

applied to making nets from the stems of nettles, 
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as well as rope and baskets. What they knew of 

courtly hunting, they applied to catching hare and 

deer, and they fashioned snares to trap their prey. What 

they knew of sewing and fine leatherwork, they applied 

to making supple and warm clothes in which they 

could run, hunt and sleep. Over the years, they worked, 

devised, invented and grew strong. Having been princesses 

who knew nothing but comfort and finery, they became 

hardened to wind, rain and cold. They became wild 

and absolutely free. 

The sisters were much happier on Albion than they had 

ever been before. They were well fed and independent, 

and their home was full of beauty. But what would 

happen when they died? Who would there be 

to remember them? Each of them asked herself such 

questions every now and then, but one night it happened 

that they all asked it in their minds at the same time. As 

they lay around the fire, their feelings flowed together and 

billowed into one great beacon. To us it would have been 

neither visible nor audible, but it penetrated deep into the 

earth, into the very abyss of Hell. There, it attracted the 

attention of the demons. They rose to the surface of the 

earth and found the women sleeping. When the sisters 

woke up, they were pregnant. Nine months later, a race 
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of giants, half-human, half-demon, was born. 

For over sixty years the giants of Albion ruled the land, 

building great dwellings on the hills and forging treasures 

from the metals that ran in Albion’s veins. They were 

private creatures, who preferred solitude in hollows and 

hills to the company of others, but they were also proud of 

their queenly mothers and would defend Albion to the last. 

So it was that after sixty years had passed, one of 

Albina’s gigantic children told his mother’s story with fierce 

dignity. He staked his claim to the land, even though the 

ropes that now bound him crushed his great knees against 

his chest and clamped his fists over his massive, swivelling 

eyes. He was a prisoner of the Trojans, and the corpses 

of his kin were strewn along the coast. His name was 

Gogmagog . . . 

THE THIRTY SISTERS
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