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1: THE COMING OF MERLIN

[image: Ornament image]

HERE, AT THE BEGINNING, MY STORY OF KING ARTHUR SHALL BE TOLD. A BOOK THAT SHALL TELL THE STORIES THAT MASTER THOMAS MALORY WAS UNABLE, FOR DIVERS REASONS, TO INCLUDE IN HIS GREAT WORK, KNOWN TO ALL THE WORLD AS LE MORTE D’ARTHUR. THUS, THERE SHALL BE A NEW BOOK OF KING ARTHUR AND OF HIS KNIGHTS, THAT MAY LIVE IN THE MEMORY OF MEN AND WOMEN OF NOBLE AND GENTLE MIND UNTIL THE MAP OF TIME IS ROLLED UP.
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IN THOSE DAYS King Arthur ruled over all of Britain from the city of Camelot the Golden. He held many great feasts at the Round Table, where one hundred and fifty of the greatest knights sat, as you will have heard. Sir Lancelot, Sir Palomides and Sir Gawain, the king’s own nephew, and his brothers Gareth, Guerrehes, and Agravain were all there, as were many others, including the queen’s Knights and the Heroes of the Grail.

But Merlin was first: long before the coming of Arthur. Some say he was the son of a demon, others that he was born, of no human agency, in the Great Wood that stretched from Camelot in the south to the barrier of the Roman Wall in the north. It was rumoured that even the old gods feared him. But whether this is true or not, once this island of Britain was known as Merlin’s Isle, around which he built a wall of brass, and he it was who raised the hanging stones on Salisbury Plain, to make a tomb for a king. He made the boy Arthur King of all Britain in those far-off times; and it was he who caused the forging of the sword Excalibur and its gifting to the young king. And Merlin it was who brought the stone in which the sword was set, to a place of choosing, where the king and the land were joined. And after that he built Camelot the Golden – in a single night, they say.

Let us begin therefore with the tale of Merlin’s birth, who became King Arthur’s great counsellor, and wrought many strange and wondrous things in that far-off time. The story of his coming, and of the events that led to the appearance of Arthur himself, is less often told. So here I shall begin.
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NO ONE CAN speak with certainty concerning the origins of Merlin. But one tale that is told, and that it seems Master Thomas chose not to include in his great book, tells how a certain princess of Dyfed was found to be with child, though it was believed that she had never lain with a man. When examined, she told how a most beautiful being had appeared in her chamber on many nights and that he had made love to her as gently as summer rain upon the earth. Each morning he was gone, vanishing she knew not where. Nor could she tell whence he came, only that he was kind, and that he seemed to glow like a candle in the dark.

Most who heard her story were quick to name her harlot, while those of a less harsh disposition believed that the one who came to her was a demon – since it was well known that demons always look fair when their true likeness is foul. But soon the child within her clamoured to emerge into the world, and when it was born the midwife turned pale as she saw that the infant – a boy – was covered in a thick pelt of grey hair. At once the Princess’s father and mother demanded that the child be taken to a priest to be baptized – believing, no doubt, that it would vanish in a puff of sulphurous smoke. But when the priest poured holy water upon the babe’s head, its furry covering fell away and dissolved, and it was heard to crow with delight. At the same moment there flew overhead a type of hawk that is called a merlin, and this the Princess took to be a sign and named him for the bird.

Those who tell this story say also that when he was ten years old, the boy was accused of being unnatural, and that he and his mother (who by this time had retreated to a nunnery) were summoned to appear before a magistrate. When they did so, Merlin astonished all by knowing more about the judge’s scurrilous private life than any man could by ordinary means, and he spoke so forcefully and with such clarity, denying that his father was more than a man, that in the end he was set free, as was his mother. Thereafter people avoided the child, believing him either devil or creature of Faery – which I would say is the more likely thing. But one thing that is told, and that gives the lie to this tale (unless it be that the Princess gave birth to two children and not one) – for Merlin had a sister it seems, a twin, who at first showed none of his unnatural skills, but in time became known as a prophet in her own right. Her name was Ganeida, and though I know little of these matters, yet my heart tells me that neither Merlin nor his sister were of mortal stock but were born of the air itself.

Be that as it may, as Merlin grew to manhood, so good and generous was his nature, and so clever his wisdom, that in time most people forgot his origins, and when his mother’s father, who was a king in Dyfed, passed away without issue, he was accepted as the heir to the kingdom and became its ruler, and though many remarked that his wisdom had a smell of the uncanny about it, yet none chose to challenge his right to rule. It was at this time that he married Guendolena, sister of Rodarch, lord of Cumbria. Few now tell of this alliance, save one account that I have found, by Master Geoffrey of Monmouth, who also wrote of the deeds of Arthur in his famous ‘Historia Regum Britanniae’. There, Merlin was known as both a wise man, a poet, and a lawgiver, to whom lesser men came in search of knowledge. But as king he was also a warrior, who would lead an army of men into battle.

A time came when Prince Peredur, leader of the North-Welsh, and Gwenddoleu, King of Scotland, were at war with each other. Merlin joined the ranks of the Welsh, as did his friend Rodarch of Cumbria, who had married Ganeida when Merlin wed the king’s sister. With them were Peredur’s three younger brothers, who were very dear to Merlin, and these five fought side by side, until on a day when battle was joined with great ferocity between the Scots and the Welsh, the three young princes fell to the swords of their enemies.

When he saw this, Merlin lamented loudly, his voice rising above the noise of battle:


 ‘How can malignant fate

So cruelly take from me

My dearest companions!

Bravest of youths,

Your courage has taken

The years of your lives.

A moment ago,

You fought beside me;

Now you lie on the earth,

Fresh blood upon you!

Who now will stand

Beside me in battle!’



All around him the fighting continued. Men fell dead on every side. But the Welsh pressed forward and at the day’s end held the field. Merlin ordered the princes to be buried, but nothing could console him for their loss. For days he wept, threw dust upon himself, and rent his clothing. Nothing could reconcile him to the death of the young men.

In the end his mind gave way before his sorrow, and he ran mad, fleeing into the great wood of Calydon, that lay to the North of the battlefield. Every day he rested beneath a particular tree in a grove of apple trees, plucking fruit from them and devouring it eagerly. There too he befriended a lone wolf to which he spoke often, believing it to understand him. But when winter came and there was no more fruit on the tree and little or nothing to be had in the wilderness, Merlin cried aloud:


‘Gods of the earth,
 
Where is the fruit I am used to eat?

Who has taken it?

Here in the wilderness

The forest is leafless;

There is no cover for me

Since the winds took away the leaves.

If I dig for roots

Hungry swine and greedy boars

Rush to steal them from me.

Wolf, my old companion,

So weak are you become

You can barely cross the field.

All that is left to you

Is to fill the air with howling!’



Merlin’s cries happened to reach the ears of a travelling singer who, when he heard the strange voice and its wild words, was drawn to a high place, where the woods bled dark to the horizon. There he found Merlin, lying in the grass, naked and wasted, complaining loudly to no visible person:


‘How is it that the seasons

Differ from each other?

Why must the Spring

Provide leaves and blossoms,

The Summer give crops

And the autumn ripe fruit?

Then comes Winter

Destroying everything.

I wish there was no Winter,

That Spring was back,

That birds sang again

And springs flowed free!’



The singer, observing this, decided on a bold move. He unslung his harp from where it lay against his back and played a few quiet notes. For a moment Merlin’s sight cleared, but as he raised his head and saw the singer nearby the madness overcame him again and he fled deeper into the woods.

The singer, having tried to follow him, gave up his pursuit and returned to the road. Soon after this he came to the court of King Rodarch, who had fought alongside Merlin and witnessed his descent into madness, and who was husband to Merlin’s sister. Ganeida, having learned of her brother’s affliction had, along with his wife Guendolena, sent men to search for him, but all had returned without having seen so much as a hair of him.

When the singer described his encounter with the naked madman, the light of hope sprang again in the eyes of those who so sorely missed him, and Rodarch ordered his soldiers to go with the singer and bring the madman home. The wise singer, knowing that the presence of armed men would only drive their quarry deeper into the forest, asked to be allowed to go alone. For, as he said: ‘It may be that music will calm him, and that my words may cause him to remember his family.’

Rodarch consulted with Guendolena and Ganeida, who readily gave their consent. The singer retraced his steps to that part of the forest where he had first heard Merlin’s wild voice. There, he once again unslung his harp and sang a song that he had made in readiness.


‘Mourning fills Guendolena.

Once no woman in Britain

Was as beautiful as she.

No goddess white as she,

Not blackthorn, rose or lily.

Once, Spring’s delight rose in her,

In her eyes the stars held sway.

Now she lies sick with sorrow,

Bewailing her lost husband,

Faded as a fallen star.

‘Alas too for Ganeida,

Who weeps by her side,

Mourning the loss of a brother.

Wife and sister weep together –

Their tears a river of loss.’



At first there was only silence, then the sad and wasted figure of Merlin appeared and stood listening. As he did so his eyes once again became clear, and the madness drew its shadow from his mind. In a normal manner he greeted the singer and asked him to sing his mournful song again. When he had heard it, with tears in his eyes Merlin begged to be taken to Rodarch’s court, where he might see his wife and sister.

But Merlin’s happiness was short-lived, for when he saw the people thronging the streets of the city his madness returned, and he attempted to flee back to the forest. King Rodarch had set guards to watch for the singer’s return, and when he heard of the wildman’s distress, he gave orders that he should be captured and brought thither, and for music to be played to maintain his calm. But when Rodarch ordered the madman to be securely chained for his own good, as the fetters closed upon him, the light faded from Merlin’s eyes and he spoke no more.

At that moment Queen Ganeida entered and stood looking at the wildman with pity in her eyes. Embracing and kissing her, Rodarch noticed a leaf caught in her hair and smilingly removed it. At this Merlin began to laugh, rocking back and forth in his chains.

Surprised, Rodarch asked that he reveal the reason for his mirth. But Merlin stayed silent, while the king, his curiosity piqued, began to offer him rewards to explain himself. Irritated by this, Merlin answered at last that he would only give an answer if he were set free and allowed to return to the forest. ‘Gifts corrupt those they are given to,’ he said. ‘I value more the peace of the forest of Calydon.’

Rodarch hesitated, but at this moment Merlin’s wife Guendolena entered and begged him to set her husband free. As the fetters were removed, Merlin smiled and said: ‘I laughed when you took the leaf from the queen’s hair, lord King, because I know how it got there. Just a while since she lay in a leafy glade with her lover!’

Rodarch’s face darkened and he turned in anger to his wife. But she, hiding her guilt behind a smile, called Merlin’s words the ravings of a madman. ‘How can you believe one who does not know truth from lies?’ she said. ‘I can easily prove his words false.’

Then she called before them a youth and asked Merlin to foretell how he would meet his death.

Merlin said: ‘He shall die by falling from a high place.’

Ganeida sent the youth away and instructed him to change his clothes and cut his hair. Then, when he again stood before them all, she asked Merlin to foretell the manner of his death. Again, the madman laughed and said: ‘He shall die in a tree.’

All this time she watched Merlin closely, knowing how his wisdom worked within him.

‘You see,’ she said, ‘if my poor brother can foretell two different deaths for the same person, how can you believe such an accusation against me? Watch a little longer and you will see what I mean.’

Then she sent the youth away yet again and told him to dress in girl’s clothes. When he returned, she asked Merlin a third time to foretell the manner of the ‘girl’s’ death.

‘Girl or not,’ said Merlin, ‘this one will die in a river.’

Now it was Rodarch’s turn to laugh, for he understood that Merlin had foretold three different causes of death for the same person, proving that he was truly mad. ‘Let him be set free to return to the forest,’ he said. ‘Perhaps there he may recover his wits.’

At once Merlin hastened away from the court, filled with joy at being set free. Guendolena approached him at the gates to the palace and begged him not to leave. But he would have none of it and sternly ordered her to move out of his way. At that Guendolena fell on her knees before him, crying out that he should not go away again. Ganeida, who had followed him from the court, said: ‘See how your wife kneels in sorrow before you, brother. Will you so abuse her that she must wait for your return for ever? Shall she come with you to the forest or remain here?’ Then, knowing that a long absence and Merlin’s madness would render their marriage vows broken in the eyes of the world, she asked: ‘Shall your wife re-marry if you do not return?’

Merlin, wild eyed, stared at the women. ‘Let her marry again if she wishes!’ he cried. ‘But tell the man who seeks her out to stay away from me. Let him take another road.’ Then he hesitated, and for a moment it was as though the clouds in his eyes dispersed. Staring towards the sky, he said: ‘When the day comes for her to wed, I shall be present. Rich gifts shall I bring to her.’

Then he departed again for the woods he loved so much.

Guendolena wept as she watched Merlin depart, and Ganeida too mourn-ed his passing, for though she feared his knowledge of her secret affair, yet she loved him still and bewailed the loss of his wisdom.
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MONTHS PASSED INTO years and the youth of whom Merlin had made his threefold prophecy grew to manhood. Then, on a day when he rode to the hunt, he started a stag, that ran before him over the brow of a hill. The way was unusually steep, and near the top his horse stumbled, and the young man was thrown from his saddle. He fell down the steep escarpment and caught his foot in the branch of a tree growing out of the hillside. He was left hanging with his head beneath the water of the river that ran beside the hill. So it was that he fell, and was drowned, and hung from a tree – proving Merlin’s prophecy on every account.

Meanwhile the prophet continued to live in the wilderness, loving the forest more than he had ever loved life in cities and courts. One night, as he was sitting beneath the trees, gazing up at the horned moon and bathing in the glory of the bright stars, he fell to thinking of Guendolena and wondering if she still remembered him or had found peace in the arms of another. As he watched the stars, he saw signs that indicated that she was to marry again. And he thought back to his words at their parting, and how he had promised to bring her gifts, and this he determined to do.

Next day, he rose and went through the woods, gathering a great herd of stags and goats, does and she-goats, which he shepherded into a long line. He himself rode at the head of this strange column on a great stag. He set out for the palace where Guendolena was about to marry, just as the stars had foretold. As he arrived at the gates, he called out her name.

When she came forth, she was amazed at the sight of Merlin and the great herd of creatures he had brought with him. Her bridegroom, whose name the story does not remember, was standing at a high window. When he saw the ragged, hairy wildman mounted on the stag’s back, he burst out laughing. Looking up, Merlin saw this, and sudden wild anger filled his heart. With terrible strength he seized the antlers of the great stag on whose back he sat and wrenched them off. Then he flung them at the window, so that they struck the bridegroom’s head, crushing it and the life within him and sending forth his spirit upon the wind.

At this there was a great outcry. Merlin drove his heels into the stag’s side and made off at full speed, pursued by soldiers. Such was the speed of the stag that Merlin would have certainly found refuge in the forest had they not had to cross a river. But there the stag stumbled, and Merlin fell into the water, striking his head, so that for a time his wits deserted him. In this way, his pursuers caught him and brought him back to the court to be placed in the care of his sister – for his wife no longer wished to see him following the death of the man she had intended to marry. Indeed, they neither spoke nor saw each other again, and not long after, Guendolena died.
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PLATE 1: ‘He himself rode at the head of this strange column on a great stag’



Once again Merlin began to fade in the grip of captivity. He became surly and morose, refusing to eat or speak to anyone. Rodarch, seeing this, felt some pity for him, and commanded that he be taken out into the streets, under guard, and permitted to see the people thronging the marketplace. The king hoped that this would remind Merlin of his former place in the world and that he would be restored to a semblance of sanity.

In the market, people nudged each other and pointed at the madman with his wild hair and beard and ragged clothing, but he in turn ignored them, looking ever towards the west where the Great Wood lay. Then he caught sight of a man begging by the gates and laughed aloud at the sight. A few moments later he saw a youth carrying a new pair of shoes. Again, Merlin laughed wildly, and at this the guards decided to take him back to the court, since this showed that he was still mad. All the way he struggled against them and cried out to be allowed to return to his forest home.

When he heard the story of Merlin’s laughter, and doubtless remembering the last time Merlin had laughed in this way, Rodarch wanted to know the reason for it. He promised that if the prophet would tell him, he would let him go again, and at this Merlin smiled. ‘I saw a man begging by the road when all the time he sat upon hidden treasure. Then I saw a fellow buying patches for his shoes, but the truth is, he will never need them. He is drowned already and even now floats in the river.’

Rodarch sent men to enquire into the truth of these visions, and sure enough they found a bag of gold buried beneath the spot where the beggar had sat, while the body of the youth was found in the river.

When this confirmation was brought to the king, Merlin demanded to be allowed back to the forest. Ganeida begged him to wait until the frosts of winter were over, for the weather was already turning cold and she feared for her brother’s life in the icy woodlands. But Merlin shook his head. His eyes seemed clear as he said: ‘I do not fear the cold, sister. The hardships of winter are nothing to me.’ Then he hesitated and to Ganeida it seemed that he spoke as he had of old.

‘Food may well become hard to find through the dark months, so if you wish me to be safe, I ask that you have a house built for me in the Great Wood. Let it have seventy doors and seventy windows, so that I may watch the stars in their courses and read the secrets of wind and rain. There shall I perceive the record of the future, and if it pleases you to have scribes sent there, I will tell them what I see so that these things may be recorded. Come as often as you like, dear sister, and we shall speak of these things.’

With these words he returned to the forest.

Ganeida determined to carry out his wishes and gave orders for the house to be built. A great building it was, tall enough to see the horizon on every side, and with a roof that could be opened to allow a clear view of the vault of heaven. Afterwards it was known far and wide as Merlin’s observatory, for within it he could see all that passed in the world and read the mysteries of the stars. There Ganeida went often to stay with her brother, and they spoke at length about future events. While Ganeida was with him he predicted the death of Rodarch, and a new war between Scotland and Cumbria that would follow. At this time also, he spoke of the coming of a great king, who should hold the lands with honour and strength and wisdom. It is even said, in the old books, that he made a song which told of the last days of Arthur, and other things that were still to come. Not all the words of this have survived, but I have sought out those that have, and set them forth here.


How mad are the Britons!

Affluence will lead them to excess.

They will fight amongst themselves

And engage in feuds.

The king’s dark child

Shall spread disruption everywhere.

He cannot wait to seize the crown.



In time, all these things came to pass, as the king’s dark child, Mordred, did indeed seek to overthrow his father, as Master Thomas has told.
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ONE DAY, AS Ganeida prepared to return from the wood to the court, Merlin asked her to seek out the bard Taliesin and see if he would visit the observatory. ‘For we have much to discuss, and I hear that he has but lately returned from Brittany, where he has learned the teachings of Gildas the Wise.’

When Ganeida returned to the court she found that Rodarch was already dead, as Merlin had predicted, and she mourned him greatly, paying tribute to his greatness and gentleness. But as she had promised, she sent word to Taliesin, the story of whose birth was full of strangeness and who, though still young, was reckoned the greatest bard in all of Britain, asking that he should visit her brother.


[image: Start of image description, Taliesin, end of image description]
[image: Ornament image]   Taliesin  [image: Ornament image]



When he heard this, and knowing of the great wisdom possessed by Merlin, the bard entered the forest and found his way to the observatory. There the two seers spent many weeks together, talking of various matters, such as what weather is, and how the clouds are formed. And Taliesin described the shape of the land of Britain and named its islands and rivers, its mountains, and valleys, all of which Merlin recorded. Taliesin had learned much from Gildas the Wise, who some say was a Christian monk, while others speak of him as belonging to a more ancient faith – of this I cannot tell if it be true or not, only that Taliesin spoke of him with great kindness and called him master, though few there were that he would acknowledge in this way, except perhaps for Merlin himself.

In his turn, Merlin told of the creation of the world and how it was made up of circles within circles, and of the stars and planets whose influences touched upon all the actions of humanity. He spoke of the four elements, that were joined together in harmony, and how the air was made to capture sounds, and of the creation of the sea. Also, he told some of what he had seen of the days of the great king who would soon enter the world. These things Taliesin recorded, for he knew that Merlin spoke only truth.

While they were together, a man came by who told them of a new spring that had miraculously broken forth from the earth nearby, and that was even now forming a lake of water, and several streams that flowed through the wood. He said also that there were rumours of the spring having powers to heal, and when they heard this Merlin and Taliesin decided to visit the spot. When they came there, Merlin looked upon the water and tears came into his eyes. He cupped his hands and drank, and at once the madness that had plagued him for so many years passed from him and his eyes were clear at last. Hale and hearty, he seemed a man of lesser years.

Turning his eyes heavenward Merlin exclaimed: ‘My senses are returned! I was carried off from myself and became like a spirit. I understood the flight of birds and the speech of animals – all of which pleased me more than any word or deed of man. Now I am free to carry out the work set for me.’

Taliesin stood amazed and gave thanks for the restoration of his friend.

Soon word spread of the miraculous spring, and many people came to speak with Merlin and to witness his cure. Many thought he should resume the kingship and lead them to victory against their enemies, but this Merlin refused, saying that the time was passed for such things. He declared that he had other work that he must carry out. ‘For a great king is coming, who will need all my wisdom, and who shall unite the land and bring miracles in his wake.’

Thus it came to be, as all who have read the words of Master Thomas know. For though Merlin had already lived a long life, yet from the moment he drank of the spring he seemed younger. Soon he would walk abroad in the world again, leaving Ganeida to remain in the observatory and to begin her own life of prophecy. For it is said that, as his twin, she drew upon the same store of wisdom as he. But of this we will say no more at this time but turn instead to a tale concerning what happened after Merlin left the forest, but before the time of his first great prophecies to the world.
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EXPLICIT THE COMING OF MERLIN.
IMPLICIT THE STORY OF AVENABLE.
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2: THE STORY OF AVENABLE
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FEW NOW SPEAK OF THE DAYS WHEN MERLIN WANDERED THE WORLD BEFORE THE TIME OF ARTHUR. BUT THERE IS ONE STORY THAT IS REMEMBERED STILL, IN WHICH ONCE AGAIN MERLIN’S LAUGHTER WAS HEARD, WHEN A WILDMAN STALKED THE DEPTHS OF THE TREE-SHADOWED WOOD.
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IN THE YEARS before Arthur ruled, the Emperor of Rome was named Constantine. It is said that his origin was in this very island, but I can find no record of this in the old books. The emperor had in his service at this time a lord named Cador, Duke of Almayne. This noble lord was disinherited and driven from his lands by a powerful neighbouring lord named Frolle, a favourite of the emperor’s. But Cador had a daughter, Avenable, who was as spirited as she was fair, and seeing her father so evilly treated, she devised a plan to help him. She disguised herself as a squire and made her way to Rome. Calling herself Grisandole, she showed her bravery many times over, so that she came to the attention of the emperor himself, who made her first his personal squire and, when she had served him for a year, knighted him, along with other young squires, at the Feast of St John.

A great festival accompanied the celebrations, and the new-made knights set up lists and began to joust with each other. Grisandole fared well, defeating everyone who rode against her, and ended by carrying off the prize. The emperor was so impressed by this that he promoted Grisandole to be his steward.

Soon after this the emperor had a dream. In it he saw a great sow, the largest he had ever seen, crashing through his palace, scattering all before it. It was pursued by twelve young lions who, when they caught her, mated with her – one after the other. As he woke, sweating and crying out, the emperor noticed that the sow wore a circlet of gold like a crown on its head.

Much disturbed by this dream, the emperor rose and went to Mass and then to dine. Still troubled by his vision, he sat at the table sunk so deep in thought that the best part of two hours passed without a word being spoken, and all who were present were forced to sit silent also, and to refrain from eating.

It was at this time that Merlin came to a forest near Rome. He knew the nature of the emperor’s dream, and its meaning, and wished to set matters right. He took upon him, by way of deep and ancient magic, the shape of a stag with a white foot, and in this form he ran through the streets of the city until he came to the emperor’s palace and so into the very hall where the emperor sat.

Everywhere there was uproar. People chased the stag as far as the palace, where they waited, not daring to enter. In the hall pots and pans went crashing, and food and drink was scattered to the floor. The stag halted before the emperor and knelt down, laying its mighty head upon the ground. Then – as the story says – it spoke.

‘Leave your pondering, Emperor, for it will not avail you,’ said the stag. ‘You shall never understand your dream until you capture the Wildman who lives in the forest outside this city. He alone can tell you what it means.’

Having said which, the stag leapt away through one of the windows, scattering shards of glass to every side, while all the rest of the shutters and doors in the room crashed shut. By the time they could be opened the stag had vanished, leaving a trail of bewildered guards and citizens behind it.

The emperor was so infuriated by this that he cried out that whoever brought him either the stag or the Wildman should have his very own daughter to wed and, if he was nobly born, half his kingdom and the rest upon his death. At once a number of nobles and knights called for their steeds and weapons and set forth on this strange quest.

Now at this time there lived many strange creatures in the forest, including many tribes of Wildfolk, who though they seemed of human stock, dressed in leaves, and lived together in houses built from the branches of trees. None knew if they were Pagan or Christian, or how they ordered their lives, but they were fierce and proud, and few dared seek them out.

Grisandole went with those who sought the emperor’s favour through the finding of the particular Wildman. Most gave up within a few days when they could find neither sight nor word of the Stag or the Wildman, but Grisandole continued her search, wending her way, now forward and now back, throughout the length and breadth of the forest.

At length, as she took her ease beneath a great oak tree, the stag appeared before her and spoke: ‘Avenable, you waste your time searching, for you cannot succeed unless you do what I say.’

‘What shall I do?’ asked the girl, wondering that the stag knew her true name.

‘I shall tell you,’ answered the stag. ‘Get fresh meat and salt, milk and honey, and fresh baked bread. Bring with you four strong men, and a boy to turn a roasting spit. Make camp in the heart of the forest, where it is wildest, and set up a table with a linen cloth on it. Roast the meat and set out the table with milk and bread and honey and hide among the bushes until the Wildman comes – for I promise you he shall.’

Then the stag leapt away at great speed, leaving Grisandole to wonder if this were some evil trick that was being played upon her. Nevertheless, she decided to follow the creature’s advice, and made her way to a nearby town where she obtained all that it had asked of her and hired the services of four men to carry the food, and a boy to turn the spit.

They repaired to the forest and finding a clearing amid the trees set up camp and laid a fire and set the meats to roast. Soon the savour of the cooking spread through the forest on every side, and Grisandole and her companions hid themselves in the bushes.

They did not have long to wait, for soon there came in sight a wild looking man, clad in leaves, with long matted hair and beard. As he came, he struck the trunks of the trees on either side with a great staff, so that the forest rang with the sound of its blows. When the spit-boy saw him, he was so frightened that he fled, half out of his wits, and the men who Grisandole had hired looked like to follow him; but she spoke sternly to them, bidding them not to be fearful.

The Wildman, meanwhile, seeing the fire and the table spread with good food, began to sniff and snort and finally sidled up, and snatching the meat in his hands tore at it furiously, dipping it in the milk and honey and slavering like a mad dog.

When he had eaten his fill and was stuffed near to bursting, the Wildman lay down by the fire and fell fast asleep. Then Grisandole and her four companions stole out of the bushes and bound him fast. At once he awoke and began to bellow and cry, but they ignored the noise and put him upon a horse and tied him to it. Then one of the men sat behind him in the saddle and set forth to return to Rome.

As they rode, the Wildman looked at Grisandole and began to laugh. When questioned he was at first silent, then at length he said: ‘Creature formed of nature, now changed to another form, hold your peace, for nothing more will I say until we stand before the emperor himself.’

Grisandole hid her fear at these words, though she noticed her companions exchanging glances. When they arrived at the gates of Rome and passed within, word soon spread of their coming and the citizens crowded into the streets to see the Wildman, who snarled and gnashed his teeth at them in a most fearsome manner. The crowd grew as Grisandole and her small company approached the emperor’s palace. He, hearing the noise, came out to see what was happening.

‘Sir,’ said Grisandole. ‘Here is the Wildman you have been wanting to question. I give him to you and wish you joy of him, for to me he has given nothing but trouble.’

The emperor promised to reward his faithful knight and sent for a smith to put the Wildman in chains. But he, standing up straight and speaking in a normal voice, said that there was no need, for he would not try to escape. And as he did so the ropes that bound him fell away.

Thus everyone knew that this was no ordinary creature.

‘Who are you?’ asked the emperor.

‘That I shall tell you,’ said the Wildman, who looked less wild with every passing moment. (Here you shall hear yet another version of Merlin’s birth, but I must leave it to you to decide which one you choose to believe.)

‘One day as my mother was returning home, she entered the enchanted Forest of Broceliande. There she became lost and had to spend the night under the trees, and there a Wildman came and lay with her, and begot me upon her, for she was no match for his strength. Next day my mother went home, and in a while found she was with child. She carried me to full term and bore me and had me baptized. But as soon as I might I left her and returned to the forest, for such was the way of my father and I could do nothing else.’

‘Well,’ said the emperor, stroking his chin, ‘I will not put you in irons as long as you promise to help me and do not go hence without my leave.’

To this the Wildman gave his word.

Then Grisandole spoke up and told how he had been captured. ‘He said that he would not speak openly until he stood before you.’

‘Is this true?’ demanded the emperor.

The Wildman nodded.

‘Then speak.’

But the Wildman shook his head. ‘Not until you have called your lords and nobles before you. For I have much to say that they too will wish to hear.’

Frowning, the emperor sent for his privy counsellors and his lords and nobles. It took fully three days for them to assemble. Meanwhile the Wildman made himself at home and ate and drank well and washed and dressed himself in clean clothes so that he seemed more like an ordinary man with each day that passed. And when at last the court was assembled the emperor demanded that he speak. But still the Wildman refused, until the empress, a most beautiful woman who was accompanied by twelve maidens, were also present. All looked at the Wildman with curiosity.

He, in turn, looked at the empress, at her ladies, and at Grisandole, turning his head from one to the other in some amusement. Then he began to laugh.

‘This laughter is not seemly,’ said the emperor. ‘Speak!’

Then the Wildman ceased his laughter and stood up. ‘As you are a true emperor give me your word that no harm will come to me – whatever I say – and that when I have done, I may depart of my own free will.’
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‘It shall be as you ask,’ the emperor said. Then he looked at the Wildman for a long while. ‘I seek the meaning of a dream that has troubled me for many nights.’

The Wildman was silent for a moment, then raised his eyes to the royal pair. ‘This is the dream in which you saw a great sow, crowned with a golden crown; and as you watched you saw twelve lions come and lie with her, one after the other. Is this the truth?’

The emperor nodded, while the empress seemed uneasy as she sat on her throne, her eyes turning to the twelve maidens who served her.

The Wildman held up his hand and the room fell silent.

‘Hear the meaning of your dream, Emperor. The sow that you saw signified the empress, your wife here, and the twelve lions who lay with her signify her twelve handmaidens – who are not women at all, but men disguised – who lie with her when you are away.’

A great murmuring broke out amongst those gathered near, and the empress grew white and seemed as though she might faint, while the twelve ‘maidens’ cowered in their places and seemed eager to leave the hall. The emperor spoke no word for a while, then he turned to Grisandole and said quietly: ‘I would know the truth of this. Despoil these women of their garments that all may see.’

Grisandole came forward, signalling to the guards to surround the ‘women’. They were quickly stripped of their clothes. It was soon clear to everyone that they were men indeed, though they had grown their hair long and used an ointment that prevented their beards from sprouting.

Then the emperor was so angry that he could not speak for a time. Indeed, the only sound was the sobbing of the empress and the groans of the twelve men. At last, the emperor asked his counsellors and the nobles gathered there what sentence he should carry out against those who had done him such a terrible wrong. With one accord they declared that the felons should all be burned to death.

Then the emperor rose up and commanded that this be done and done swiftly. The empress and her lovers were taken to the courtyard, screaming and crying out their innocence. But a great fire was piled up, and all thirteen were burned to death in that place and so paid for their crimes.

And as the smoke from their fiery deaths rose in the air, the emperor turned again to the Wildman and thank-ed him for his wisdom. ‘Though I know not how you came by this knowledge, I am glad of it, shamed though I am.’ Then after a moment he said: ‘I hear that you also laughed at Grisandole. Why was that?’

The Wildman paused and looked at Grisandole, who knew at once that the men she had hired must have spoken of this. ‘Even as I laughed at the false women,’ said the Wildman, ‘I knew that this brave knight is also no man at all, but a woman, and nobly born at that, and as brave and true as any man here.’

At this a great silence fell. Then the emperor turned to Grisandole and said: ‘Is this true? Speak now, for I am in no mood to be denied.’

Silently, Grisandole nodded.

Some at once cried out that Grisandole should also be taken out and burned, but the emperor told them to be silent.

‘I bid you go from here and put off your men’s clothing and dressyourself as befits a woman. Then we shall speak further.’

In a while Grisandole returned and everyone gaped in astonishment when they saw what a fair and gentle maid she was. They learned then that her true name was Avenable, and that her father was the Duke Cador, who had been driven away by Frolle. All these things the emperor considered, then he turned to the Wildman.

‘Now what shall I do?’ he asked. ‘For I have promised the hand of my daughter to the one who brought you to me. Yet I can scarcely marry her to another maiden!’

At this the Wildman smiled and said: ‘This is my advice. The lady Avenable’s father and mother, as well as her brother, who is a good and brave youth named Patrick, having been driven into exile for no better reason than the greed of your Duke, live now in Provence, in a town called Montpellier. It would be a good thing if you were to send for them and restore them to their proper estate, for they are true to you and have served you well in the past and will again. As to the matter of your promise, that is simply set right. You are in need of a new empress – why not take the maiden Avenable to your wife. I dare say she would not object.’

The emperor looked at Avenable and saw from the colour in her cheeks that she was indeed not averse to the notion. He turned again to the Wildman, who said: ‘If you are looking for a husband for your daughter you need look no further than Avenable’s brother. But that I leave to your own good judgement.’

Then the emperor, looking long and searchingly at the Wildman, asked: ‘Who are you that know so much of the affairs in my Empire?’

‘That I will not say, for there is no need for you to know,’ replied the Wildman. With that he prepared to take his leave, nodding first to Avenable, then the emperor, then bowing to the rest of the assembly. No one attempted to stop him as he walked from the palace. But at the entrance he paused and raised a hand towards the lintel of the door. As he did so letters were engraved deep into the stone. I will tell you that I have spoken with one who stood where Merlin stood, and that he bears testimony to the inscription, which read:


KNOW THAT THE WILDMAN WHO INTERPRETED THE EMPEROR’S DREAM WAS NAMED MERLIN, AND THAT THE STAG WHO ENTERED THIS PALACE AND SPOKE TO THE MAIDEN IN THE FOREST WAS MERLIN ALSO.



With that the Wildman was gone, none knew where.

The emperor did as Merlin had advised and married Avenable, that had been Grisandole. He restored her father to his lands and rewarded him greatly for the suffering he had known. And last of all he married his daughter to the Duke’s son. After that the emperor ruled long and wisely, as did his daughter and her husband, who came after him. But Merlin was never more seen in that land, having returned to Britain where the usurper Vortigern now ruled, and where the Wildman would soon prophesy many things that were yet to come.
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EXPLICIT THE STORY OF AVENABLE.

IMPLICIT THE TALE OF MERLIN AND THE DRAGONS.
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3: MERLIN AND THE DRAGONS
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BEFORE AMBROSIUS, AND AFTER HIM UTHER PENDRAGON, RULED OVER THIS LAND (AND AFTER THEM ARTHUR), VORTIGERN THE USURPER MADE HIMSELF HIGH KING BY HAVING THE TRUE KING, CONSTANS, POISONED. VORTIGERN THE FOX HE WAS CALLED BY MANY PEOPLE – THOUGH ALWAYS BEHIND HIS BACK – BECAUSE OF HIS RED HAIR AND HIS SLY AND SECRETIVE WAYS. OTHERS NAMED HIM TYRANT, AND SOON THE LORDS OF BRITAIN TURNED AGAINST HIM AND BEGAN TO MURMUR THEIR ANGER ALOUD.
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WHEN WORD OF this reached Vortigern’s ears, he grew fearful for his rule and sent messengers to the leaders of the Saxon race, who raided all along the coasts of Britain at that time. Two powerful lords in particular – brothers named Hengist and Horsa – he sought to make his allies, offering them lands if they would bring their armies to fight on his side.

Knowing Britain’s lands to be rich and plentiful, the Saxons agreed, and soon their dragon-craft nosed into the shore and sailed along the rivers to the great cities of the land. Vortigern made them welcome and gave them gifts of gold to secure their allegiance.

Hengist, who was a cunning lord, had brought his daughter Rowena with him, and when he saw her Vortigern could not disguise his lust. They were married soon after, and in this way the Saxons became part of Vortigern’s family.

From this time, the incomers began to wield ever greater power in the land, riding abroad, stealing and pillaging and doing as they pleased. Thus, the murmurs against Vortigern grew louder, until they were heard throughout Britain, and the Lords began to raise an army to drive out the Saxons and remove Vortigern from his throne.

When he learned of this, Vortigern, who was a superstitious man, read the signs in the stars and saw that his life was under threat. He called his counsellors and druids to him and demanded that they find a solution. After much consultation they advised him to withdraw from Lud’s Town (that men now call London), where he had built a fine palace, and make for the fastness of Wales, where he should seek out a place hard to access, there to build a new fortress with strong walls that could withstand a siege. From this place of strength, he could send forth men who would prey upon all who came near, and thus hold his enemies at bay until the mood of the people turned once again in his favour.
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Vortigern listened to their advice, though his anger against the Lords of Britain was great. And all the while, Hengist’s daughter Rowena whispered in his ear, filling his mind with dreams of recovering his power and wreaking red revenge upon those who had turned against him.

So it was that Vortigern, gathering those still faithful to him, left his city and rich palace and fled into the harsh wild lands of Wales. Several of the lesser lords stood against him, but Vortigern’s army was still large and strong enough to overcome them, and soon he made a sprawling camp in a sheltered valley which lay at the foot of the place known as Mount Erith, where there had once been a fortress of the Romans. Here Vortigern decided to build his strong place, from where he could keep watch across the lands on every side and consider when the time was right for him to venture forth against his enemies.

Vortigern sent for his artificers, carpenters, stonemasons and labourers, who began to assemble materials to build the strong place. Trees from the dark forest of Arroy were cut down; stones from the quarries in Pembroke carved and brought to the hill, while other men began to brew vats of lime to anchor the stones. But each night these things vanished as though they had never been. Not a sound was heard, nor did the soldiers placed on guard see anything, but on each morning, stones and wood and all other supplies were gone – as though the earth itself had swallowed them.

Furiously, Vortigern summoned his advisors and druids and demanded to know the cause of these things. For hours the so-called wise men muttered and mumbled amongst themselves, then finally one was deputed to speak to the king.

‘Sire,’ he said, ‘we do not know the reason for these things – though we believe it may be caused by ill-aspected stars – but we do know how you may prevent it happening again.’

‘Speak,’ Vortigern said.

‘You must seek out a child born without a human father. Have him brought here and kill him swiftly. Then scatter his blood on the ground. This will make it strong enough to bear the weight of your tower.’

‘How is this possible?’ demanded Vortigern. ‘Is this not against nature?’

A druid named Maugant shuffled forward.

‘I have heard of such things. The Roman Apuleius in his treatise Deo Socratis, writes that between the moon and the earth live tribes of creatures known as incubi. It is said that they have the appearance of angels, though in fact they are demons. They lie with women and beget strange children on them. Thus, these infants are born without a human father.’

Vortigern bent his head and was sunk in thought for a time. Then he stood up and called to the captain of his personal guard. ‘Go out and search the area. Find me a child born without a father. Do not return empty-handed.’

So Vortigern’s soldiers went out, their red mantles burning like flames in the green landscape. For days and nights they searched, receiving only blank looks and the sign against evil in response to their questions.

Several days later they arrived at a town that was later called Caer Myrddin, and there as they watered their horses and took refreshment they saw a group of boys playing a game. Soon a quarrel broke out between two of the lads, one of whom was clearly of noble birth, while the other was a strange-looking youth with a shock of black hair. ‘How dare you speak to me like that!’ shouted the well-born youth. ‘I have royal blood in my veins – who knows what flows in yours? Water or mud perhaps? You don’t even have a father!’

At once the soldiers sprang up and surrounded the boys. Two laid hands on the strange looking youth and held him fast, while the captain questioned the one who had spoken out.

They soon learned that the boy was the son of a rich woman who had entered a local convent following the birth of her child. The captain at once summoned the mayor of the town and demanded that the woman be brought before them.

This was done and the woman, clad in the habit of a nun, stood before them with downcast head. When she saw the child, held by two soldiers, she began to tremble. Roughly the captain demanded her story, and here again we hear a story that we have heard before. Nor should we be surprised to find that the woman was a princess of Dyfed, and that her child was called Merlin – for she was indeed the very same whose tale we have heard and which I will not tell again here.[1] All that I will say is that the stories I have heard and read tell of a white beard. Yet here stood a boy of no more than twelve summers. How this could be I may only guess, though Master Thomas tells how Merlin appeared to Arthur as a boy when the king encountered the beast named Glatisant,[2] so that perhaps we may see this change in him as no more than a seeming.
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When they heard of the strange circumstances of the child’s birth, the soldiers knew they had found the one they sought, and though his mother begged them not to harm him, they bound him and placed him on a horse.

All this time Merlin remained unspeaking. Only as the soldiers prepared to depart, did he say: ‘Do not fear for me, mother. I shall not be harmed.’

The soldiers set forth at once with all haste to return to Vortigern’s camp. On the journey the boy spoke not a word to them, and the men looked at him askance, several making the sign of the horns against evil.

Thus, they came again to the valley below Mount Erith and the boy was marched into the king’s presence. A chair was brought forth for Vortigern, who seated himself and looked at the boy with some curiosity. Merlin, however, gave no sign of fear but stared back until the king dropped his gaze, turning instead to where his advisors waited.

‘Is this the one you foresaw?’

‘It seems so, my lord,’ said the old druid, Maugant.

Vortigern turned to the captain of his guard.

‘Tell me what you have learned.’

The captain rehearsed the story of the fighting boys and the tale told by Merlin’s mother.

‘Very well,’ said Vortigern. ‘You may proceed.’

At this the captain drew his sword, but as he did so Merlin spoke up.

‘Lord King. Since you have had me brought here, will you not at least tell me the reason.’

Vortigern looked at him with seeming reluctance. ‘My wise men have advised me that your blood should water the earth on this hilltop so that my strong tower may be built.’

Merlin turned to where the king’s advisors stood together, sheep-like.

‘By what right do you make this claim?’ he asked.

‘By the right of our wisdom and the truth that we read in the stars,’ answered Maugant.

‘Does your wisdom tell you the reason why the foundations will not hold?’

Maugant shook his head and his companions looked with fear in their eyes at the youth who stood so calmly before them.

Merlin turned again to Vortigern.

‘Perhaps before you spill my blood you should learn the true reason why the building will not stand.’

‘Do you indeed know this?’

Merlin turned to Vortigern’s advisors.

‘You have told your lord that only my blood will make the building stand firm. You are wrong. It is what lies beneath the hill that causes the stones and timbers to vanish.’

He turned to Vortigern. ‘Have your men dig deep into the earth. There they will find a pool of water.’

Vortigern looked to where his artificers had gathered, looking on with uncertainty at the boy who stood before the king, showing no sign of fear.

‘Proceed,’ Vortigern commanded.

Reluctantly the builders set to, breaking the ground and digging down until water began to seep through the freshly turned earth. Soon a pool gathered and grew until they could dig no longer.

Vortigern watched them, as did his advisors. The boy Merlin stood silent and alone, and none approached him.

When the water had all but filled the delving, Merlin addressed Maugant again. ‘Do you know what lies beneath the pool?’

‘Nothing but more earth, I dare say,’ answered the Druid, though in his eyes there was doubt.

‘You are wrong once again,’ Merlin said. ‘Beneath the water is a stone chest. What is within is the true cause of the events you have witnessed.’

He turned again to Vortigern. ‘Tell your men to drain the pool and you shall see.’

Again, Vortigern nodded, and his artificers set to work, making holes in the side of the hill and laying pipes within so that the water began to gush forth.

Soon the bottom of the pool was exposed. There, sure enough, was a stone chest, measuring as much as five men on one side and three the other. Upon it were carved strange symbols that few present could understand. Maugant alone showed his fear by the trembling of his body, for surely he could read what was written there.

Once again Merlin faced the king’s advisors. ‘Do you know what lies within the stone chest?’ he demanded.

Not one of the supposed wise men answered. They looked rather at the ground and shifted their feet.

‘Within the chest are two serpents,’ Merlin said. ‘One is red, the other white. They have slept and woken many times since they were placed there. Often when they wake, they struggle with one another, for they are ancient enemies. For this time the red dragon represents the British, and the white the Saxons you invited to this land, Lord Vortigern. Their struggle causes the stones and timbers of the tower to be sucked beneath the earth.’

Vortigern shifted uneasily in his chair, but he nodded and several of his strongest men came forward and with great labour and many fearful looks, lifted the lid of the stone box.

At first there was only darkness within, then the darkness itself began to move and turn and from within it unfolded the two serpents of which Merlin had foretold. Glad for their freedom they flew up into the sky, and hot fires were in their breaths. The shadow of their wings covered the land in darkness.

Vortigern and his advisors and his soldiers and artificers turned pale and covered their heads as if expecting fire to rain down upon them. But the serpents fell upon each other with such a great hissing and crying and with great reeking gusts of flame, that all those who watched forgot their fear and gaped at the struggle with wide eyes.

For a long time neither beast had the advantage, raging across the sky with screams of rage. But at length the white serpent began to drive off the red, giving it many deep wounds with claw and flame. Then suddenly the red serpent drew upon its innermost fires and struck back, rising higher in the air and falling upon the back of the white and biting its neck. Locked together, the serpents fell to the earth, cracking it with the force of their great bodies. Smoke roiled about them and then ebbed. As the air grew clear, the watchers dared approach. At once the red serpent raised itself and flew into the sky with a great screech of victory. Circling the hill once, it then flew off to the north and was seen no longer. Behind it on the hillside the body of the white serpent lay still, its neck torn open by the red, its hot blood scorching the earth beneath it until (it is said) nothing grew there again.

Silence fell.

Vortigern sat still in his chair, his eyes still reflecting the light of the battle. His advisors, including Maugant, had already turned their backs and were making a quick descent from the hilltop.

Merlin stood alone, his eyes upon the king.

‘Now you have seen how these things will end,’ he said. ‘The Red Serpent will defeat and destroy the White; the Britons will overcome the Saxons and take back their lands.’
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As he spoke there was a light around him that had not been there before, and where before they had seen a child, now they saw a man of power, whom none dared approach.

‘Build your tower, Vortigern. Though it will not save you.’

Then it was that Merlin spoke at length and gave forth many of his greatest prophecies. It is said that he wept as he did so, for the dark times that were to come. I have heard that Master Geoffrey of Monmouth collected these sayings later and set them in a book, but this I have not seen so I cannot include them here. What I have heard is that the youth spoke of many things, until the end of time itself, and that he foretold not only Vortigern’s death but the coming of the Great King. Many could not listen to his words but covered their ears and fled away from there. Vortigern himself turned pale, for he knew that his time was growing short, and that he would never again rule over the lands of Britain.

And so it was, for the sons of the usurped King Constans, Ambrosius and Uther, brought their army to Britain and fought against the Saxons until Hengist and his kin were slain, and the invaders driven out of these lands. And in the end the brothers came to the hill where the strong tower stood tall above the valley – for Vortigern had caused it to be built in spite of Merlin’s words. There the brothers caused fire to be lit around it so that it was consumed, and with it the tyrant himself, along with his Saxon wife, just as the youth had foretold.

Thus Merlin made the first great showing of those that he was to make and brought closer the time when Arthur would be born. Of that tale, how Uther Pendragon came to be king and lusted for the Lady Igrayne of Cornwall, and how Merlin enabled them to lie together and beget the future king, Master Thomas has told, so I shall not rehearse it here again, for now it is time to turn to the stories of the Round Table that are not included in his great book. Here we shall learn more of Lancelot and Gawain and of many other knights whose names are remembered still, though Master Thomas did not speak of them.

Thus, at the end of the First Book, I speak no more of Merlin but turn instead to stories of the Round Table and of the great knights who were part of that mighty Fellowship.
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EXPLICIT LIBER PRIMUS. 

INCIPIT LIBER SECUNDUS.
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4: THE VOWS OF KING ARTHUR AND HIS KNIGHTS
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IN THE TIME FOLLOWING THE WARS WITH THE ELEVEN KINGS, OF WHICH MASTER THOMAS HAS WRITTEN, THERE WAS A TIME OF PEACE IN BRITAIN. THEN IT WAS THAT KING ARTHUR FOUNDED THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE ROUND TABLE IN THE CITY OF CAMELOT THE GOLDEN. ALL WHO CAME THERE FOUND SUCCOUR, AND KNIGHTS WERE ABLE TO PROVE THEMSELVES AGAINST THE MANY DANGERS AND TRIALS THAT EXISTED IN THOSE TIMES. MASTER THOMAS WRITES LITTLE OF THE CREATION OF THE TABLE – EXCEPT TO SAY THAT MERLIN MADE IT ‘ROUND, LIKE THE WORLD’ AND THAT IT WAS IN THE LIKENESS OF TWO OLDER TABLES, BUILT TO HOLD THE SANGREAL. MASTER WACE IN HIS CHRONICLE[1] SAYS ONLY THAT IT WAS BUILT AT ARTHUR’S COMMAND BY A CERTAIN CARPENTER FROM THE LAND OF CORNWALL. ALL THAT IS CERTAIN IS THAT THE FELLOWSHIP OF KNIGHTS WHO CAME IN SEARCH OF HONOUR AND ADVENTURE, FOUND IT IN PLENTY IN THAT WONDROUS PLACE.
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THERE IS A tale not included in Master Thomas’s great book, that took place not long after the Fellowship was established, and which tested the strength of both the king and his lords. It began when King Arthur held court in the city of Carlisle, close to the Forest of Inglewood, where many strange creatures roamed. In the morning, a huntsman came to the king and told him of a grim boar that stalked the forest. ‘Never did I see such a one before. I have broken more spears and arrows on his hide than I care to remember, and he has killed several of my hounds. He is truly great in size and strength: big as a bull, black as a bear, tall as a horse. His tusks tear up whole trees and he leaves a trail behind him like an army on the march.’
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‘If this is true,’ Arthur said, ‘I would see this monster for myself.’

The king gave orders that no one else was to go after the boar save himself and three knights whom he would choose from among his best men. These were Sir Gawain, Sir Kay and a veteran knight named Sir Baldwin of Britain. Together with Arthur’s chief Huntsman and Master of Hounds, they set out to track the beast to its lair.

First, they loosed the tracker dogs, then the hounds, and soon enough the music of the chase echoed through the forest. Yet when the great boar was cornered at last, it turned upon the hounds and ripped at them with its terrible tusks – killing them all.

When Arthur and his knights arrived, the huntsman awaited them.

‘There lies the beast,’ he said grimly, indicating a grove of thick trees and tangled bushes. ‘But be advised and leave him alone, for I swear he will slay you all if you venture near him.’

Therewith the huntsman turned to burying the hounds that had been so savagely slain, then headed for home, since there was no more work for him to do. But Arthur looked to where the boar could be heard snorting and rooting in his den and said: ‘Sirs, this is a great challenge, such as our fellowship was founded to address. Let us make this an occasion to swear separate vows, that we must not fail to carry out. Mine shall be that I will bring this beast down by myself and prepare him for the feast. Now, I command you, make your own vows!’

Gawain, ever ready to accept a challenge, said at once: ‘I vow to keep watch at Tarn Wathelyn all night’ – this being a place much feared for the apparitions that had been seen there.[2]

Kay said, roughly: ‘I will ride through this forest from now until this time tomorrow and kill anyone who stands in my way or challenges me to combat.’

All three looked at Baldwin, who laughed aloud and made this great boast: ‘I vow that never from this moment will I be jealous of my wife, suspicious of any pretty girl; and that I will not refuse food to anyone that asks for it, or fear to turn aside from any road for fear of death.’

Having made their vows, the four men parted from each other, and each went his own way: Arthur turning toward the boar’s den, Gawain toward the Tarn, and Kay into the forest. Baldwin, however, returned to Carlisle and went to bed.
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LET US SPEAK first of the king, as is his right
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