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    Across a river so broad it might as well be fate, two young lives reach for one another and set a world in motion, for the waters that divide them also summon journeys of patience and daring, test the bonds of kinship and community, draw craftspeople and wanderers into their orbit, and make every ford, ferry, meadow, hall, and market answer the same question: how does one cross the distance between longing and fulfillment without surrendering the virtues—steadfast work, loyal friendship, measured courage—that give love, livelihood, and the common good their shape across seasons, storms, and the changing light of history.

The Sundering Flood, by William Morris, is a late-Victorian prose romance first published posthumously in 1897. Composed near the end of Morris’s life and career, it belongs to the group of his 1890s romances that blend medievalist narrative with a humane, practical ethics. Its premise is direct yet resonant: a boy and a girl grow up on opposite banks of a great river that is not easily crossed, and their steadfast affection becomes the axis of a wider tale of apprenticeship, fellowship, peril, and hope, unfolding across a meticulously imagined landscape of towns, fields, waterways, and traveled roads.

Readers have long called this book a classic because it exemplifies how modern fantasy learned to speak in an ancient key. Morris refines the cadence of medieval romance into a supple, transparent prose that evokes pageantry without pomposity, and he marries chivalric adventure to the daily realities of labor, trade, and home. The result is a narrative that feels both archetypal and solid underfoot. It helped establish expectations that later fantasy would inherit: coherent geography, moral testing against worldly entanglements, and a love-story thread that binds the episodes together without relinquishing the broader scope of a journeying life.

William Morris (1834–1896) was a poet, designer, printer, and social thinker whose influence stretched across the Arts and Crafts movement and into political debates about work, beauty, and justice. In the 1890s he turned increasingly to romance as a vehicle for his ideals, imagining societies where craft, courtesy, and communal responsibility could be lived rather than merely argued. The Sundering Flood emerges from this late period, when he balanced artistic creation with a reformer’s conscience. Its polished surfaces, clear narrative lines, and attention to the textures of making and dwelling show the same hand that shaped textiles, books, and utopian prose.

The titular river is more than scenery. It is a boundary that divides families and markets, a hazard that humbles strength, a route that bears news and rumor, and a mirror that doubles the world with difference. By making separation a literal geography, Morris invests ordinary acts—building, bargaining, sailing, speaking across water—with the weight of destiny. The river teaches patience before it permits daring; it makes the lovers’ resolve a matter of tides and time, not mere sentiment. Around it, the book composes a study of borders: those we inherit, those we resist, and those we must wisely cross.

Morris’s language is deliberately old-fashioned yet inviting, favoring clear clauses, rhythmic balances, and an almost tactile vocabulary for tools, garments, and seasonal work. The story unspools in linked episodes that travel outward from a small domestic world to wider circuits of conflict and alliance. Battles and feasts appear, but so do sowing, weaving, bargaining, and teaching. This equilibrium grants the book its peculiar authority: its marvels feel earned because they rise from a society that has rules, obligations, and shared memory. The romance breathes through understatement, letting landscapes and customs carry emotion even when the protagonists speak sparingly.

At the center stand young protagonists who grow by doing: learning trades, keeping promises, weighing speech, and paying the costs of choice. Their affection is a compass rather than a shortcut, guiding them through opportunities to help or harm others. Morris resists reducing love to a prize at the end of feats; instead he treats it as a discipline that steadies courage and enlarges duty. Around them, companions and elders—farmers, fighters, merchants, and householders—embody different ways of meeting necessity. Through these figures, the book asks how character is tested: by distance endured, work fulfilled, authority challenged, and generosity returned.

Because Morris was a committed critic of exploitative labor and shoddy manufacture, his romances tend to honor skilled work and fair dealing. The Sundering Flood aligns with that vision without turning into a tract. Guildlike camaraderie, local customs, and the ethics of hospitality shape the plot as surely as swords and storms. Prosperity is measured less by hoarded treasure than by flourishing households and just governance. When conflict enters, it often turns on abuses of power or breaches of trust, not merely brute force. In this way, Morris folds social thought into adventure, keeping narrative momentum while clarifying stakes.

The world here is detailed not by encyclopedic exposition but by lived particularity. Roads thread through hedged fields; river traffic ebbs and flows; winter and spring alter prospects; craft-tools matter because they make livelihoods possible. Even place-names and personal titles (kept spare in this introduction to avoid spoilers) feel grounded in a consistent linguistic texture. Morris’s experience as a designer informs this coherence: patterns repeat with variation, ornaments carry structure, and beauty never exists apart from use. Such worldbuilding invites the reader to inhabit the story rather than stand apart from it, making every choice ripple across a believable terrain.

The book’s literary afterlife is notable. Morris’s late romances, including The Sundering Flood, helped define the secondary-world tradition taken up by twentieth-century fantasists. J. R. R. Tolkien acknowledged Morris’s importance, and one sees in later work the emphasis on journey as moral schooling, the feel for preindustrial livelihoods, and the interlacing of love, fellowship, and peril. Even when later writers chose different idioms, they often kept the Morrisian conviction that invented worlds require ethical grain as much as scenic splendor. In this lineage, The Sundering Flood stands as a bridge text, transmitting medieval energies to modern narrative art.

Modern readers may first notice the measured pace and ceremonious tone, but patience brings a distinct pleasure: the sense that values are being tested in ordinary time as well as in crisis. The book’s courtesy is not stiffness; it is a way of listening to how people earn trust, sustain households, and hold communities together when forces of violence threaten to undo them. As an introduction to Morris, it also shows how his aesthetics and politics meet on the page. The narrative’s calm clarity makes room for wonder without haste, allowing meaning to gather like light on moving water.

In an age preoccupied with borders, divided publics, and the precariousness of meaningful work, The Sundering Flood feels unexpectedly fresh. Its central image—a separation faced with courage, patience, and solidarity—speaks to personal and civic life alike. Morris offers no shortcuts, only the hard-won satisfactions of making, keeping faith, and choosing just dealings over easy gains. That is why the book endures as a classic: it weds the exhilaration of romance to the discipline of building a humane world. Step into its current, and you find not escape from reality but a clarified view of what might yet be mended.
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    The Sundering Flood is a late romance by William Morris, published posthumously in the closing years of the nineteenth century. Set in an imagined medieval landscape, it centers on a vast river whose breadth and current divide two neighboring communities. On opposite banks, a boy and a girl grow up within sight and sound of one another, calling across the waters and slowly shaping a bond. The river’s physical barrier becomes a defining fact of their childhood and a symbol of the social and political boundaries around them, while the narrative establishes everyday rhythms of work, kinship, and custom along the water’s edge.

As the children enter youth, their cross‑river friendship deepens into steadfast affection. They devise signals and shared routines to keep in touch, learning each other’s voices, habits, and hopes despite the distance. The river, named for its sundering power, is shown as navigable yet treacherous, and customs officials, patrols, and shifting channels complicate any simple crossing. The story lingers on village life, craft, and communal obligations, tracing how the pair’s private pledge to remain true is shaped by elders’ expectations and by the local order that governs trade, pasturage, and defense on both banks.

Tension rises when border quarrels and feuds flare along the riverlands. Raids and levies put pressure on households, and the young man is drawn into responsibilities beyond his years. He learns to wield arms and to defend his people, guided by seasoned neighbors who teach prudence as well as courage. These passages balance scenes of skirmish with accounts of sowing, weaving, and bargaining, reflecting Morris’s interest in the dignity of labor. The early conflict introduces the tale’s central dilemma: how to keep faith with love and community when violence, duty, and distance threaten to reorganize every plan.

Compelled by circumstance and desire, the protagonist sets out to find a lawful passage that might bridge the watery divide. His journey runs through market towns and river ports, where guild customs, shipwrights’ skills, and the price of passage shape every possibility. He meets mariners, traders, and wayfarers who map the river by rumor as much as by chart. The wider world comes into view—its fairs, tolls, and shifting alliances—rendered with attention to tools, materials, and the cooperative labor that makes travel and commerce possible. Each new contact teaches him prudence, persistence, and the cost of trust.

On the road he faces hazards not only from nature but from human predation. Outlaws haunt fen paths; rival bands claim rights of way; sudden floods alter routes overnight. In testing himself against these dangers, he is forced to choose between swift vengeance and the steadier justice that secures allies for the long term. Messages from across the water are scarce and uncertain, carried by rumor or by a sympathetic boatman. Yet hope endures, sustained by memories of shared signals at dusk and by the belief that geography, however daunting, can be read and answered by patient craft and fellowship.

The political stakes widen as the river frontier becomes a theater for larger campaigns. City councils and marcher lords vie for control of fords, warehouses, and fisheries, and the young traveler takes service where his skills can protect the commonweal. He learns the calculus of supply, garrison duty, and parley, and he earns standing through discipline rather than bravado. Public obligation begins to strain against private desire, and the narrative weighs competing loyalties: to sworn companions, to the lands that shelter them, and to the promise that first set him walking. War clarifies aims even as it multiplies delays.

News of the maiden’s fortunes reaches him in fragments: hints of displacement, hospitality offered by cautious hosts, and watchful authorities on the southern bank. Each report suggests both nearness and renewed obstruction—new tolls imposed, fresh disputes over fisheries, unfamiliar stewards guarding river stairs. Counsel comes from travelers and elders who have outlasted many floods, urging him to look beyond a single crossing toward the whole course of the water. The quest shifts from a desperate dash to a careful reading of currents, jurisdictions, and seasons, with patience becoming as necessary as courage or skill at arms.

As the narrative turns toward its climax, attention falls on the river’s sources and mouths, on cartography and craft as means to outwit brute force. The protagonist studies channels, bargains for piloting, and weighs schemes that are as much diplomatic as they are nautical. Scenes of action alternate with pastoral interludes in which work—boatbuilding, milling, weaving—models the joining of separate parts into a durable whole. The book’s imagined geography, long accompanied by a detailed map in its printed form, becomes an active agent in the story, shaping choices without dictating a single, inevitable path.

Without disclosing its final turns, the romance resolves its inquiry into separation, fidelity, and the remaking of community. The Sundering Flood unites adventure with a humane vision of cooperative labor and just governance, characteristic of Morris’s late work. Its broad river remains a memorable emblem of divides—natural, social, and political—and of the ingenuity required to cross them. Noted for its imagined map and for its clear, archaizing style, the book stands as a bridge between medievalist romance and later fantasy, offering an enduring message: that steadfast love and communal craft can reshape even the most imposing boundaries.
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    The Sundering Flood unfolds in a medieval-like world resembling Northern Europe before the rise of centralized nation-states. The landscape is structured by a great river that functions both as frontier and highway, shaping commerce, jurisdiction, and identity. Power lies chiefly in feudal lordship, urban communes, and guilds, with castles, walled towns, and market fairs anchoring social life. Customary law and oaths secure obligations in the absence of strong bureaucracies, while the church’s sacral calendar orders labor and festivity. This setting mirrors historical societies in which landholding, sworn service, and craft production defined everyday existence, and where rivers marked both division and connection.

Written near the end of William Morris’s life and published posthumously in 1897, The Sundering Flood belongs to his late prose romances. Morris (1834–1896) was a poet, designer, printer, and socialist who turned to romance fiction in the 1880s and 1890s to imagine ethical communities and vigorous, pre-industrial lifeways. Issued within the artistic orbit of the Kelmscott Press (founded 1891), the book participates in Morris’s broader effort to recover medieval forms—linguistic, visual, and social—not as antiquarian display but as a living critique of modern industrial society. Its imagined past is thus historically informed and ideologically pointed.

The feudal order that frames Morris’s narrative draws on institutions documented from roughly the 11th to 15th centuries. Lords held land in fief, exacting rents, labor services, and military aid; vassals swore fidelity; peasants worked demesne fields and owed dues through manorial courts. Royal authority, where present, was intermittent and negotiated, making local custom powerful. Defensive architecture—motte-and-bailey sites evolving into stone keeps—symbolized jurisdiction and control. In romances modeled on such conditions, the politics of petty lordships, sworn bands, and household affinities typically drive conflict and loyalty. Morris mobilizes this structure to explore duty, power, and the pressures placed on common people living under feudal regimes.

Urban life in late medieval Europe rested on guilds that regulated training, quality, and prices, and defended civic liberties against both lords and rival towns. Apprenticeship norms, journeyman travel, and the aspiration to mastership organized craft careers. City militias and charters protected local autonomy; market tolls and staple regulations shaped trade. Morris, a lifelong advocate of craftsmanship, recovers this texture: the pride of making, the rhythms of shop and stall, and the solidarities that arise from shared work. His romance echoes the historic dignity—and conflicts—of guild towns, where artisans and merchants mediated between lordly power and popular needs.

Rivers were among medieval Europe’s most vital infrastructures. Before railways, water transport moved bulk goods cheaply: timber, grain, wool, and salt traveled by barge and boat, paying tolls at bridges and fords. River towns flourished at crossings, and bridges drew markets and chapels to their abutments. Rivers also served as borders, channeling legal jurisdiction and military strategy. The Sundering Flood’s central waterway dramatizes these realities. It embodies the historical paradox of rivers as both lifelines and barriers, where ferrymen, skippers, toll-collectors, and bridge-wardens enforced customs and made livelihoods, and where political frontiers were literally felt in the current.

Warfare in the 14th and 15th centuries increasingly involved mercenary companies—routiers in France, condottieri in Italy—who sold military service and, in truces, survived by plunder and pay extortion. The Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453) normalized such “free companies,” testing the chivalric ideal against the economics of violence. Morris’s political imagination is attentive to this history: his romances often oppose small communities to predatory captains and shifting allegiances. The world implied by The Sundering Flood resonates with this background, where household retainers, town levies, and hired bands vie for advantage, and where martial valor coexists uneasily with opportunism.

Demographic and social shocks after the Black Death (mid-14th century) weakened serfdom across much of Western Europe. Labor scarcity, wage bargaining, and peasant mobility eroded older dues. England’s Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 dramatized grievances over taxes, bondage, and seigneurial courts. Though Morris sets his tale in an invented past, he knew this history well and often dignified common people with agency, courage, and moral clarity. The novel’s emphasis on local justice, customary rights, and contested authority recalls eras when villagers, townsfolk, and smallholders negotiated with or resisted lords, seeking fair terms in a changing economy.

The church structured medieval time, space, and meaning. Parishes registered births and deaths; tithes sustained clergy; shrines concentrated almsgiving and pilgrimage. Monastic houses managed estates, dispensed hospitality, and preserved learning. Ecclesiastical courts adjudicated marriage, testament, and moral offenses. In historical romance, chapels at bridges and crossroads, processions on feast days, and sacred oaths lend weight to promises and truces. While Morris’s personal religious commitments were heterodox, he revered medieval art and ritual forms. The social catholicity of parish and guild brotherhoods provides a recognizable matrix for the communal ethics the book values and tests.

Morris’s medievalism was textual as well as visual. With Eiríkr Magnússon he translated Icelandic sagas in the 1860s and 1870s, including The Story of Grettir the Strong (1869) and The Volsunga Saga (1870). He also admired Malory’s Le Morte Darthur (printed 1485) and French chivalric cycles. These sources supply narrative habits—oath-bound loyalty, ordeal, exile, and return—and a prose cadence that Morris imitates in elevated but supple English. The Sundering Flood’s diction, episodic structure, and attention to names and lineage owe much to these medieval models, which Morris regarded as repositories of robust ethics and communal memory.

The medieval economy that haunts Morris’s imagination was anchored in land and cloth. England’s wool exports, worked up in Flemish and Italian looms, financed lordship and monarchy; fulling mills, dyehouses, and weavers’ shops punctuated townscapes. Domestic crafts—spinning, leatherwork, smithing, boatbuilding—supplied local needs and affirmed skill as a social value. Morris, a master designer and natural-dye revivalist, studied and practiced such techniques, arguing that meaningful labor produces both beauty and freedom. In his romances, the material culture of textiles, weaponry, and household goods is not ornament but an ethical claim for the dignity of making.

Law in the high and late Middle Ages combined written charters with local custom. Manorial courts handled petty offenses and land transfers; borough courts governed markets; royal justices traveled on assize; and safe-conducts, truces, and sworn oaths mitigated endemic violence. Borderlands complicated matters: rivers and marches created overlapping jurisdictions and opportunities for smugglers, toll-dodgers, and freebooters. The Sundering Flood exploits this legal texture. Characters reckon with crossing-points, immunities, and pledges, echoing historical situations where a bridge or ferry could mark not only a physical threshold but a change in coin, law, and allegiance.

The book emerges from the Arts and Crafts Movement, a late 19th-century reaction against industrial standardization led in Britain by Morris and peers. Advocates promoted handcraft, honest materials, and the social organization of work through workshop communities modeled in part on medieval guilds. Lectures, exhibitions, and cooperative firms argued that profit-driven manufacture degraded labor and taste. The Sundering Flood participates by imagining a society in which tools, dwellings, and garments bear the trace of makers. Its medievalism is thus less nostalgia than program: a way to visualize production as a moral relation among persons, places, and things.

Morris’s socialism shaped his historical imagination. After involvement with the Social Democratic Federation, he helped found the Socialist League in 1884 and edited its newspaper, Commonweal. His essays, including Useful Work versus Useless Toil (1884), attacked the waste of capitalist production and defended pleasurable labor. News from Nowhere (1890) offered a pastoral communist utopia. The Sundering Flood, while a romance rather than a treatise, echoes these commitments by dignifying common lives, distrusting tyrannical power, and valuing fellowship and free cooperation. Its medieval stage allows Morris to dramatize exploitation and justice without the distracting furniture of contemporary party politics.

Kelmscott Press (1891–1898) provides crucial material context. Morris designed typefaces—Golden, Troy, and Chaucer—to revive the dense, legible beauty of early printed books. He chose handmade papers, rich inks, and woodcut ornaments to produce volumes that honored the labor of printers and readers alike. The Sundering Flood entered the world in this craft idiom, presenting itself as an object lesson in the politics of attention: a slow book resisting the speed of the machine age. Its very form asserts that beauty, patience, and skill are public goods, not luxuries reserved for elites.

Victorian medievalism furnished Morris with allies and arguments. A. W. N. Pugin had linked Gothic design to moral truth; John Ruskin taught that architecture recorded social justice; the Pre-Raphaelite circle, including Morris and Edward Burne-Jones, sought pre-Renaissance sincerity in art. These movements treated the Middle Ages not as darkness but as a culture of integrated making, devotion, and civic pride. The Sundering Flood reflects this interpretive tradition. Its castles, bridges, and halls evoke ethical architecture: buildings as repositories of memory and common purpose, built to scale with hands, seasons, and local materials.

Late Victorian Britain faced rapid industrialization, urban poverty, and global empire. Railways shrank distances; factories multiplied goods; slums and pollution multiplied harms. Trade unions grew; Irish Home Rule and colonial wars provoked intense debate. Morris opposed imperial aggression and founded the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings in 1877 to defend historic fabric from careless “restoration.” Readers in the 1890s could thus encounter The Sundering Flood as both escape and engagement. Its riverine world proposes environmental and social scales—walkable distances, repairable tools, neighborly obligations—that counter the dislocations of the fin-de-siècle.

The romance also converses with legal and political thought about community and sovereignty. Medieval debates on liberty of the city, customary rights of commons, and limitations on lordship (as in Magna Carta, 1215) prefigure later constitutional arguments. Morris cherished these traditions of resistance and negotiation. By foregrounding oaths, leagues, and bottom-up associations, The Sundering Flood echoes the historical insight that stable freedom grows from shared institutions and mutual aid, not from solitary heroics or bureaucratic fiat. Its imaginative polity critiques both feudal arbitrariness and modern plutocracy by modeling accountable, situated power. The novel’s river concentrates these questions of limit and consent into lived geography, clarifying the stakes of crossing and belonging, and embedding politics in place and craft.
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    William Morris (1834–1896) was an English designer, poet, novelist, translator, and socialist whose work helped shape the Arts and Crafts movement and modern ideas about the relation between art, labor, and everyday life. Active during the Victorian era, he combined medievalist aesthetics with a critique of industrial production, seeking beauty rooted in skilled craft. His influence crosses disciplines: wallpapers and textiles remain widely reproduced; long poems and prose romances helped revive narrative and mythic modes in English literature; and his private press set new standards for book design. Morris’s career offers a rare integration of making, writing, and social advocacy.

Educated in nineteenth-century England, Morris attended Marlborough College before studying at Exeter College, Oxford, where he formed lasting friendships with like-minded artists, notably Edward Burne-Jones. At Oxford he absorbed the writings of John Ruskin and developed a passion for medieval architecture, illuminated manuscripts, and romance literature. Visits to Gothic cathedrals and exposure to the Pre-Raphaelite circle deepened his commitment to craftsmanship and symbolic storytelling. He briefly trained in architecture, then broadened his pursuits to encompass the decorative arts. These formative years established the principles that guided his life: respect for historical models, collaboration across disciplines, and a belief that art should be public, useful, and humane.

In the late 1850s Morris collaborated with architect Philip Webb on a house now known as Red House, a prototype for domestic design that united architecture, interiors, and garden into a coherent work. Seeking to furnish it with objects of equal integrity, he joined with artists and craftsmen to found Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. in 1861. The firm produced stained glass, furniture, wallpapers, and textiles that drew on medieval and natural forms while emphasizing handwork. Through church commissions and domestic interiors, the company popularized a new standard of honest materials, legible structure, and pattern derived from close study of plants and historical ornament.

Over subsequent decades Morris refined traditional techniques and materials, aiming to restore colorfast dyes, balanced pattern, and durable construction. He established workshops, including textile printing and dyeing at Merton Abbey, where he revived vegetable dyes and experimented with indigo discharge and tapestry weaving. Designs such as Strawberry Thief and Willow Bough became emblematic of his approach: repeating motifs that appear organic rather than mechanical, carefully engineered for visual rhythm. His studio produced carpets, embroideries, and tapestries alongside stained glass for ecclesiastical and domestic settings. Critics often praised the work’s coherence and finish, and clients sought it for both artistic distinction and conscientious manufacture.

Writing accompanied Morris’s design practice from the start. The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems introduced his medievalist poetics, followed by narrative verse including The Life and Death of Jason, the multi-part cycle The Earthly Paradise, and The Story of Sigurd the Volsung and the Fall of the Niblungs. His fascination with Norse literature led to collaborative translations of Icelandic sagas, work informed by travels in Iceland during the 1870s. The poems’ interlaced stories, imagined histories, and musical diction brought older mythic sources into Victorian literary culture, while also proposing an ethical ideal in which art, fellowship, and labor remain inseparable.

In the mid-1880s Morris became an energetic socialist advocate, contributing lectures and essays, including Hopes and Fears for Art and Useful Work versus Useless Toil, and editing a movement newspaper. His engagement shaped a series of prose romances that combine history, fantasy, and political reflection: A Dream of John Ball, The House of the Wolfings, The Roots of the Mountains, and the utopian News from Nowhere. Later romances such as The Wood Beyond the World and The Well at the World’s End influenced the development of modern fantasy. Though debated in their day, they exerted a durable influence on utopian writing and narrative romance.

In the 1890s Morris founded the Kelmscott Press to demonstrate principles of fine printing and harmonious page design. He designed typefaces, borders, and ornaments, and oversaw editions noted for tactile paper and clear, proportioned layouts. The press’s culmination was The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, illustrated by Edward Burne-Jones, a monument of integrated typography and image. Morris continued to write and design until his death in 1896. His legacy endures in the Arts and Crafts tradition, the private press movement, and discussions of ethical production and sustainable design. His literary experiments remain touchstones for narrative craft, book arts, and imaginative social thought.
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It is told that there was once a mighty river which ran south into the sea, and at the mouth thereof was a great and rich city, which had been builded and had waxed and thriven because of the great and most excellent haven which the river aforesaid made where it fell into the sea. And now it was like looking at a huge wood of barked and smoothened fir-trees when one saw the masts of the ships that lay in the said haven.

But up in this river ran the flood of tide a long way, so that the biggest of dromonds and round-ships[1] might fare up it, and oft they lay amid pleasant up-country places, with their yards all but touching the windows of the husbandman's stead, and their bowsprits thrusting forth amongst the middens, and the routing swine, and querulous hens. And the uneasy lads and lasses sitting at high-mass of the Sunday in the grey church would see the tall masts amidst the painted saints of the aisle windows, and their minds would wander from the mass-hackled priest and the words and the gestures of him, and see visions of far countries and outlandish folk, and some would be heart-smitten with that desire of wandering and looking on new things which so oft the sea-beat board and the wind-strained pine bear with them to the dwellings of the stay-at-homes: and to some it seemed as if, when they went from out the church, they should fall in with St. Thomas of India[3] stepping over the gangway, and come to visit their uplandish Christmas and the Yule-feast of the field-abiders of midwinter frost. And moreover, when the tide failed, and there was no longer a flood to bear the sea-going keels up-stream (and that was hard on an hundred of miles from the sea), yet was this great river a noble and wide-spreading water, and the downlong stream thereof not so heavy nor so fierce but that the barges and lesser keels might well spread their sails when the south-west blew, and fare on without beating; or if the wind were fouler for them, they that were loth to reach from shore to shore might be tracked up by the draught of horses and bullocks, and bear the wares of the merchants to many a cheaping.

Other rivers moreover not a few fell into this main flood, and of the some were no lesser than the Thames is at Abingdon, where I, who gathered this tale, dwell in the House of the Black Canons[2]; blessed be St. William, and St. Richard, and the Holy Austin our candle in the dark! Yea and some were even bigger, so that the land was well furnished both of fisheries and water-ways.

Now the name of this river was the Sundering Flood, and the city at the mouth thereof was called the City of the Sundering Flood. And it is no wonder, considering all that I have told concerning the wares and chaffer that it bore up-country, though the folk of the City and its lands (and the city-folk in special) knew no cause for this name. Nay, oft they jested and gibed and gabbed, for they loved their river much and were proud of it; wherefore they said it was no sunderer but a uniter; that it joined land to land and shore to shore; that it had peopled the wilderness and made the waste places blossom, and that no highway for wheels and beasts in all the land was so full of blessings and joys as was their own wet Highway of the Flood. Nevertheless, as meseemeth that no name is given to any town or mountain or river causeless, but that men are moved to name all steads for a remembrance of deeds that have been done and tidings that have befallen, or some due cause, even so might it well be with the Sundering Flood, and whereas also I wot something of that cause I shall now presently show you the same.

For ye must know that all this welfare of the said mighty river was during that while that it flowed through the plain country anigh the city, or the fertile pastures and acres of hill and dale and down further to the north. But one who should follow it up further and further would reach at last the place where it came forth from the mountains. There, though it be far smaller than lower down, yet is it still a mighty great water, and it is then well two hundred miles from the main sea. Now from the mountains it cometh in three great forces, and many smaller ones, and perilous and awful it is to behold; for betwixt those forces it filleth all the mountain ghyll, and there is no foothold for man, nay for goat, save at a hundred foot or more above the water, and that evil and perilous; and is the running of a winter millstream to the beetles and shrew-mice that haunt the greensward beside it, so is the running of that flood to the sons of Adam and the beasts that serve them: and none has been so bold as to strive to cast a bridge across it[2q].

But when ye have journeyed with much toil and no little peril over the mountain-necks (for by the gorge of the river, as aforesaid, no man may go) and have come out of the mountains once more, then again ye have the flood before you, cleaving a great waste of rocks mingled with sand, where groweth neither tree nor bush nor grass; and now the flood floweth wide and shallow but swift, so that no words may tell of its swiftness, and on either side the water are great wastes of tumbled stones that the spates have borne down from the higher ground. And ye shall know that from this place upward to its very wells in the higher mountains, the flood decreaseth not much in body or might, though it be wider or narrower as it is shallower or deeper, for nought but mere trickles of water fall into it in the space of this sandy waste, and what feeding it hath is from the bents and hills on either side as you wend toward the mountains to the north, where, as aforesaid, are its chiefest wells.

Now when ye have journeyed over this waste for some sixty miles, the land begins to better, and there is grass again, yet no trees, and it rises into bents, which go back on each side, east and west, from the Flood, and the said bents are grass also up to the tops, where they are crested with sheer rocks black of colour. As for the Flood itself, it is now gathered into straiter compass, and is deep, and exceeding strong; high banks it hath on either side thereof of twenty foot and upward of black rock going down sheer to the water; and thus it is for a long way, save that the banks be higher and higher as the great valley of the river rises toward the northern mountains.

But as it rises the land betters yet, and is well grassed, and in divers nooks and crannies groweth small wood of birch and whiles of quicken tree; but ever the best of the grass waxeth nigh unto the lips of the Sundering Flood[1q], where it rises a little from the Dale to the water; and what little acre-land there is, and it is but little, is up on knolls that lie nearer to the bent, and be turned somewhat southward; or on the east side of the Flood (which runneth here nigh due north to south), on the bent-side itself, where, as it windeth and turneth, certain slopes lie turned to southwest. And in these places be a few garths, fenced against the deer, wherein grow rye, and some little barley whereof to make malt for beer and ale, whereas the folk of this high-up windy valley may have no comfort of wine. And it is to be said that ever is that land better and the getting more on the east side of the Sundering Flood than on the west.

As to the folk of this land, they are but few even now, and belike were fewer yet in the time of my tale. There was no great man amongst them, neither King, nor Earl, nor Alderman, and it had been hard living for a strong-thief in the Dale. Yet folk there were both on the east side and the west of the Flood. On neither side were they utterly cut off from the world outside the Dale; for though it were toilsome, it was not perilous to climb the bents and so wend over the necks east and west, where some forty miles from the west bank and fifty from the east you might come down into a valley fairly well peopled, wherein were two or three cheaping-towns: and to these towns the dalesmen had some resort, that they might sell such of their wool as they needed not to weave for themselves, and other small chaffer, so that they might buy wrought wares such as cutlery and pots, and above all boards and timber, whereof they had nought at home.

But this you must wot and understand, that howsoever the Sundering Flood might be misnamed down below, up in the Dale and down away to the southern mountains it was such that better named it might not be, and that nought might cross its waters undrowned save the fowl flying. Nay, and if one went up-stream to where it welled forth from the great mountains, he were no nearer to passing from one side to the other, for there would be nought before him but a wall of sheer rock, and above that rent and tumbled crags, the safe strong-houses of erne and osprey and gerfalcon. Wherefore all the dealings which the folk on the east Dale and the west might have with each other was but shouting and crying across the swirling and gurgling eddies of the black water, which themselves the while seemed to be talking together in some dread and unknown tongue.

True it is that on certain feast days and above all on Midsummer night, the folk would pluck up a heart, and gather together as gaily clad as might be where the Flood was the narrowest (save at one place, whereof more hereafter), and there on each side would trundle the fire-wheel, and do other Midsummer games, and make music of string-play and horns, and sing songs of old time and drink to each other, and depart at last to their own homes blessing each other. But never might any man on the east touch the hand of any on the west, save it were that by some strange wandering from the cheaping-towns aforesaid they might meet at last, far and far off from the Dale of the Sundering Flood.
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Draw we nigher now to the heart of our tale, and tell how on the east side of the Sundering Flood was erewhile a stead hight Wethermel: a stead more lonely than most even in that Dale, the last house but one, and that was but a cot, toward the mountains at the head of the Dale. It was not ill set down, for its houses stood beneath a low spreading knoll, the broader side whereof was turned to the south-west, and where by consequence was good increase of corn year by year. The said knoll of Wethermel was amidst of the plain of the Dale a mile from the waterside, and all round about it the pasture was good for kine and horses and sheep all to the water's lip on the west and half way up the bent on the east; while towards the crown of the bent was a wood of bushes good for firewood and charcoal, and even beyond the crown of the bent was good sheep-land a long way.

Nevertheless, though its land was fruitful as for that country, yet had Wethermel no great name for luck, and folk who had the choice would liever dwell otherwhere, so that it was hard for the goodman to get men to work there for hire. Many folk deemed that this ill-luck came because the knoll had been of old time a dwelling of the Dwarfs or the Land-wights, and that they grudged it that the children of Adam had supplanted them, and that corn grew on the very roof of their ancient house. But however that might be, there was little thriving there for the most part: and at least it was noted by some, that if there were any good hap, it ever missed one generation, and went not from father to son, but from grandsire to grandson: and even so it was now at the beginning of this tale.

For he who had been master of Wethermel had died a young man, and his wife followed him in a month or two, and there was left in the house but the father and mother of these twain, hale and stout folk, he of fifty winters, she of forty-five; an old woman of seventy, a kinswoman of the house who had fostered the late goodman; and a little lad who had to name Osberne, now twelve winters old, a child strong and bold, tall, bright and beauteous. These four were all the folk of Wethermel, save now and then a hired man who was hard pressed for livelihood would be got to abide there some six months or so. It must be told further that there was no house within ten miles either up or down the water on that side, save the little cot abovesaid nigher to the mountains, and that was four miles up-stream; it hight Burcot, and was somewhat kenspeckle. Withal as to those Cloven Motes, as they were called, which were between the folk on either side, they were holden at a stead seven miles below Wethermel. So that in all wise was it a lonely and scantly-manned abode: and because of this every man on the stead must work somewhat hard and long day by day, and even Osberne the little lad must do his share; and up to this time we tell of, his work was chiefly about the houses, or else it was on the knoll, or round about it, scaring fowl from the corn; weeding the acre-ground, or tending the old horses that fed near the garth; or goose-herding at whiles. Forsooth, the two elders, who loved and treasured the little carle exceedingly, were loth to trust him far out of sight because of his bold heart and wilful spirit; and there were perils in the Dale, and in special at that rough and wild end of thereof, though they came not from weaponed reivers for the more part, though now and again some desperate outcast from the thicker peopled lands had strayed into it; and there was talk from time to time of outlaws who lay out over the mountain-necks, and might not always do to lack a sheep or a neat or a horse. Other perils more of every-day there were for a young child, as the deep and hurrying stream of the Sundering Flood, and the wolves which haunted the bent and the foothills of the mountains; and ever moreover there was the peril from creatures seldom seen, Dwarfs and Land-wights[4] to wit, who, as all tales told, might be well pleased to have away into their realm so fair a child of the sons of Adam as was this Osberne.

Forsooth for the most part the lad kept within bounds, for love's sake rather than fear, though he wotted well that beating abode bound-breaking; but ye may well wot that this quietness might not always be. And one while amongst others he was missing for long, and when his grandsire sought him he found him at last half way between grass and water above the fierce swirling stream of the river; for he had clomb down the sheer rock of the bank, which all along the water is fashioned into staves, as it were organ-pipes, but here and there broken by I wot not what mighty power. There then was my lad in an ingle-nook of the rock, and not able either to go down or come up, till the goodman let a rope down to him and hauled him on to the grass.

Belike he was a little cowed by the peril, and the beating he got for putting his folk in such fear; but though he was somewhat moved by his grandam's tears and lamentations over him, and no less by the old carline's bewailing for his days that he would so surely shorten, yet this was not by a many the last time he strayed from the stead away into peril. On a time he was missing again nightlong, but in the morning came into the house blithe and merry, but exceeding hungry, and when the good man asked him where he had been and bade him whipping-cheer, he said that he cared little if beaten were he, so merry a time he had had; for he had gone a long way up the Dale, and about twilight (this was in mid-May) had fallen in with a merry lad somewhat bigger than himself, who had shown him many merry plays, and at last had brought him to his house, "which is not builded of stone and turf, like to ours," saith he, "but is in a hole in the rock; and there we wore away the night, and there was no one there but we two, and again he showed me more strange plays, which were wondrous; but some did frighten me."

Then his grandsire asked him what like those plays were. Said Osberne: "He took a stone and stroked it, and mumbled, and it turned into a mouse, and played with us nought afraid a while; but presently it grew much bigger, till it was bigger than a hare; and great game meseemed that was, till on a sudden it stood on its hind-legs, and lo it was become a little child, and O, but so much littler than I; and then it ran away from us into the dark, squealing the while like a mouse behind the panel, only louder. Well, thereafter, my playmate took a big knife, and said: 'Now, drudgling, I shall show thee a good game indeed.' And so he did, for he set the edge of the said knife against his neck, and off came his head; but there came no blood, nor did he tumble down, but took up his head and stuck it on again, and then he stood crowing like our big red cock. Then he said: 'Poultry, cockerel, now I will do the like by thee.' And he came to me with the knife; but I was afraid, and gat hold of his hand and had the knife from him; and then I wrestled with him and gave him a fall; but I must needs let him get up again presently, whereas he grew stronger under my hand; then he thrust me from him and laughed exceeding much, and said: 'Here is a champion come into my house forsooth! Well, I will leave thine head on thy shoulders, for belike I might not be able to stick it on again, which were a pity of thee, for a champion shalt thou verily be in the days to come.' After this all his play with me was to sit down and bid me hearken; and then he took out a little pipe, and put it to his mouth, and made music out of it, which was both sweet and merry. And then he left that, and fell to telling me tales about the woods where big trees grow, and how his kindred had used to dwell therein, and fashioned most fair things in smith's work of gold and silver and iron; and all this liked me well; and he said: 'I tell thee that one day thou shalt have a sword of my father's father's fashioning, and that will be an old one, for they both were long-lived.' And as he spake I deemed that he was not like a child any more, but a little, little old man, white-haired and wrinkle-faced, but without a beard, and his hair shone like glass. And then -- I went to sleep, and when I woke up again it was morning, and I looked around and there was no one with me. So I arose and came home to you, and I am safe and sound if thou beat me not, kinsman."

Now ye may judge if his fore-elders were not scared by the lad's tale, for they knew that he had fallen in with one of the Dwarf-kin, and his grandam caught him up and hugged him and kissed him well favouredly; and the carline, whose name was Bridget, followed on the like road; and then she said: "See you, kinsmen, if it be not my doing that the blessed bairn has come back to us. Tell us, sweetheart, what thou hast round thy neck under thy shirt." Osberne laughed. Said he: "Thou didst hang on me a morsel of parchment with signs drawn thereon, and it is done in a silk bag. Fear not, foster-mother, but that I will wear it yet, since thou makest such to-do over it."

"Ah! the kind lad thou art, my dear," said the carline. "I will tell you, kinsmen, that I had that said parchment from our priest, and it is strong neckguard against all evil things, for on it is scored the Holy Rood, and thereon are the names of the three Holy Kings, and other writing withal which I may not read, for it is clerks' Latin." And again the two women made much of the little lad, while the goodman stood by grumbling and grunting; but this time did Osberne escape his beating, though he was promised a drubbing which should give him much to think on if he went that way again; and the women prayed and besought him to be obedient to the goodman herein.

But one thing he had not told his kinsfolk, to wit, that the Dwarf had given him for a gift that same knife wherewith he had played the game of heads-off, and a fair sheath went with it, and he had done him to wit that most like luck would go with it. Wherefore little Osberne had the said knife hidden under his raiment, along with the parchment whereon was scored the Holy Rood and the good words of wisdom written.
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Now these matters, and other strayings and misdoings of the youngling, befel before the time whereof I now tell, when he was, as aforesaid, passed of twelve years; and it was in latter autumn, when the nights are lengthening. At this time there was a hired man dwelling with them, whose work it was to drive the sheep afield, either up on to the eastern bents or away off down to the water, so as they might not eat the grass of the kine from them. But Osberne, both of his own will and at the bidding of the goodman, went off afield with this man John and helped him to keep the sheep from straying over-far. Now one day at evening, somewhat later than he was wont, when, as it chanced, Osberne had not fared with him, back comes John from the bents, and he looked scared and pale, and he tells the tale that as the light began to fail up there, three huge wolves fell upon the sheep, and slew sundry of them, and it was easy to be seen of him that he had held no very close battle with the wolves, but had stood aloof till they had done their supper, and then gathered what he could of the sheep without going over-near the field of deed. The goodman berated him for his cowardice, and seemed to begrudge him his victuals somewhat that night, whereas, what with them who the wolves had slain, and them who had perchance fled away, the flock was seventeen wethers short. John excused himself what he might, and said that he had no weapon, nought save his shepherd's staff, and that the wolves had slain his dog in the first stour: but while he spake, Osberne, who sat by, deemed him somewhat stark and tall to be so little-hearted.

However, the next day the goodman and John must needs go up to the bent to see if they might find aught alive of the sheep that were missing, and each of them bore a shield and short spear, that they might make head against the wolves if that host should fall on them in the middle of the [day]. Meantime Osberne, by the goodman's bidding, drives the flock down toward the water, nothing loth, for ever the wondrous stream seemed to draw the lad to it. And a fair day he had of it, wandering amidst the sheep and being friendly with them, whiles drawing out his knife to look thereon, as oft he did when he was alone; and forsooth it was a goodly weapon, carven with quaintnesses about the heft, the blade inlaid with runes done in gold, and the sheath of silver. Whiles also he stood on the river's lip and looked across the water which was there in most places as big as the Thames is at Reading, but sometimes narrower. But there was nought stirring within eyeshot on the further bank that day, save the fowl, and a bull that came running along and lowing as he went on some errand, whatever it might be, for he was not followed of any men. So he came back with the flock before dark all safe; neither had he gone far from the stead, for so he was bidden of by his grandsire.

A little after comes in the goodman with John, neither of them in very sweet temper; they had seen nought of the sheep save the hide and bones of a half score, but the wolves they had not failed to see; they had come to the same place as the last night, and seemed by no means afraid of the man-host with its spears and shields, wherefore these last had turned their backs and run from them stoutly, and now sat together glowering on each other, and casting now and again a gibe each at each. But they were at one in this, that the wolves were huge and fierce beyond measure, and such as any man might fear. But at last John spake and said: "Well, master, it is as they say down the Dale, that this no lucky house; meseems ye are beset with no common wolves, but with skin-changers who have taken the shape of wolves, whether they be Land-wights or Dwarfs, or ride-a-nights of the outlaws."

At that word waxed the master wood-wrath, as was his wont if any spake of the luck of Wethermel; and he forgot his fear in his anger, and said: "Hearken the fool-talk of him! Thou hadst not the heart for all thine inches to go forward before thy master, and a man on the downward side of years; and now thou must needs make up fairy tales to cover they cowardice." Said John, grinning, "Keep thy head, master; for sooth it is that thou wert the first to run, and wert the first through the door."

"Thou liest," said the goodman; "but this I tell thee, that whosoever was afraid then, thou shalt be afraid now." And he rose up and smote his man upon the face so that he fell to the ground, and John leapt up and would have smitten his master again; but even therewith comes in the goodwife, and Bridget with her, bearing in the supper smoking hot, and something seemed to hold John back from his blow, and he sat down, surly enough but silent. Then said the goodwife: "What is to do here? Hast thou run against the settle-end, John, that thy cheek is red and blue?"

Laughed the youngling thereat, and a word came into his mouth, and he sang:

All grey on the bent

There the sheep-greedy went:

The big spear and shield

Met the foes of the field,

But nought the white teeth

In the warriors gat sheath,

For master and man

Full meetly they ran.

But now in this hall

The fear off doth fall

From one of the twain,

And his hand getteth gain,

But the other sits there,

And new groweth his fear

Both of man and of grey.

So the meat on board lay,

Thou on whom gold doth ride,

Meat-goddess grey-eyed,

Let the loaf-warden eat,

And the man whom he beat,

And the lad that doth lie

In wall-nook hereby,

And thou Gold-tree the fair,

And the milk-mother dear,

Lest the meat wax a-cold

Both for bold and unbold.

Hereat all laughed, but the two men somewhat from one side of their mouths. And the goodman said: "See thou to it, kinsman, lest stripes be thy song-pay." But Osberne laughed from a fair and merry face and sang again:

O lord of the land,

To the staff lay no hand

Till the grey ones thou face

In the wind-weary place.

And therewith he fell to his meat and ate stoutly, and to the women it seemed that their little kinsman had the makings of a champion in him, and his staves they loved dearly in their hearts, and they smiled upon him kindly; and he looked from one to the other and quoth he:

Three mothers had I,

And one is gone by,

But two are left here,

Leal, buxom, and dear.

As for the goodman, now that the meat was getting into him, the wrath was running off, and he thought within himself that presently he should have good avail of his grandson.
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On the morrow comes John to the goodman, and quoth he: "Master, there is small doubt that I shall one day pay thee for the pudding in the pot which thou gavest me yestereen, and after that I shall have to take my soles out of this straightway; so meseemeth I had best go hence today."

"Well," said the goodman, "if thou must go, go, and the devil go with thee. But as to the knock on thy cheekbone, I will boot thee therefor, if thou wilt take boot and abide, for though thou be no hard worker, nor very deft of thy hands, yet the winter is lonely here, and thou wilt be missed somewhat."

Quoth John: "Yea, goodman, but there is this in it withal, that Wethermel liketh me not, though I say nought against thee for a master. I love not thy were-wolves, that are big and gruesome enough to frighten two stout armed men; and I love not thy Dwarfs, who cut off
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