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    Layamon’s Brut wrestles with how a people remember themselves amid conquest, succession, and the seductions of legend. Composed in early Middle English, it gathers a sprawling procession of rulers and realms into a single, urgent story of origins. The poem’s momentum comes from its steady alternation between aftermath and hope, ruin and regathering, asking what holds a kingdom together when memory itself is contested. As a foundational narrative of Britain, it continually poses a quiet challenge: whether lineage, law, or shared myth can bind communities more securely than force, and what is lost when stories harden into claims of destiny.

This work is a medieval chronicle-poem, often called a national epic, set across the imagined and remembered landscapes of Britain. It was written around the turn of the thirteenth century, and reworks earlier Latin and French sources associated with Geoffrey of Monmouth and Wace. Eugene Mason’s early twentieth-century English rendering makes the poem accessible to modern readers while preserving a sense of its medieval cadence. Approaching the Brut in translation allows one to encounter a genre that sits between history and romance, shaped by monastic learning and oral tradition, and anchored in the public concerns of law, kingship, and communal memory.

The premise is sweeping yet simple: from the legendary arrival of Brutus, the exiled Trojan who lends his name to Britain, the narrative traces the rise and fall of successive rulers and their peoples. Battles, councils, marriages, oaths, and foundations unfold in a long arc that leads through moments of consolidation and fracture. Readers can expect an episodic journey that moves briskly across generations, pausing to dwell on decisive acts of governance and war. The experience is immersive rather than narrowly character-driven, inviting attention to patterns, cycles, and the weight of precedent rather than to single protagonists.

Layamon’s style is distinctive: a vigorous, rhythmic English that echoes older alliterative habits while absorbing new influences from the continent. The effect is at once austere and lyrical, with a storyteller’s relish for ceremonial scenes and stark confrontations. In translation, Mason presents the tale in clear modern language, maintaining an atmosphere that suits its archaic dignity without obscuring sense. The mood oscillates between elegy and assertion, balancing communal grief with the stubborn energy of renewal. The poem’s breadth encourages a contemplative pace, where motifs recur with the steadiness of tide, and meaning accrues through repetition and variation.

Among the earliest substantial narratives in Middle English, the Brut matters for how it builds an English literary voice out of diverse inheritances. It adapts learned chronicle to the needs of lay audiences, transforming source material into a distinctly insular meditation on rule and belonging. The work is also significant for preserving early English-language treatments of legendary materials later associated with romance, including renowned figures whose presence signals the intersection of myth and political memory. Its importance lies less in accuracy than in its mapping of a shared imaginary, where the authority of the past is negotiated through story, ceremony, and law.

Themes of legitimacy, conquest, exile, and homecoming thread the narrative, raising questions that remain resonant. What makes a claim to rule convincing: blood, counsel, victory, or a capacity to keep the peace? How do communities reconcile competing memories when new orders overwrite old loyalties? The Brut frames these questions in public spaces - courts, assemblies, battlefields - and shows the cost of decisions that shape generations. Mason’s translation opens this conversation to readers today, offering not just a record of medieval thought but an occasion to consider how narratives anchor identity, stabilize authority, and sometimes entangle justice with the allure of destiny.

Readers approaching this book can expect a chronicle more panoramic than novelistic, composed of linked episodes that reward attention to structure, refrain, and ritual. It suits those drawn to foundational myths, early English literature, and the porous border between history-writing and storytelling. The pacing allows one to savor statecraft and spectacle alike, while the language, in translation, remains approachable without flattening the poem’s gravitas. Engaging the Brut is less about uncovering surprises than about inhabiting the durable questions it poses. Read with patience and curiosity, it becomes a living archive of how a culture explains itself to itself.
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    Layamons Brut, translated by Eugene Mason, is a Middle English chronicle poem recounting the legendary history of Britain from its mythical Trojan origins to the coming of the Saxons. Drawing chiefly on Geoffrey of Monmouth and Wace, Layamon reshapes the material into a vigorous vernacular narrative that blends genealogy, warfare, lawgiving, and prophecy. The poem moves in annal-like succession, presenting a long line of rulers whose deeds define the islands identity. Masons rendering presents the storyline in accessible English while preserving the poems ceremonious cadence. The result is a continuous historical panorama that follows Britains rise, florescence, and transformation across many reigns and eras.

The narrative opens with Brutus, an exiled descendant of Troy, whose wanderings end when an oracle directs him to an unpeopled island inhabited by giants. After a perilous voyage and contested landfall, Brutus and his companions seize the territory and establish a new nation. He names it Britain, after himself, and fixes the seat of rule, laying down customs and laws. The land is divided among his heirs, founding principal regions and tribute patterns. This foundational settlement supplies the poem19s abiding frame: kingship as both conquest and stewardship, with legitimacy traced to lineage, oaths, and the prudent ordering of towns, roads, shrines, and courts.

Succeeding Brutus, the early kings consolidate the realm and extend its customs. The story of Locrine, his romance with Estrildis, and his queen, Guendolen, introduces domestic conflict with national consequence. Political marriage, private passion, and clan honor collide, culminating in a struggle that reshapes the succession and gives place-names to rivers and regions. The poem uses such episodes to tether legend to landscape, explaining how Britain19s geography bears the memory of its rulers. Across these generations, governance evolves through counsel, assemblies, and the measured enforcement of peace, while feuds and rival claims show how fragile concord can be under the pressure of ambition.

The chronicle then moves to emblematic reigns that define law and order. King Leir19s division of his kingdom among his daughters becomes a test of truth and loyalty, setting a pattern for later disputes over inheritance and homage. Dunvallo Molmutius19s Molmutine Laws establish sanctuaries, road protections, and civic rights, framing a British legal tradition that moderates royal power. Belinus and Brennius, rival brothers, wage war, reconcile, and project British influence abroad, uniting administration at home while extending prestige overseas. Throughout, Layamon balances martial exploits with the work of governance, showing how civil peace depends on wise statutes as much as on victory in arms.

Roman power enters the narrative with Julius Caesar19s expeditions, met by British resistance under Cassivellaunus. Skirmishes, tribute, and negotiated withdrawals mark these first contacts, foreshadowing deeper entanglement. Later, under Claudius, Rome imposes firmer control, and British kings navigate alliance, hostage, and accommodation. The poem notes the building of towns, roads, and institutions under imperial oversight, while maintaining a British line of rulers who hold authority by Roman leave or contest it by arms. As generations pass, Roman dominance becomes customary, then recedes, leaving fortified cities, mixed loyalties, and a strategic vacuum that will shape the island19s next cycle of conflict and settlement.

After Rome19s withdrawal, frontier pressures and internal rivalries intensify. Vortigern rises to power and, seeking military aid, admits Saxon leaders Hengest and Horsa, initiating a migration that alters Britain19s balance. The alliance sours, leading to massacres and reprisals that fracture royal authority. Prophetic counsel enters through Merlin, whose visions interpret ominous signs and predict the island19s shifting fortunes. Aurelius Ambrosius and Uther Pendragon strive to restore British rule, founding sanctuaries of memory and victory, including a great ring of stones raised as a monument to the fallen. Against this turbulent backdrop, the poem prepares the ground for a ruler whose fame will gather and re-order the realm.

Uther19s reign ushers in Arthur, whose birth, ascent, and early campaigns reaffirm British sovereignty. Arthur consolidates the island against external raiders and internal dissent, rewarding loyalty and instituting a court whose ceremony exemplifies concord among warriors and lords. Layamon dwells on the mustering of hosts, the formalities of tribute and truce, and the public display of kingship through feasts, gifts, and oath-taking. The court19s fellowship spreads Arthur19s renown and stabilizes the land, while the king19s martial vigor pushes back encroaching enemies. The poem presents this period as a high moment of order and justice, built on counsel, courage, and carefully maintained bonds.

Arthur19s supremacy extends beyond Britain, drawing him into contests with continental powers and the revived claims of Rome. Rival rulers demand homage; Arthur answers with embassies, campaigns, and carefully staged councils. Portents and dreams color this phase, placing the king19s achievements within a providential horizon that hints at change. As Arthur entrusts guardianship at home and leads armies abroad, the narrative registers the strain that distance and ambition place on oaths sworn at court. Without disclosing decisive outcomes, Layamon shapes a turning point in which the stability of Arthur19s commonwealth faces an ordeal that tests loyalty, succession, and the very institutions that secured his fame.

The closing books trace the aftermath of that ordeal through succeeding reigns, as British power wanes and Saxon settlements harden into kingdoms. Cadwaladr19s time marks a final pivot: holy counsel and prophecy redefine victory as endurance and promise a distant renewal. The poem concludes by linking place, lineage, and law into a long memory of Britain19s beginnings and transformations. Its central message is cyclical: realms ascend through justice and unity, falter through division, and leave enduring marks in customs and names. Eugene Mason19s translation conveys this continuous historical vision plainly, allowing the sequence of rulers and events to stand as the island19s remembered story.
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    Layamon’s Brut is set in a Britain imagined across a sweeping chronology, from the legendary Trojan diaspora to the late seventh century, and across locales that map the island’s contested spaces: London and Winchester in the southeast, Caerleon and the Welsh marches in the west, York in the north, and the harbors and headlands fringing the Channel and Irish Sea. Though its narrative world is archaic, its composition belongs to c. 1190–1215, when Layamon, a priest at Areley Kings on the River Severn (Worcestershire), recast earlier Latin and Anglo-Norman sources in early Middle English. The poem’s places evoke Roman towns, hillforts, monasteries, and frontier castles, staging power struggles across Britain’s shifting political landscape.

The book opens with Britain’s legendary founding by Brutus, a descendant of Aeneas, who journeys through the Mediterranean before landing in Devon, near Totnes, and naming the island after himself. He allies with Corineus, slayer of the giant Gogmagog, and establishes Troia Nova (New Troy), later Trinovantum and London. Historically, these traditions, popularized by Geoffrey of Monmouth (c. 1136), provided Britain with an antique pedigree linking it to Troy and Rome. Layamon adopts and amplifies this mythic charter: his retelling serves the medieval political desire to assert a venerable, autonomous origin for insular kingship and the city of London as a rightful royal capital.

Roman Britain began with Claudius’s invasion in 43 CE under Aulus Plautius, bringing roads, towns like Londinium and Verulamium, and the legions that built Hadrian’s Wall after 122. Rebellions such as Boudica’s revolt (60–61) and usurpations by Carausius (286–293) and Constantine III (407) punctuated imperial rule, which ended by 410 with the withdrawal of the legions. Layamon integrates such power dynamics through episodes derived from Geoffrey, including the careers of Belinus and Brennius (Brennus), legendary Britons who march on Rome, reflecting a contested memory of conquest and counter-conquest. The poem uses Roman encounters to explore sovereignty, imperial prestige, and the vulnerability of provincial polities.

The mid-fifth century sees the arrival of the Saxons. According to traditional chronology (c. 449), Vortigern invited Hengest and Horsa as foederati to defend against Picts and Scots. Battles at Aylesford (455) and Crayford (457), where Horsa reportedly fell, mark early clashes; Kent emerged as a Saxon kingdom. Geoffrey and Layamon dramatize the “Treachery of the Long Knives,” a massacre of Briton nobles at a peace parley near Salisbury, and link Stonehenge’s origin to Merlin, who transports the Giant’s Dance from Ireland to memorialize the dead. Layamon’s vivid scenes of betrayal and shifting alliances mirror the historical migration-era violence and the fracturing of post-Roman authority in lowland Britain.

The decisive background shaping Layamon’s work is the Norman and Angevin transformation of England after 1066. William the Conqueror defeated Harold at Hastings on 14 October 1066, imposed a feudal nobility, and used castle-building to secure power; the Domesday survey of 1086 quantified landholding, governance, and revenue. The civil war known as the Anarchy (1135–1153), between Stephen and Empress Matilda, destabilized the realm until the Treaty of Winchester (1153) secured the succession for Matilda’s son, Henry II. Henry II (1154–1189) rebuilt royal authority through legal reforms, including the Assize of Clarendon (1166) and the Assize of Northampton (1176), and ruled an Angevin “empire” spanning England, Normandy, Anjou, and Aquitaine. His quarrel with Thomas Becket, ending in Becket’s murder at Canterbury in 1170, exposed tensions between crown and church. In this milieu, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (c. 1136) offered a grand British past; Wace’s Roman de Brut (c. 1155), dedicated to Henry II, translated Geoffrey into Anglo-Norman verse, adding courtly touches like the Round Table. Layamon, writing in the West Midlands in early Middle English, re-Anglicized this narrative between roughly 1190 and 1215, during the later reigns of Richard I (1189–1199) and John (1199–1216). His frontier vantage near the Welsh Marches, amid ongoing Anglo-Welsh wars and marcher lordship, sharpened his interest in contested borders and native legitimacy. The book’s insistent focus on rightful succession, oath-keeping, counsel, and resistance to foreign depredation reflects Norman-era anxieties about conquest, colonization, and governance. By appropriating an Anglo-Norman court history into an English vernacular epic, Layamon implicitly asserts insular continuity and offers Arthur’s unified, martial kingship as a corrective to the factionalism of the Anarchy and the legal-political strains of Angevin rule.

The Arthurian wars, placed in the late fifth and early sixth centuries, synthesize historical memories of Brittonic resistance. Gildas alludes to a major victory at Mount Badon (often dated c. 490s), while later traditions name Arthur as the war leader. Layamon expands this into campaigns from Caerleon to Gaul, the subjugation of Norway, and the climactic betrayal by Mordred and battle at Camlann (sometimes dated 537 in the Annales Cambriae). Factually uncertain yet resonant, these tales model a ruler who repels invaders and unifies fractious lords. The Brut’s vigorous, often martial Arthur channels twelfth-century ideals of royal authority and frontier defense into Britain’s imagined past.

The book closes with the decline of Brittonic power and the fate of Cadwaladr, associated with the plague of 664 and a later date of withdrawal or death around 682–689. Geoffrey casts Cadwaladr’s renunciation and Roman pilgrimage as divinely ordained, promising the Britons’ eventual restoration. Layamon preserves this prophetic horizon and emphasizes Wales and the western heartlands as repositories of British identity. In his own day, Welsh rulers such as Owain Gwynedd (d. 1170) and Llywelyn ab Iorwerth (c. 1173–1240) contested marcher expansion and Angevin claims. The poem’s recourse to prophecies, red and white dragons, and border fortresses mirrors the continuing Anglo-Welsh struggle over sovereignty, memory, and land.

As social and political critique, the book exposes recurrent evils of the age: contested succession, oath-breaking, private war, and the exploitation of subjects through predation and tribute. Scenes like the “Long Knives” massacre and Mordred’s usurpation condemn aristocratic treachery that fractures the realm. Emphasis on counsel, assembly, and the king’s duty to protect the weak gestures toward ideals sharpened by Angevin legal reform. By elevating an English vernacular voice against layers of conquest and foreign tongues, Layamon implicitly challenges domination by imported elites. The work scrutinizes classed violence—warrior magnates versus peasantry—and argues, through exempla of kingship, for just governance as the only antidote to chronic instability.
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At Totnes Constantin[1] the fair and all his host came ashore; thither
came the bold man—well was he brave!—and with him two thousand
knights such as no king possessed. Forth they gan march into London,
and sent after knights over all the kingdom, and every brave man, that
speedily he should come anon.

The Britons heard that, where they dwelt in the pits; in earth and in
stocks they hid them like badgers, in wood and in wilderness, in heath
and in fen, so that well nigh no man might find any Briton, except
they were in castle, or in burgh inclosed fast. When they heard of
this word, that Constantin was in the land, then came out of the
mountains many thousand men; they leapt out of the wood as if it were
deer. Many hundred thousand marched toward London, by street and by
weald all it forth pressed; and the brave women[4] put on them men's
clothes, and they forth journeyed toward the army.

When the Earl Constantin saw all this folk come to him, then he was so
blithe as he was never before in life. Forth they took their way two
nights and a day, so that they came full truly to Melga and Wanis.
Together they rushed with stern strength, fought fiercely—the fated
fell! Ere the day were gone, slain was Wanis and Melga[3]n, and Peohtes[2]
enow, and Scots without number, Danes and Norwegians, Galloways and
Irish. The while that the day was light lasted ever this slaughter.

When it came to the eventime, then called the Earl Constantin, and
bade that guides should ride to the waters, and active men toward the
sea, for to guard them. A man should have seen the game[1q], how the women
forth marched over woods and over fields, over hills and over dales.
Wheresoever they found any man escaped, that was with Melga the
heathen king, the women loud laughed, and tore him all in pieces, and
prayed for the soul, that never should good be to it. Thus the British
women killed many thousands, and thus they freed this kingdom of Wanis
and of Melga.

And Constantin the brave marched to Silchester, and held there his
husting[5] of all his British thanes, all the Britons came to the
meeting, and took Constantin the noble, and made him king of Britain—much was then the mirth that was among men. And afterwards they gave
him a wife, one wondrous fair, born of the highest, of Britain the
best of all. By this noble wife Constantin had in this land three
little sons. The first son had well nigh his father's name; Constantin
hight the king, Constance hight the child. When this child was waxed,
that it could ride, then his father caused him to be made a monk,
through counsel of wicked men, and the child was a monk in Winchester.
After him was born another, who was the middle brother, he was named
Aurelius, his surname hight Ambrosius. Then was last of all born a
child that was well disposed, he was named Uther, his virtues were
strong; he was the youngest brother, but he lived longer than the
others.

Guencelm the archbishop, who toward God was full good, took charge of
the two children, for love of the king. But alas! that their father
might live no longer!—for he had good laws the while that he lived;
but he was king here but twelve years, and then was the king
dead-hearken now through what chance. He had in his house a Peoht,
fair knight and most brave; he fared with the king, and with all his
thanes by no other wise but as it were his brother. Then became he so
potent, to all his companions unlike; then thought he to betray
Constantin the powerful. He came before the king, and fell on his
knees, and thus lied the traitor before his lord: "Lord king, come
forthright, and speak with Cadal[6] thy knight, and I will thee tell of
strange speeches, such as thou never ere on earth heardest."

Then arose the king Constantin, and went forth out with him. But alas!
that Constantin's knights knew it not! They proceeded so long forward
that they came in an orchard. Then said the traitor there: "Lord, be
we here." The traitor sat down, as if he would hold secret discourse,
and he approached to the king, as a man doth in whispering. He grasped
a knife very long, and the king therewith he pierced into the heart;
and he himself escaped—there the king dead lay, and the traitor fled
away.

The tidings came to court, how the king had fared; then was mickle
sorrow spread to the folk. Then were the Britons busy in thought, they
knew not through anything what they might have for king, for the
king's two sons, little they were both. Ambrosie could scarcely ride
on horse, and Uther, his brother, yet still sucked his mother; and
Constance the eldest was monk in Winchester; monk's clothes he had on,
as one of his companions. Then came to London all this landfolk, to
their husting, and to advise them of a king, what wise they might do,
and how they might take on, and which one of these children they might
have for king. Then chose this people Aurelie Ambrosie, to have for
king over them.

That heard Vortiger, a crafty man and most wary; among the earls he
stood, and firmly withstood it, and he thus said—sooth though it were
not: "I will advise you counsel with the best; abide a fortnight, and
come we eft right here, and I will say to you sooth words, so that
with your eyes ye shall see, and your while well bestow; this same
time we shall abide, and to our land the while ride, and hold amity
and hold peace, freely in land."

All the folk did as Vortiger deemed; and he himself went as if he
would go to his land, and turned right the way that into Winchester
lay. Vortiger had Welshland the half-part in his hand; forty knights
good he had in his retinue. He proceeded to Winchester, where he found
Constance, and spake with the abbot who governed the monastery where
Constance was monk, the king's son of Britain. He went into the
monastery with mild speech; he said that he would speak with
Constance. The abbot granted it to him, and he led him to the
speech-house. Thus spake Vortiger with the monk then there:
"Constance, hearken my counsel, for now is thy father dead. There is
Ambrosie thy brother, and Uther the other. Now have the elders, the
noblest in land, chosen Aurelie—his surname is Ambrosie—if they may
through all things they will make him king; and Uther, thy brother,
yet sucketh his mother. But I have opposed them, and think to withsay,
for I have been steward of all Britain's land, and earl I am potent,
unlike to my companions, and I have Welshland half part in my hand;
more I have alone than the others all clean. I am come to thee, for
dearest of men thou art to me; if thou wilt swear to me oaths, I will
take off thee these clothes, if thou wilt increase my land, and thy
counsel place in my hand, and make me thy steward over all Britain's
land, and through my counsel do all thy deeds, and if thou wilt pledge
me in hand, that I shall rule it all, I will through all things make
thee Britain's king." This monk sate well still, the speech went to
him at his will. Then answered the monk with much delight: "Well worth
thee, Vortiger, that thou art come here; if evermore cometh the day
that I may be king, all my counsel and all my land I will place in
thine hand, and all that thou wilt do, my men shall accept it. And
oaths I will swear to thee, that I will not deceive thee." Thus said
the monk; he mourned greatly how else it were, that he were monk; for
to him were black clothes wondrously odious. Vortiger was crafty and
wary—that he made known everywhere—he took a cape of a knight of
his, and on the monk he put it, and led him out of the place; he took
a swain anon, and the black clothes put on him, and held secret
discourse with the swain, as if it were the monk.

Monks passed upward, monks passed downward; they saw by the way the
swain with monk's clothes; the hood hanged down as if he hid his
crown; they all weened that it were their brother, who there sate so
sorry in the speech-house, in the daylight, among all the knights.
They came to their abbot, and greeted him in God's name: "Lord,
benedicite, we are come before thee, for strange it seemeth to us what
Vortiger thinketh in our speech-house, where he holdeth discourse,
throughout this day no monk may come therein, except Constance alone,
and the knights all clean. Sore we dread, that they him miscounsel."
Then answered the abbot; "Nay, but they counsel him good; they bid him
hold his hood (holy order), for now is his father dead." Vortiger
there abode the while Constance away rode. Vortiger up arose, from the
monastery departed, and all his knight out went forth-right.

The monks there ran thither anon, they weened to find Constance; when
they saw the clothes lie by the walls, then each to other lamented
their brother. The abbot leapt on horse, and after Vortiger rode, and
soon gan overtake the Earl Vortiger. Thus said the abbot to Vortiger
where he rode: "Say me, thou mad knight, why dost thou so great wrong?
Thou takest from us our brother—leave him, and take the other. Take
Ambrosie the child, and make of him a king, and anger thou not Saint
Benedict, nor do thou to him any wrong!"

Vortiger heard this—he was crafty and very wary;—soon he came back,
and the abbot he took, and swore by his hand, that he would him hang,
unless he him pledged, that he would forthright unhood Constance the
king's son of this land, and for such need he should be king of this
country. The abbot durst no other, there he unhooded his brother, and
the child gave the abbot in hand twenty ploughlands, and afterwards
they proceeded forth into London. Vortiger the high forbade his
attendants, that they to no man should tell what they had in design.
Vortiger lay in London, until the same set day came, that the knights
of this land should come to husting.

At the day they came, many and numerous; they counselled, they
communed, the stern warriors, that they would have Ambrosie, and raise
for king; for Uther was too little—the yet he might suck—and
Constance was monk, who was eldest of them, and they would not for
anything make a monk king. Vortiger heard this, who was crafty and
most wary, and leapt on foot as if it were a lion. None of the Britons
there knew what Vortiger had done. He had in a chamber Constance the
dear, well bathed and clothed, and afterwards hid with twelve knights.
Then thus spake Vortiger—he was of craft wary: "Listen, lordings, the
while that I speak of kings. I was in Winchester, where I well sped, I
spake with the abbot, who is a holy man and good, and said him the
need that is come to this nation by Constantin's death—therefore he
is uneasy—and of Constance the child, that he had holden. And I bade
him for love of God, to take off the child's hood, and for such need
he should be king in the country. And the abbot took his counsel, and
did all that I bade him; and here I have his monks, who are good and
chief, who shall witness bear before you all. Lo! where here is the
same child, make we hereof a king, and here I hold the crown that
thereto behoveth, and whoso will this withsay, he shall it buy dear!"

Vortiger was most strong, the highest man of Britain, was there never
any so bold that his words durst deprecate. In the same town was the
archbishop dead, and there was no bishop that forth on his way did not
pass, nor monk nor any abbot, that he on his way did not ride, for
they durst not for fear of God do there the wrong, to take the monk
child, and make him Britain's king. Vortiger saw this—of all evil he
was well ware, up he gan to stand, the crown he took in hand, and he
set it upon Constance—that was to him in thought. Was there never any
man that might there do Christendom, that might do blessing upon the
king, but Vortiger alone did it clean for all! The beginning was
unfair, and also was the end, he deserted God's hood (holy order),
therefore he had sorrow! Thus was Constance king of this land, and
Vortiger was his steward.

Constance set all his kingdom in Vortiger's hand, and he did all in
the land, as he himself would. Then saw Vortiger—of much evil he was
ware—that Constance the king knew nothing of land[2q] (government?), for
he had not learnt ever any learning, except what a monk should perform
in his monastery. Vortiger saw that—the Worse was full nigh him!—oft
he bethought him what he might do, how he might with leasing please
the king. Now thou mayest hear, how this traitor gan him fare. The
best men of Britain were all dead, now were the king's brothers both
full little, and Guencehn the archbishop therebefore was dead, and
this land's king himself of the law knew nothing. Vortiger saw this,
and he came to the king, with mild speech his lord he gan greet: "Hail
be thou, Constance, Britain's lord! I am come thus nigh thee for much
need, for to say to thee tidings that are come to land, of very great
danger. Now thee behoveth might, now weapons behove thee to defend thy
country. Here are chapmen arrived from other lands, as it is the
custom; they have brought to me toll for their goods, and they have
told me and plighted troth, that the King of Norway will newly fare
hither, and the Danish king these Danes will seek, and the King of
Russia, sternest of all knights, and the King of Gothland with host
most strong, and the King of Frise—therefore it alarmeth me. The
tidings are evil that are come to land; herefore I am most adread, for
I know no good counsel, unless we may with might send after knights,
that are good and strong, and that are well able in land, and fill thy
castles with keen men, and so thou mightest defend thy kingdom against
foreigners, and maintain thy worship with high strength. For there is
no kingdom, so broad nor so long, that will not soon be taken if there
are too few warriors."

Then answered the king—of land he knew nothing—"Vortiger, thou art
steward over all Britain's land, and thou shalt it rule after thy
will. Send after knights that are good in fight; and take all in thine
hand, my castles and my land, and do all thy will, and I will be
still, except the single thing, that I will be called king."

Then laughed Vortiger—he was of evil most ware—was he never so
blithe ere in his life! Vortiger took leave, and forth he gan pass,
and so he proceeded through all Britain's land, all the castles and
all the land he set in his own hand, and the fealty he took ever where
he came. And so he took his messengers, and sent to Scotland, and
ordered the Peohtes, the knights best of all, three hundred to come to
him, and he would well do to them. And the knights came to him
thereafter well soon; thus spake the traitorous man: "Knights, ye are
welcome. I have in my hand all this regal land, with me ye shall go,
and I will you love, and I will you bring before our king; ye shall
have silver and gold, the best horses of this land, clothes, and fair
wives; your will I will perform Ye shall be to me dear, for the
Britons are hateful to me, loud and still I will do your will, if ye
will in land hold me for lord." Then forth-right answered the knights
"We will do all thy will," and they gan proceed to Constance the king.
To the king came Vortiger—of evil he was well ware—and said him of—had done—"And here I have the Peohtes, who shall be household
knights; and I have most well stored all thy castles, and these
foreign knights shall before us fight." The king commended all as
Vortiger purposed, but alas! that the king knew nothing of his
thoughts, nor of his treachery, that he did soon thereafter! These
knights were in court highly honoured, full two years with the king
they dwelt there, and Vortiger the steward was lord of them all. Ever
he said that the Britons were not of use, but he said that the Peohtes
were good knights. Ever were the Britons deprived of goods, and the
Peohtes wielded all that they would. They had drink, they had meat,
they had eke much bliss. Vortiger granted them all that they would,
and was to them as dear as their own life; so that they all spake,
where they ate their meat, that Vortiger were worthy to govern this
realm throughout all things, better than three such kings! Vortiger
gave these men very much treasure.

Then befell it on a day, that Vortiger lay at his inn; he took his two
knights and sent after the Peohtes, bade them come here, for they all
should eat there. Forth-right the knights came to him, to his inn, he
tried them with words as they sate at the board, he caused draughts to
be brought them of many kinds of drinks, they drank, they revelled,
the day there forth passed. When they were so drunk that their shanks
weakened, then spake Vortiger what he had previously thought: "Hearken
now to me, knights, I will say to you forth-right of my mickle sorrow
that I for you have mourned. The king delivered me this land for to be
his steward. Ye are to me liefest of all men alive, but I have not
wealth to give my knights, for this king possesses all this land, and
he is young and also strong, and all I must yield to him that I take
of his land, and if I destroy his goods, I shall suffer the law, and
mine own wealth I have spent, because I would please you. And now I
must depart hence far to some king, serve him with peace, and gain
wealth with him; I may not for much shame have here this abode, but
forth I must go to foreign lands And if the day shall ever come that I
may acquire wealth, and I may so well thrive, that ye come in the land
where I am, I will well reward you with much worship. And have now all
good day, for to-night I will go away, it is a great doubt whether ye
see me evermore"—These knights knew not what the traitor thought
Vortiger was treacherous, for here he betrayed his lord, and the
knights held it for sooth, what the traitor said Vortiger ordered his
swains to saddle his steeds, and named twelve men to lead with
himself, to horse they went as if they would depart from the land.

The Peohtes saw that—the drunken knights—how Vortiger would depart,
herefore they had much care, they went to counsel, they went to
communing, all they lamented their life exceedingly, because Vortiger
was so dear to them And thus said the Peohtes, the drunken knights:
"What may we now in counsel? who shall us now advise? who shall us
feed, who shall us clothe, who shall be our lord at court? Now
Vortiger is gone, we all must depart—we will not for anything have a
monk for king! But we will do well, forth-right go we to him, secretly
and still, and do all our will, into his chamber, and drink of his
beer When we have drunk, loudly revel we, and some shall go to the
door, and with swords stand therebefore, and some forth-right take the
king and his knights, and smite off the heads of them, and we
ourselves have the court, and cause soon our lord Vortiger to be
overtaken, and afterwards through all things raise him to be
king;—then may we live as to us is befest of all."

The knights proceeded to the king forth-right; they all went
throughout the hall into the king's chamber, where he sate by the fire
There was none that spake a word except Gille Callæt; thus he spake
with the king whom he there thought to betray: "Listen to me now,
monarch, I will nothing lie to thee We have been in court highly
honoured through thy steward, who hath governed all this land, he hath
us well fed, he hath us well clothed And in sooth I may say to thee,
with him we ate now to day, but sore it us grieveth, we had nought to
drink, and now we are in thy chamber give us drink of thy beer" Then
gave the king answer "That shall be your least care, for ye shall have
to drink the while that you think good" Men brought them drink, and
they gan to revel, thus said Gille Callæt—at the door he was full
active "Where be ye, knights? Bestir you forth right!" And they seized
the king, and smote off his head, and all his knights they slew
forth-right And took a messenger, and sent toward London, that he
should ride quickly after Vortiger, that he should come speedily, and
take the kingdom, for that he should know through all things, slain
was Constance the king. Vortiger heard that, who was traitor full
secret; thus he ordered the messenger back forth-right anon, and bade
them "well to keep all our worship that never one depart out of the
place, but all abide me, until that I arrive, and so I will divide
this land among us all."

Forth went the messenger, and Vortiger took anon and sent over London,
and ordered them quickly and full soon, that they all should come to
husting. When the burgh-men were come, who were most bold, then spake
Vortiger, who was traitor full secret—much he gan to weep, and
sorrowfully to sigh, but it was in his head, and not in his heart.
Then asked him the burgh-men, who were most bold. "Lord Vortiger, what
is that thou mournest? Thou art no woman so sore to weep." Then
answered Vortiger, who was traitor full secret: "I will tell you
piteous speeches, of much calamity that is come to the land. I have
been in this realm your king's steward, and spoken with him, and loved
him as my life. But he would not at the end any counsel approve, he
loved the Peohtes, the foreign knights, and he would not do good to
us, nor anywhere fair receive, but to them he was gracious, ever in
their lives I might not of the king have remuneration (or wages), I
spent my wealth, the while that it lasted, and afterwards I took leave
to go to my land, and when I had my tribute, come again to court. When
the Peohtes saw that the king had no knights, nor ever any kind of man
that would aught for them do, they took their course into the king's
chamber I say you through all things, they have slain the king, and
think to destroy this kingdom and us all, and will forth-right make
them king of a Peoht. But I was his steward, avenge I will my lord,
and every brave man help me to do that. On I will with my gear, and
forth-right I will go."

Thirty hundred knights marched out of London; they rode and they ran,
forth with Vortiger, until they approached where the Peohtes dwelt.
And he took one of his knights, and sent to the Peohtes, and said to
them that he came, if they would him receive. The Peohtes were blithe
for their murder (that they had committed), and they took their good
gear-there was neither shield nor spear Vortiger weaponed all his
knights forth right, and the Peohtes there came, and brought the head
of the king. When Vortiger saw this head, then fell he full nigh to
the ground, as if he had grief most of all men, with his countenance
he gan he, but his heart was full blithe. Then said Vortiger, who
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