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Introduction:
THE ENDURING MYTH

Mike Ashley

The fascination with King Arthur, Merlin and the knights of the
Round Table continues to absorb generation after generation, and
has done for over a thousand years. Once hooked, it is impossible
to get free because the story has so many different aspects.

To begin with there’s the mystery of who Arthur really was. Was
there a man behind the myth and, if so, who was he? And if he was
real, what about Guinevere and Merlin and Lancelot and all of the
others? Were they real too?

Then there is the story of adventure. Arthur and his knights were
all mighty heroes undertaking chivalrous quests against evil men
and savage beasts. The Arthurian legends were amongst the first
tales of heroic fantasy, a field which in the last few decades has
become the most popular of all genres.

Then there are the tales of romance and intrigue. Arthur’s
love for Guinevere; his incestuous relationship with his sister, or
half-sister, Morgan. Guinevere’s love for Lancelot and Arthur’s
eventual betrayal. And we must not forget the magic and mystery
of Merlin and Morgan le Fay.

The legends have something for everyone, and that’s what I've
tried to bring together in this collection. Some of you may be
aware that I have produced a series of Arthurian anthologies
which looked at different aspects of the legend. The first was
The Pendragon Chronicles, which followed through the life of
Arthur. Then came The Camelot Chronicles which looked at the
wider world of the Arthurian legend. These were followed by The
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Merlin Chronicles, which focused on the magical elements of the
legend, The Chronicles of the Holy Grail, which looked at the
mystical aspects of the ultimate quest, and finally The Chronicles
of the Round Table, which brought together adventure stories of
many of the knights.

The first two of these anthologies are now out of print, and my
publisher asked me if I'd produce an omnibus volume. I said I'd
do more than that. I didn’t just want to reprint the two volumes as
one, because that wouldn’t offer anything new. What I suggested
was bringing together a volume that included a mixture of old
and new stories which focused on the very heart of the Arthurian
legends. To this end I have selected a few stories from those first
two volumes, but for the most part this book contains stories not
previously reprinted. These include brand new stories, plus others
either not previously published in book form or long out of print
and now rare collector’s items.

The stories follow the Arthurian legend from the days before
Arthur’s birth, through the episode of the sword-in-the-stone and
his conquest of the kingdom, to the creation of the Knights of the
Round Table and many of their adventures, to Arthur’s fate at the
Battle of Camlann. There are even a couple of stories that take us
beyond Arthur’s death to later echoes of the legend.

Most of the stories follow the traditional tale of Arthur, as we
know it from Malory’s Mort d’Arthur, though I have in each case
selected what I believe to be the best or most expressive example of
that work. And so there are stories here from such diverse writers
as John Steinbeck and Howard Pyle, Hilaire Belloc and Andrew
Lang, Arthur Machen and Rosemary Sutcliff. But I also wanted
stories that looked at the lesser known legends and introduced
a fresh twist to some of the tales. Thus you will find some very
interesting retellings by Ron Tiner and Douglas Carmichael, Fay
Sampson and Eleanor Arnason, Jane Yolen and Phyllis Anne Karr.
There’s also a surprising Afterword which throws an entirely new
light on the legend.

In between the stories I've woven a narrative which links the
stories together and takes us through the Arthurian world. If this
is the first time you’ve read anything about King Arthur and his
Knights, then I envy you the thrill of discovery. If it is not the first
time, then may I welcome you back to this most enduring of all
legends. I hope you all find something that stirs the imagination.



The Start of the Legend






THE FIRST PENDRAGON

Sir James Knowles

What fascinates me about the Arthurian legends is that they do have
a basis in historical fact. We know that when Rome, battered on
all sides by barbarian armies, withdrew their support from Britain
in AD 410 it soon became a lawless land. Lowland Britain found
itself under attack from the Irish to the west, the Picts in the north,
and the various Germanic tribes — those we generally call Saxons -
inthe east and south. Within a generation what was left of society in
Britain had totally broken down. There were massacres, famine and
plague. Those who clung to the “civilized” Roman way of life found
it difficult to survive the onslaught, but eventually they fought back.
They looked for a leader amongst their own tribes and the first to
emerge was a man history records as Vortigern. That, though, was
a title which meant High King. It is likely that his real name (or at
least his Romanised one) was Vitalinus, and that bis royal palace
was at Gloucester. Vitalinus attempted to bring some control back
to Britain and organized the local tribes; but power went to bis head
and there were many who regarded him as a despot. A rival chieftain
called Ambrosius Aurelianus challenged Vitalinus. All this happened
around the period 43040, still a generation or two before Arthur.
However over the centuries, time has telescoped it into a much
shorter period, and the following story of Vortigern, Ambrosius,
the young Merlin and Uther Pendragon is related as happening in
the years just prior to Arthur’s birth.

I was keen to open this anthology with a story by James
Knowles (1831-1908), who was knighted in 1903. Along with
Lord Tennyson, who is also represented in this anthology, Knowles
was the first to re-introduce the Arthurian myth to the Victorian




4 SIR JAMES KNOWLES

audience, and certainly the first to recreate Malory in narrative
story form. His book The Story of King Arthur and His Knights
(1862) attracted the attention of Tennyson, and a strong bond of
interest was forged between them, to explore the symbolism of the
Arthurian legend. Knowles was an architect for much of his life —
he designed the Grosvenor Hotel opposite Victoria Station — though
be also founded the Metaphysical Society in 1869 and was editor of
the journals Contemporary Review and Nineteenth Century.

King Vortigern the usurper sat upon his throne in London, when,
suddenly, upon a certain day, ran in a breathless messenger, and
cried aloud — “Arise, Lord King, for the enemy is come; even
Ambrosius and Uther, upon whose throne thou sittest — and full
twenty thousand with them — and they have sworn by a great
oath, Lord, to slay thee, ere this year be done; and even now they
march towards thee as the north wind of winter for bitterness and
haste.”

At those words Vortigern’s face grew white as ashes, and, rising
in confusion and disorder, he sent for all the best artificers and
craftsmen and mechanics, and commanded them vehemently to
go and build him straightway in the furthest west of his lands a
great and strong castle, where he might fly for refuge and escape
the vengeance of his master’s sons — “and, moreover,” cried he, “let
the work be done within a hundred days from now, or I will surely
spare no life amongst you all.”

Then all the host of craftsmen, fearing for their lives, found out a
proper site whereon to build the tower, and eagerly began to lay in
the foundations. But no sooner were the walls raised up above the
ground than all their work was overwhelmed and broken down by
night invisibly, no man perceiving how, or by whom, or what. And
the same thing happening again, and yet again, all the workmen,
full of terror, sought out the king, and threw themselves upon their
faces before him, beseeching him to interfere and help them or to
deliver them from their dreadful work.

Filled with mixed rage and fear, the king called for the astrologers
and wizards, and took counsel with them what these things might
be, and how to overcome them. The wizards worked their spells and
incantations, and in the end declared that nothing but the blood of
a youth born without mortal father, smeared on the foundations of
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the castle, could avail to make it stand. Messengers were therefore
sent forthwith through all the land to find, if it were possible, such
a child. And, as some of them went down a certain village street,
they saw a band of lads fighting and quarrelling, and heard them
shout at one — “Avaunt, thou imp! - avaunt! Son of no mortal
man! go, find thy father, and leave us in peace.”

At that the messengers looked steadfastly on the lad, and asked
who he was. One said his name was Merlin; another, that his birth
and parentage were known by no man; a third, that the foul fiend
alone was his father. Hearing the things, the officers seized Merlin,
and carried him before the king by force.

But no sooner was he brought to him than he asked in a loud
voice, for what cause he was thus dragged there?

“My magicians,” answered Vortigern, “told me to seek out a
man that had no human father, and to sprinkle my castle with his
blood, that it may stand.”

“Order those magicians,” said Merlin, “to come before me, and
I will convict them of a lie.”

The king was astonished at his words, but commanded the
magicians to come and sit down before Merlin, who cried
to them—

“Because ye know not what it is that hinders the foundation of the
castle, ye have advised my blood for a cement to it, as if that would
avail; but tell me now rather what there is below that ground, for
something there is surely underneath that will not suffer the tower
to stand?”

The wizards at these words began to fear, and made no answer.
Then said Merlin to the king—

“I pray, Lord, that workmen may be ordered to dig deep down
into the ground till they shall come to a great pool of water.”

This then was done, and the pool discovered far beneath the
surface of the ground.

Then, turning again to the magicians, Merlin said, “Tell me now,
false sycophants, what there is underneath that pool?” — but they
were silent. Then said he to the king, “Command this pool to be
drained, and at the bottom shall be found two dragons, great and
huge, which now are sleeping, but which at night awake and fight
and tear each other. At their great struggle all the ground shakes and
trembles, and so casts down thy towers, which, therefore, never yet
could find secure foundations.”

The king was amazed at these words, but commanded the pool
to be forthwith drained; and surely at the bottom of it did they
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presently discover the two dragons, fast asleep, as Merlin had
declared.

But Vortigern sat upon the brink of the pool till night to see
what else would happen.

Then those two dragons, one of which was white, the other red,
rose up and came near one another, and began a sore fight, and
cast forth fire with their breath. But the white dragon had the
advantage, and chased the other to the end of the lake. And he,
for grief at his flight, turned back upon his foe, and renewed the
combat, and forced him to retire in turn. But in the end the red
dragon was worsted, and the white dragon disappeared no man
knew where.

When their battle was done, the king desired Merlin to tell him
what it meant. Whereat he, bursting into tears, cried out this
prophecy, which first foretold the coming of King Arthur.

“Woe to the red dragon, which figureth the British nation, for
his banishment cometh quickly; his lurking-holes shall be seized by
the white dragon — the Saxon whom thou, O king, hast called to the
land. The mountains shall be levelled as the valleys, and the rivers
of the valleys shall run blood; cities shall be burned, and churches
laid in ruins; till at length the oppressed shall turn for a season
and prevail against the strangers. For a Boar of Cornwall shall
arise and rend them, and trample their necks beneath his feet. The
island shall be subject to his power, and he shall take the forests of
Gaul. The house of Romulus shall dread him - all the world shall
fear him — and his end shall no man know; he shall be immortal
in the mouths of the people, and his works shall be food to those
that tell them.

“But as for thee, O Vortigern, flee thou the sons of Constantine,
for they shall burn thee in thy tower. For thine own ruin wast thou
traitor to their father, and didst bring the Saxon heathens to the
land. Aurelius and Uther are even now upon thee to revenge their
father’s murder; and the brood of the white dragon shall waste thy
country, and shall lick thy blood. Find out some refuge, if thou
wilt! but who may escape the doom of God?”

The king heard all this, trembling greatly; and, convicted of his
sins, said nothing in reply. Only he hasted the builders of his tower
by day and night, and rested not till he had fled thereto.

In the meantime, Aurelius, the rightful king, was hailed with joy
by the Britons, who flocked to his standard, and prayed to be led
against the Saxons. But he, till he had first killed Vortigern, would
begin no other war. He marched therefore to Cambria, and came

- T T
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before the tower which the usurper had built. Then, crying out to
all his knights, “Avenge ye on him who hath ruined Britain and
slain my father and your king!” he rushed with many thousands
at the castle walls. But, being driven back again and yet again, at
length he thought of fire, and ordered blazing brands to be cast
into the building from all sides. These finding soon a proper fuel,
ceased not to rage, till spreading to a mighty conflagration, they
burned down the tower and Vortigern within it.

Then did Aurelius turn his strength against Hengist and the
Saxons, and, defeating them in many places, weakened their power
for a long season, so that the land had peace.

Anon the king, making many journeys to and fro, restoring
ruined churches and, creating order, came to the monastery near
Salisbury, where all those British knights lay buried who had been
slain there by the treachery of Hengist. For when in former times
Hengist had made a solemn truce with Vortigern, to meet in peace
and settle terms, whereby himself and all his Saxons should depart
from Britain, the Saxon soldiers carried every one of them beneath
his garment a long dagger, and, at a given signal, fell upon the
Britons, and slew them, to the number of nearly five hundred.

The sight of the place where the dead lay moved Aurelius to
great sorrow, and he cast about in his mind how to make a worthy
tomb over so many noble martyrs, who had died there for their
country.

When he had in vain consulted many craftsmen and builders, he
sent, by the advice of the archbishop, for Merlin, and asked him
what to do. “If you would honour the burying-place of these men,”
said Merlin, “with an everlasting monument, send for the Giants’
Dance which is in Killaraus, a mountain in Ireland; for there is a
structure of stone there which none of this age could raise without
a perfect knowledge of the arts. They are stones of a vast size and
wondrous nature, and if they can be placed here as they are there,
round this spot of ground, they will stand for ever.”

At these words of Merlin, Aurelius burst into laughter, and said,
“How is it possible to remove such vast stones from so great a
distance, as if Britain, also, had no stones fit for the work?”

“I pray the king,” said Merlin, “to forbear vain laughter; what
I have said is true, for those stones are mystical and have healing
virtues. The giants of old brought them from the furthest coast of
Africa, and placed them in Ireland while they lived in that country:
and their design was to make baths in them, for use in time of
grievous illness. For if they washed the stones and put the sick
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into the water, it certainly healed them, as also it did them that
were wounded in battle; and there is no stone among them but
hath the same virtue still.”

When the Britons heard this, they resolved to send for the stones,
and to make war upon the people of Ireland if they offered to
withhold them. So, when they had chosen Uther the king’s brother
for their chief, they set sail, to the number of 15,000 men, and came
to Ireland. There Gillomanius, the king, withstood them fiercely, and
not till after a great battle could they approach the Giants’ Dance,
the sight of which filled them with joy and admiration. But when
they sought to move the stones, the strength of all the army was in
vain, until Merlin, laughing at their failures, contrived machines of
wondrous cunning, which took them down with ease, and placed
them in the ships.

When they had brought the whole to Salisbury, Aurelius, with
the crown upon his head, kept for four days the feast of Pentecost
with royal pomp; and in the midst of all the clergy and the people,
Merlin raised up the stones, and set them round the sepulchre of the
knights and barons, as they stood in the mountains of Ireland.

Then was the monument called “Stonehenge,” which stands, as
all men know, upon the plain of Salisbury to this very day.

Soon thereafter it befell that Aurelius was slain by poison at
Winchester, and was himself buried within the Giants’ Dance.

At the same time came forth a comet of amazing size and
brightness, darting out a beam, at the end whereof was a cloud of
fire shaped like a dragon, from whose mouth went out two rays,
one stretching over Gaul, the other ending in seven lesser rays over
the Irish sea.

At the appearance of this star a great dread fell upon the people,
and Uther, marching into Cambria against the son of Vortigern,
himself was very troubled to learn what it might mean. Then Merlin,
being called before him, cried with a loud voice: “O mighty loss! O
stricken Britain! Alas! the great prince is gone from us. Aurelius
Ambrosius is dead, whose death will be ours also, unless God help
us. Haste, therefore, noble Uther, to destroy the enemy; the victory
shall be thine, and thou shalt be king of all Britain. For the star with
the fiery dragon signifies thyself; and the ray over Gaul portends
that thou shalt have a son, most mighty, whom all those kingdoms
shall obey which the ray covers.”

Thus, for the second time, did Merlin foretell the coming of
King Arthur. And Uther, when he was made king, remembered
Merlin’s words, and caused two dragons to be made in gold, in



THE FIRST PENDRAGON 9

likeness of the dragon he had seen in the star. One of these he gave
to Winchester Cathedral, and had the other carried into all his wars
before him, whence he was ever after called Uther Pendragon, or
the dragon’s head.

Now, when Uther Pendragon had passed through all the land,
and settled it — and even voyaged into all the countries of the Scots,
and tamed the fierceness of that rebel people — he came to London,
and ministered justice there. And it befell at a certain great banquet
and high feast which the king made at Easter-tide, there came, with
many other earls and barons, Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, and his
wife Igerna, who was the most famous beauty in all Britain. And
soon thereafter, Gorlois being slain in battle, Uther determined to
make Igerna his own wife. But in order to do this, and enable him to
come to her — for she was shut up in the high castle of Tintagil, on the
furthest coast of Cornwall - the king sent for Merlin, to take counsel
with him and to pray his help. This, therefore, Merlin promised him
on one condition — namely, that the king should give him up the first
son born of the marriage. For Merlin by his arts foreknew that this
firstborn should be the long-wished prince, King Arthur.

When Uther, therefore, was at length happily wedded, Merlin
came to the castle on a certain day, and said, “Sir, thou must now
provide thee for the nourishing of thy child.”

And the king, nothing doubting, said, “Be it as thou wilt.”

“I know a lord of thine in this land,” said Merlin, “who is a man
both true and faithful; let him have the nourishing of the child. His
name is Sir Ector, and he hath fair possessions both in England and
in Wales. When, therefore, the child is born, let him be delivered
unto me, unchristened, at yonder postern-gate, and I will bestow
him in the care of this good knight.”

So when the child was born, the king bid two knights and two
ladies to take it, bound in rich cloth of gold, and deliver it to a
poor man whom they should discover at the postern-gate. And the
child being delivered thus to Merlin, who himself took the guise of
a poor man, was carried by him to a holy priest and christened by
the name of Arthur, and then was taken to Sir Ector’s house, and
nourished at Sir Ector’s wife’s own breasts. And in the same house
he remained privily for many years, no man soever knowing where
he was, save Merlin and the king.

Anon it befell that the king was seized by a lingering distemper,
and the Saxon heathens, taking their occasion, came back from
over sea, and swarmed upon the land, wasting it with fire and
sword. When Uther heard thereof, he fell into a greater rage than
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his weakness could bear, and commanded all his nobles to come
before him, that he might upbraid them for their cowardice. And
when he had sharply and hotly rebuked them, he swore that he
himself, nigh unto death although he lay, would lead them forth
against the enemy. Then causing a horse-litter to be made, in which
he might be carried — for he was too faint and weak to ride — he
went up with all his army swiftly against the Saxons.

But they, when they heard that Uther was coming in a litter,
disdained to fight with him, saying it would be shame for brave
men to fight with one half dead. So they retired into their city; and,
as it were in scorn of danger, left the gates wide open. But Uther
straightway commanding his men to assault the town, they did so
without loss of time, and had already reached the gates, when the
Saxons, repenting too late of their haughty pride, rushed forth to
the defence. The battle raged till night, and was begun again next
day; but at last, their leaders, Octa and Eosa, being slain, the Saxons
turned their backs and fled, leaving the Britons a full triumph.

The king at this felt so great joy, that, whereas before he could
scarce raise himself without help, he now sat upright in his litter by
himself, and said, with a laughing and merry face, “They called me
the half-dead king, and so indeed I was; but victory to me half dead
is better than defeat and the best health. For to die with honour is
far better than to live disgraced.”

But the Saxons, although thus defeated, were ready still for war.
Uther would have pursued them; but hisillness had by now so grown,
that his knights and barons kept him from the adventure. Whereat
the enemy took courage, and left nothing undone to destroy the
land; until, descending to the vilest treachery, they resolved to kill
the king by poison.

To this end, as he lay sick at Verulam, they sent and poisoned
stealthily a spring of clear water, whence he was wont to drink
daily; and so, on the very next day, he was taken with the pains of
death, as were also a hundred others after him, before the villainy
was discovered, and heaps of earth thrown over the well.

Theknightsand barons, full of sorrow, now took counsel together,
and came to Merlin for his help to learn the king’s will before he
died, for he was by this time speechless. “Sirs, there is no remedy,”
said Merlin, “and God’s will must be done; but be ye all tomorrow
before him, for God will make him speak before he die.”

So on the morrow all the barons, with Merlin, stood round the
bedside of the king; and Merlin said aloud to Uther, “Lord, shall
thy son Arthur be the king of all this realm after thy days?”
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Then Uther Pendragon turned him about, and said, in the hearing
of them all, “God’s blessing and mine be upon him. I bid him pray
for my soul, and also that he claim my crown, or forfeit all my
blessing;” and with those words he died.

Then came together all the bishops and the clergy, and great
multitudes of people, and bewailed the king; and carrying his body
to the convent of Ambrius, they buried it close by his brother’s
grave, within the “Giants’ Dance.”



THE WINNING
OF KINGHOOD

Howard Pyle

We know nothing about the childhood of the real Arthur. Whoever
he was he was almost certain to belong to one of the royal families
of Britain in the fifth or sixth centuries, even if he never became
a king in his own right. The few scant records that do survive
from those early days refer to him as a dux bellorum, or “duke
of battles,” in other words a military general. It would have been
impossible though for such a war leader not to have been of royal
blood, so we can imagine that the real Arthur was raised at court,
perhaps the younger son of a king. He would not be thus expected
to become king himself but would be trained instead in all the art
and practice of war, in which he was to excel.

Inthe Arthurianlegend, Arthuris anillegitimate sonandis fostered
out to be raised by Sir Ector, who provides bis military training,
whilst Merlin tutors him in the religious arts. It is fifteen years
before Arthur is introduced back into the world in the memorable
episode of the sword in the stone.

Howard Pyle (1853-1911) was an American writer and artist
who established a reputation for his children’s books which be
wrote and elaborately illustrated. These began with The Merry
Adventures of Robin Hood in 1883, before he turned to a series
inspired by the Arthurian legends: The Story of King Arthur and
His Knights (1903), The Story of the Champions of the Round
Table (1905), The Story of Lancelot and His Companions (1907)
and The Story of the Grail and the Passing of Arthur (1911). His
style was mock medieval, rather like his contemporary William
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Morris, which becomes infectious after a while even if he does
use some antiquated words, like hight which means named. Of
all the versions of the sword-in-the-stone that 1 have read, this
one captures the atmosphere by far the best.

I

In ancient days there lived a very noble King, named Uther-
Pendragon, and he became Overlord of all of Britain. This King
was very greatly aided unto the achievement of the Pendragonship of
the realm by the help of two men, who rendered him great assistance
in all that he did. The one of these men was a certain very powerful
enchanter and sometime prophet known to men as Merlin the Wise;
and he gave very good counsel unto Uther-Pendragon. The other
man was an excellent noble and renowned knight, hight Ulfius (who
was thought by many to be the greatest leader in war of any man
then alive); and he gave Uther-Pendragon aid and advice in battle.
So, with the help of Merlin and Sir Ulfius, Uther-Pendragon was
able to overcome all of his enemies and to become King of the
entire realm.

After Uther-Pendragon had ruled his kingdom for a number of
years he took to wife a certain beautiful and gentle lady, hight
Igraine. This noble dame was the widow of Gerlois, the Duke of
Tintegal; by which prince she had two daughters — one of whom
was named Margaise and the other Morgana le Fay. And Morgana
le Fay was a famous sorceress. These daughters the Queen brought
with her to the Court of Uther-Pendragon after she had married
that puissant King, and there Margaise was wedded to King Urien of
Gore, and Morgana le Fay was wedded to King Lot of Orkney.

Now after awhile Uther-Pendragon and Queen Igraine had a
son born unto them, and he was very beautiful and of great size
and strength of bone. And whilst the child still lay wrapped in his
swaddling clothes and lying in a cradle of gold and ultramarine,
Merlin came to Uther-Pendragon with a spirit of prophecy strong
upon him (for such was often the case with him), and, speaking in
that spirit of prophecy, he said, “Lord, it is given unto me to foresee
that thou shalt shortly fall sick of a fever and that thou shalt maybe
die of a violent sweat that will follow thereon. Now, should such
a dolorous thing befall us all, this young child (who is, certes, the
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hope of all this realm) will be in very great danger of his life; for
many enemies will assuredly rise up with design to seize upon him
for the sake of his inheritance, and either he will be slain or else he
will be held in captivity from which he shall hardly hope to escape.
Wherefore, I do beseech thee, Lord, that thou wilt permit Sir Ulfius
and myself to presently convey the child away unto some place of
safe refuge, where he may be hidden in secret until he groweth to
manhood and is able to guard himself from such dangers as may
threaten him.”

When Merlin had made an end of speaking thus, Uther-Pendragon
made reply with a very steadfast countenance in this wise: “Merlin,
sofarasmydeathisconcerned —when my time cometh to die I believe
God will give me grace to meet my end with entire cheerfulness; for,
certes, my lot is in that wise no different from that of any other
man who hath been born of woman. But touching the matter of
this young child, if thy prophecy be true, then his danger is very
great, and it would be well that he should be conveyed hence to
some place of safe harborage as thou dost advise. Wherefore, I
pray thee to perform they will in this affair, bearing in thy heart
the consideration that the child is the most precious inheritance
which I shall leave unto this land.”

All this, as was said, Uther-Pendragon spake with great calmness
and equanimity of spirit. And Merlin did as he had advised, and
he and Sir Ulfius conveyed the child away by night, and no one
but they wist whither the babe had been taken. And shortly
afterward Uther-Pendragon was seized with the sickness as Merlin
had foretold, and he died exactly as Merlin had feared that he would
die; wherefore it was very well that the child had been taken to a
place of safety.

And after Uther-Pendragon had departed from this life, it was
likewise as Merlin had feared, for all the realm fell into great
disorder. For each lesser king contended against his fellow for
overlordship, and wicked knights and barons harried the highways
as they listed and there levied toll with great cruelty upon helpless
wayfarers. For some such travellers they took prisoners and held
for ransom, whiles others they slew because they had no ransom
to pay. So it was a very common sight to see a dead man lying
by the roadside, if you should venture to make a journey upon
some business or other. Thus it befell that, after awhile, all that
dolorous land groaned with the trouble that lay upon it.

Thus there passed nearly eighteen years in such great affliction,
and then one day the Archbishop of Canterbury summoned Merlin
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to him and bespake him in this wise: “Merlin, men say that thou art
the wisest man in all the world. Canst thou not find some means to
heal the distractions of this woeful realm? Bend thou thy wisdom
to this matter and choose thou a king who shall be a fit overlord
for us, so that we may enjoy happiness of life once more as we did
in the days of Uther-Pendragon.”

Then Merlin lifted up his countenance upon the Archbishop, and
spake in this wise: “My lord, the spirit of prophecy that lieth upon
me sometimes moveth me now to say that I do perceive that this
country is soon to have a king who shall be wiser and greater and
more worthy of praise than was even Uther-Pendragon. And he shall
bring order and peace where is now disorder and war. Moreover, |
may tell you that this King shall be of Uther-Pendragon’s own full
blood-royal.”

To this the Archbishop said: “What thou tellest me, Merlin, is
a wonderfully strange thing. But in this spirit of prophecy canst
thou not foretell when this King is to come? And canst thou tell
how we shall know him when he appeareth amongst us? For many
lesser kings there are who would fain be overlord of this land, and
many such there are who deem themselves fit to rule over all the
others. How then shall we know the real King from those who
may proclaim themselves to be the rightful king?”

“My lord Archbishop,” quoth Merlin, “if I have thy leave for to
exert my magic I shall set an adventure which, if any man achieve it,
all the world shall straightway know that he is the rightful King and
overlord of this realm.” And to this the Archbishop said, “Merlin, I
bid thee do whatsoever may seem to thee to be right in this affair.”
And Merlin said, “I will do so.”

So Merlin caused by magic that a huge marble stone, four square,
should suddenly appear in an open place before the cathedral door.
And upon this block of marble he caused it to be that there should
stand an anvil and into the anvil he caused it that there should be
thrust a great naked sword midway deep of the blade. And this sword
was the most wonderful that any man had ever seen, for the blade
was of blue steel and extraordinarily bright and glistering. And the
hilt was of gold, chased and carved with marvellous cunning, and
inlaid with a great number of precious stones, so that it shone with
wonderful brightness in the sunlight. And about the sword were
written these words in letters of gold:

Whoso Pulleth Out this Sword from the Anvil
That same is Rightwise King-Born of England.
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So a great many people came and gazed upon that sword and
marvelled at it exceedingly, for its like had never before been
beheld upon the earth.

Then, when Merlin had accomplished this miracle, he bade the
Archbishop to call together all the chief people of that land upon
Christmas-tide; and he bade the Archbishop to command that every
manshould makeassay todraw out the sword, for thathe who should
succeed in drawing it forth out of the anvil should be rightwise King
of Britain.

So the Archbishop did according as Merlin said; and this was
the marvel of the marble stone and the anvil, of which same anyone
may easily read for himself in that book written a very long while
ago by Robert de Boron, which is called Le Roman de Merlin.

Now when the mandate of the Lord Archbishop went forth,
summoning all the chief people of the land to the assay of that
miracle (for, indeed, it was a miracle to draw forth a sword-blade
out of an anvil of solid iron), all the realm became immediately
cast into a great ferment, so that each man asked his fellow, “Who
shall draw forth that sword, and who shall be our King?” Some
thought it would be King Lot and others thought it would be King
Urien of Gore (these being the sons-in-law unto Uther-Pendragon);
some thought that it would be King Leodegrance of Camiliard, and
others that it would be King Ryence of North Wales; some thought
it would be this king and others that it would be that king; for all the
world was divided into different parties who thought according to
their liking.

Then, as Christmastide drew nigh, it presently appeared as
though the entire world was wending its way to London Town,
for the highways and the by-ways became filled with wayfarers —
kings and lords and knights and ladies and esquires and pages and
men-at-arms — all betaking their way whither the assay was to be
made of that adventure of the sword and the anvil. Every inn and
castle was filled so full of travellers that it was a marvel how so many
folk could be contained within their compass, and everywhere were
tentsand pavilions pitched along the wayside for the accommodation
of those who could not find shelter within doors.

But when the Archbishop beheld the multitudes that were
assembling, he said to Merlin, “Indeed, Merlin, it would be a
very singular thing if among all these great kings and noble,
honorable lords we should not find some one worthy of being
the King of this realm.”

Unto which the Merlin smiled and said, “Marvel not, my lord,
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if among all those who appear to be so extraordinarily worthy
there shall not be found one who is worthy; and marvel not if,
among all those who are unknown, there shall arise one who
shall approve himself to be entirely worthy.” And the Archbishop
pondered Merlin’s words.

II

It happened that among those worthies who were summoned unto
London Town by the mandate of the Archbishop as above recounted,
there was a certain knight, very honorable and of high estate, by name
Sir Ector of Bonmaison —surnamed the Trustworthy Knight, because
of the fidelity with which he kept the counsel of those who confided
in him, and because he always performed unto all men, whether of
high or low degree, that which he promised to undertake, without
defalcation as to the same. So this noble and excellent knight was
held in great regard by all those who knew him; for not only
was he thus honorable in conduct but he was, besides, of very
high estate, being possessed of seven castles in Wales and in the
adjoining country north thereof, and likewise of certain fruitful
tracts of land with villages appertaining thereunto, and also of
sundry forests of great extent, both in the north country and the
west. This very noble knight had two sons; the elder of these was
Sir Kay, a young knight of great valor and promise, and already
well renowned in the Courts of Chivalry because of several very
honorable deeds of worthy achievement in arms which he had
performed; the other was a young lad of eighteen years of age,
by name Arthur, who at that time was serving with good repute
as Sir Kay’s esquire-at-arms.

Now when Sir Ector of Bonmaison received by messenger the
mandate of the Archbishop, he immediately summoned these two
sons unto him and bade them to prepare straightway for to go with
him to London Town, and they did so. And in the same manner
he bade a great number of retainers and esquires and pages for
to make them ready, and they likewise did so. Thus, with a very
considerable array at arms and with great show of circumstance,
Sir Ector of Bonmaison betook his way unto London Town in
obedience to the commands of the Archbishop.

So, when he had come thither he took up his inn in a certain field
where many other noble knights and puissant lords had already
established themselves, and there he set up a very fair pavilion of
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green silk, and erected his banner emblazoned with the device of
his house; to wit, a gryphon, black, upon a field of green.

And upon this field were a great multitude of other pavilions of
many different colors, and over above each pavilion was the pennant
and the banner of that puissant lord to whom the pavilion belonged.
Wherefore, because of the multitude of these pennants and banners
the sky was at places well-nigh hidden with the gaudy colors of the
fluttering flags.

Among the great lords who had come thither in pursuance to the
Archbishop’s summons were many very famous kings and queens
and noblemen of high degree. For there was King Lot of Orkney,
who had taken to wife a step-daughter of Uther-Pendragon, and
there was King Uriens of Gore, who had taken to wife another
step-daughter of that great king, and there was King Ban, and
King Bors, and King Ryance, and King Leodegrance and many
others of like degree, for there were no less than twelve kings and
seven dukes, so that, what with their court of lords and ladies and
esquires and pages in attendance, the town of London had hardly
ever seen the like before that day.

Now the Archbishop of Canterbury, having in mind the extra-
ordinary state of the occasion that had brought so many kings
and dukes and high lords unto that adventure of the sword and
the anvil, had commanded that there should be a very stately and
noble tournament proclaimed. Like wise he commanded that this
contest at arms should be held in a certain field nigh to the great
cathedral, three days before that assay should be made of the sword
and the anvil (which same was to be undertaken, as aforesaid, upon
Christmas day). To this tournament were bidden all knights who
were of sufficient birth, condition, and quality for to fit them to
take part therein. Accordingly, very many exalted knights made
application for admission, and that in such numbers that three
heralds were kept very busy looking into their pretensions unto
the right of battle. For these heralds examined the escutcheons
and the rolls of lineage of all applicants with great care and
circumspection.

Now when Sir Kay received news of this tournament he went to
where his father was, and when he stood before his face he spake
in this wise: “Sire, being thy son and of such very high condition
both as to birth and estate as I have inherited from thee, I find that
I have an extraordinary desire to imperil my body in this tourney.
Accordingly, if so be I may approve my quality as to knighthood
before this college of heralds, it will maybe be to thy great honor
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and credit, and to the honor and credit of our house if I should
undertake this adventure. Wherefore I do crave thy leave to do as
I have a mind.”

Unto these Sir Ector made reply: “My son, thou hast my leave
for to enter this honorable contest, and I do hope that God will
give thee a great deal of strength, and likewise such grace of spirit
that thou mayst achieve honor to thyself and credit to us who are
of thy blood.”

So Sir Kay departed with very great joy and immediately went to
that congress of heralds and submitted his pretensions unto them.
And, after they had duly examined into his claims to knighthood,
they entered his name as a knight-contestant according to his desire;
and at this Sir Kay was filled with great content and joy of heart.

So, when his name had been enrolled upon the list of combatants,
Sir Kay chose his young brother Arthur for to be his esquire-at-arms
and to carry his spear and pennant before him into the field of battle,
and Arthur was also made exceedingly glad because of the honor
that had befallen him and his brother.

Now, the day having arrived when this tourney was to be held,
a very huge concourse of people gathered together to witness that
noble and courtly assault at arms. For at that time London was, as
aforesaid, extraordinarily full of nobility and knighthood, wherefore
it was reckoned that not less than twenty thousand lords and ladies
(besides those twelve kings and their courts and seven dukes and
their courts) were assembled in the lists circumadjacent to the field
of battle for to witness the performance of those chosen knights.
And those noble people sat so close together, and so filled the
seats and benches assigned to them, that it appeared as though an
entirely solid wall of human souls surrounded that meadow where
the battle was to be fought. And, indeed, any knight might well
be moved to do his uttermost upon such a great occasion with the
eyes of so many beautiful dames and noble lords gazing upon his
performances. Wherefore the hearts of all the knights attendant
were greatly expanded with emulation to overturn their enemies
into the dust.

In the centre of this wonderful court of lords and ladies there was
erected the stalland the throne of the lord Archbishop himself. Above
the throne was a canopy of purple cloth emblazoned with silver lilies,
and the throne itself was hung all about with purple cloth of velvet,
embroidered, alternately, with the figure of St. George in gold, and
with silver crosses of St. George surrounded by golden halos. Here
the lord Archbishop himself sat in great estate and pomp, being
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surrounded by a very exalted court of clerks of high degree and
also of knights of honorable estate, so that all that centre of the
field glistered with the splendor of gold and silver embroidery, and
was made beautiful by various colors of rich apparel and bright
with fine armor of excellent workmanship. And, indeed, such was
the stateliness of all these circumstances that very few who were
there had ever seen so noble a preparation for battle as that which
they then beheld.

Now, when all that great assembly were in their places and
everything had been prepared in due wise, an herald came and
stood forth before the enstalled throne of the Archbishop and
blew a very strong, loud blast upon a trumpet. At that signal the
turnpikes of the lists were immediately opened and two parties of
knights-contestant entered therein — the one party at the northern
extremity of the meadow of battle and the other party at the southern
extremity thereof. Then immediately all that lone field was a-glitter
with the bright-shining splendor of the sunlight upon polished armor
and accoutrements. So these two parties took up their station, each
at such a place as had been assigned unto them — the one to the
north and the other to the south.

Now the party with which Sir Kay had cast his lot was at the
north of the field, and that company was fourscore and thirteen in
number; and the other party stood at the south end of the field, and
that company was fourscore and sixteen in number. But though the
party with whom Sir Kay had attached himself numbered less by
three than the other party, yet was it the stronger by some degree
because that there were a number of knights of great strength and
renown in that company. Indeed it may be here mentioned that
two of those knights afterward became companions in very good
credit of the round table — to wit: Sir Mador de la Porte, and Sir
Bedevere — which latter was the last who saw King Arthur alive
upon this earth.

So, when all was prepared according to the ordination of
the tournament, and when those knights-contestant had made
themselves ready in all ways that were necessary, and when they
had dressed their spears and their shields in such a manner as
befitted knights about to enter serious battle, the herald set his
trumpet to his lips a second time and blew upon it with might
and main. Then, having sounded this blast, he waited for a while
and then he blew upon the trumpet again.

And, upon that blast, each of those parties of knights quitted its
station and rushed forth in great tumult against the other party,
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and that with such noise and fury that the whole earth groaned
beneath the feet of the war-horses, and trembled and shook as
with an earthquake.

So those two companies met, the one against the other, in the
midst of the field, and the roar of breaking lances was so terrible
that those who heard it were astonished and appalled at the sound.
For several fair dames swooned away with terror of the noise, and
others shrieked aloud; for not only was there that great uproar,
but the air was altogether filled with the splinters of ash wood that
flew about.

Inthat famousassaultthreescore and ten very nobleand honorable
knights were overthrown, many of them being trampled beneath the
hoofs of the horses; wherefore, when the two companies withdrew
in retreat each to his station the ground was beheld to be covered
all over with broken fragments of lances and with cantels of armor,
and many knights were seen to be wofully lying in the midst of all
that wreck. And some of these champions strove to arise and could
not, while others lay altogether quiet as though in death. To these
ran divers esquires and pages in great numbers, and lifted up the
fallen men and bare them away to places of safe harborage. And
likewise attendants ran and gathered up the cantels of armor and
the broken spears, and bare them away to the barriers, so that, by
and by, the field was altogether cleared once more.

Then all those who gazed down upon that meadow gave loud
acclaim with great joyousness of heart, for such a noble and glorious
contest at arms in friendly assay had hardly ever been beheld in all
that realm before.

Now turn we unto Sir Kay; for in this assault he had conducted
himself with such credit that no knight who was there had done
better than he, and maybe no one had done so well as he. For,
though two opponents at once had directed their spears against
him, yet he had successfully resisted their assault. And one of
those two he smote so violently in the midst of his defences that
he had lifted that assailant entirely over the crupper of the horse
which he rode, and had flung him down to the distance of half a
spear’s length behind his steed, so that the fallen knight had rolled
thrice over in the dust ere he ceased to fall.

And when those of Sir Kay’s party who were nigh to him beheld
what he did, they gave him loud and vehement acclaim, and that
in such measure that Sir Kay was wonderfully well satisfied and
pleased at heart.

And, indeed, it is to be said that at that time there was hardly any
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knight in all the world who was so excellent in deeds of arms as
Sir Kay. And though there afterward came knights of much greater
renown and of more glorious achievement (as shall be hereinafter
recorded in good season), yet at that time Sir Kay was reckoned by
many to be one of the most wonderfully puissant knights (whether
errant or in battle) in all of that realm.

So was that course of the combat run to the great pleasure and
satisfaction of all who beheld it, and more especially of Sir Kay
and his friends. And after it had been completed the two parties
in array returned each to its assigned station once more.

And when they had come there, each knight delivered up his spear
unto his esquire. For the assault which was next to be made was to
be undertaken with swords, wherefore all lances and other weapons
were to be put away; such being the order of that courteous and
gentle bout at arms.

Accordingly, when the herald again blew upon his trumpet, each
knight drew his weapon with such readiness for battle that there
was a great splendor of blades all flashing in the air at once. And
when the herald blew a second time each party pushed forward to
the contest with great nobleness of heart and eagerness of spirit,
every knight being moved with intent to engage his oppugnant with
all the might and main that lay in him.

Then immediately began so fierce a battle that if those knights had
been very enemies of long standing instead of friendly contestants,
the blows which they delivered the one upon the other could not
have been more vehement as to strength or more astonishing to
gaze upon.

And in this affair likewise Sir Kay approved himself to be so
extraordinary a champion that his like was nowhere to be seen
in all that field; for he violently smote down five knights, the one
after the other, ere he was stayed in his advance.

Wherefore, beholding him to be doing work of such a sort, several
of the knights of the other party endeavored to come at him with
intent to meet him in his advance.

Amongst these was a certain knight, hight Sir Balamorgineas, who
was so huge of frame that he rode head and shoulders above any
other knight. And he was possessed of such extraordinary strength
that it was believed that he could successfully withstand the assault
of three ordinary knights at one time. Wherefore when this knight
beheld the work that Sir Kay did, he cried out to him, “Ho! ho! Sir
Knight of the black gryphon, turn thou hitherward and do a battle
with me!”
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Now when Sir Kay beheld Sir Balamorgineas to be minded to
come against him in that wise — very threateningly and minded
to do him battle - he turned him toward his enemy with great
cheerfulness of spirit. For at that time Sir Kay was very full of
youthful fire and reckoned nothing of assaulting any enemy who
might demand battle of him.

(So it was at that time. But it after befell, when he became
Seneschal, and when other and mightier knights appeared at the
court of the King, that he would sometimes avoid an encounter
with such a knight as Sir Launcelot, or Sir Pellias, or Sir Marhaus,
or Sir Gawaine, if he might do so with credit to his honor.)

So, being very full of the spirit of youth, he turned him with great
lustiness of heart, altogether inflamed with the eagerness and fury of
battle. And he cried out in a great voice, “Very well, I will do battle
with thee, and I will cast thee down like thy fellows!” And therewith
he smote with wonderful fierceness at Sir Balamorgineas, and that
with all his might. And Sir Balamorgineas received the stroke upon
his helmet and was altogether bewildered by the fury thereof, for
he had never felt its like before that time. Wherefore his brains
swam so light that it was necessary for him to hold to the horn
of his saddle to save himself from falling.

But it was a great pity for Sir Kay that, with the fierceness of the
blow, his sword-blade snapped short at the haft, flying so high in
the air that it appeared to overtop the turrets of the cathedral in
its flight. Yet so it happened, and thus it befell that Sir Kay was
left without any weapon. Yet it was thought that, because of that
stroke, he had Sir Balamorgineas entirely at his mercy, and that if
he could have struck another blow with his sword he might easily
have overcome him.

But as it was, Sir Balamorgineas presently so far recovered himself
that he perceived his enemy to be altogether at his mercy; wherefore,
being filled beyond measure with rage because of the blow he had
received, he pushed against Sir Kay with intent to smite him down
in a violent assault.

In this pass it would maybe have gone very ill with Sir Kay but
that three of his companions in arms, perceiving the extreme peril
in which he lay, thrust in betwixt him and Sir Balamorgineas with
intent to take upon themselves the assault of that knight and so
to save Sir Kay from overthrow. This they did with such success
that Sir Kay was able to push out from the press and to escape to
the barriers without suffering any further harm at the hands of his
enemies.
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Now when he reached the barrier, his esquire, young Arthur,
came running to him with a goblet of spiced wine. And Sir Kay
opened the umbril of his helmet for to drink, for he was athirst
beyond measure. And, lo! his face was all covered over with blood
and sweat, and he was so a-drought with battle that his tongue
clave to the roof of his mouth and he could not speak. But when
he had drunk of the draught that Arthur gave him, his tongue was
loosened and he cried out to the young man in a loud and violent
voice: “Ho! ho! Brother, get me another sword for to do battle,
for I am assuredly winning for our house much glory this day!”
And Arthur said, “Where shall I get thee a sword?” And Kay said,
“Make haste unto our father’s pavilion and fetch me thence another
sword, for this which I have is broken.” And Arthur said, “I will
do so with all speed,” and thereupon he set hand to the barrier
and leaped over it into the alleyway beyond. And he ran down
the alleyway with all the speed that he was able with intent to
fulfill that task which his brother had bidden him to undertake;
and with like speed he ran to that pavilion that his father had set
up in the meadows.

Butwhen he came to the pavilion of Sir Ector he found no one there,
for all the attendants had betaken themselves unto the tournament.
And neither could he find any sword fit for his brother’s handling,
wherefore he was put to a great pass to know what to do in that
matter.

In this extremity he bethought him of that sword that stood
thrust into the anvil before the cathedral, and it appeared to him
that such a sword as that would suit his brother’s purposes very
well. Wherefore he said to himself, “I will go thither and get that
sword if I am able to do so, for it will assuredly do very well for my
brother for to finish his battle withal.” Whereupon he ran with all
speed to the cathedral. And when he had come there he discovered
that no one was there upon guard at the block of marble, as had
heretofore been the case, for all who had been upon guard had
betaken themselves unto the contest of arms that was toward. And
the anvil and the sword stood where he could reach them. So, there
being no one to stay young Arthur, he leaped up upon the block of
marble and laid his hands unto the hilt of the sword. And he bent
his body -and drew upon the sword very strongly, and, lo! it came
forth from the anvil with wonderful smoothness and ease, and he
held the sword in his hand, and it was his.

And when he had got the sword in that way, he wrapped it in
his cloak so that no one might see it (for it shone with an exceeding
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brightness and splendor) and he leaped down from the block of
marble stone and hastened with it unto the field of battle.

Now when Arthur had entered into that meadow once more, he
found Sir Kay awaiting his coming with great impatience of spirit.
And when Sir Kay saw him he cried out, very vehemently, “Hast thou
got a sword?” And Arthur said, “Yea, I have one here.” Thereupon
he opened his cloak and showed Sir Kay what sword it was he had
brought.

Now when Sir Kay beheld the sword he immediately knew it,
and he wist not what to think or what to say, wherefore he stood
for a while, like one turned into a stone, looking upon that sword.
Then in a while he said, in a very strange voice “Where got ye
that sword?” And Arthur looked upon his brother and he beheld
that his countenance was greatly disturbed, and that his face was
altogether as white as wax. And he said, “Brother, what ails thee
that thou lookest so strangely. [ will tell the entire truth. I could
find no sword in our father’s pavilion, wherefore I bethought me
of that sword that stood in the anvil upon the marble cube before
the cathedral. So I went thither and made assay for to draw it forth,
and it came forth with wonderful ease. So, when I had drawn it out,
I wrapped it in my cloak and brought it hither unto thee as thou
beholdest.”

Then Sir Kay turned his thoughts inward and communed with
himself in this wise, “Lo! my brother Arthur is as yet hardly more
than a child. And he is, moreover, exceedingly innocent. Therefore
he knoweth not what he hath done in this nor what the doing
thereof signifieth. Now, since he hath achieved this weapon, why
should I not myself lay claim to that achievement, and so obtain
the glory which it signifieth.” Whereupon he presently aroused
himself, and he said to Arthur, “Give the sword and the cloak to
me,” and Arthur did as his brother commanded. And when he had
done so Sir Kay said to him, “Tell no man of this but keep it privy
in thine own heart. Meantime go thou to our father where he sits
at the lists and bid come straightaway unto the pavilion where we
have taken up our inn.”

And Arthur did as Sir Kay commanded him, greatly possessed
with wonder that his brother should be so disturbed in spirit as
he had appeared to be. For he wist not what he had done in
drawing out that sword from the anvil, nor did he know of what
great things should arise from that little thing, for so it is in this
world that a man sometimes approves himself to be worthy of
such a great trust as that, and yet, in lowliness of spirit, he is yet



26 HOWARD PYLE

altogether unaware that he is worthy thereof. And so it was with
young Arthur at that time.

I

So Arthur made haste to that part of the lists where Sir Ector sat
with the people of his household. And he stood before his father
and said, “Sire, my brother Kay hath sent me hitherward for to
bid thee come straightway unto the pavilion where we have taken
up our inn. And, truly, I think something very extraordinary hath
befallen, for my brother Kay hath such a countenance as I never
saw him wear.”

Then Sir Ector marvelled very greatly what it was that should
cause Sir Kay to quit that battle and to summon him at such a time,
wherefore he arose from where he sat and went with Arthur. And
they went to the pavilion, and when he had come there, behold!
Sir Kay was standing in the midst of the pavilion. And Sir Ector
saw that his face was as white as ashes of wood and that his eyes
shone with a wonderful brightness. And Sir Ector said, “My son,
what ails thee?” whereunto Sir Kay made reply, “Sire, here is a very
wonderful matter.” Therewith he took his father by the hand and
brought him to the table that stood in the pavilion. And upon the
table there lay a cloak and there was something within the cloak.
Then Sir Kay opened the cloak and, lo! there lay the sword of
the anvil, and the hilt thereof and the blade thereof glistered with
exceeding splendor.

And Sir Ector immediately knew that sword and whence it came.
Wherefore he was filled with such astonishment that he wist not
what to do. And for a while his tongue refused to speak, and after
a while he found speech and cried out aloud in a great voice, “What
is this that mine eyes behold!”

To this Sir Kay made reply, “Sire. I have that sword which stood
a while since embedded in the anvil that stands upon the cube of
marble stone before the great cathedral. Wherefore I demand that
thou tellest me what this may foretend?”

Then Sir Ector said, “How came you by that sword?”

And for a while Sir Kay was silent, but after a while he said, “Sire,
I brake my sword in that battle which of late I fought, whereupon I
found me this sword in its stead.”

Then Sir Ector was altogether bemazed and knew not whether
to believe what his ears heard. And after awhile he said, “If so be
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that thou didst draw forth this sword from the anvil, then it must
also be that thou art rightwise King of Britain, for so the saying of
the sword proclaimeth. But if thou didst indeed draw it forth from
the anvil, then it will be that thou shalt as easily be able for to thrust
it back again into that place from whence thou didst take it.”

At this a great trouble of spirit fell upon Sir Kay, and he cried
out in a very loud voice, “Who may do such a thing as that, and
who could perform so great a miracle as to thrust a sword into
solid iron.” Whereunto Sir Ector made reply, “Such a miracle is
no greater than the miracle that thou hast performed in drawing
it out from its embedment. For who ever heard that a man could
draw forth a sword from a place and yet would not thrust it back
whence he drew it?”

Then Sir Kay wist not what to say to his father, and he greatly
feared that he should not be able to perform that miracle. But,
nevertheless, he took what comfort to himself he was able, saying,
“If my young brother Arthur was able to perform this miracle why
should I not do a miracle of a like sort, for, assuredly, [ am not less
worthy than he. Wherefore if he drew the sword forth with such
ease, it may be that I with equal ease shall be able to thrust it back
into its place again.” Accordingly he took such comfort to himself
in these thoughts as he was able.

So he wrapped the sword in the cloak again, and when he had
done so he and Sir Ector went forth from the pavilion and betook
their way unto where was the marble stone and the anvil before
the cathedral. And Arthur went with his father and his brother
and they forebade him not. And when they had come to that
place where the sword had been, Sir Kay mounted upon the cube
of marble stone and beheld the face of the anvil And lo! the face
of the anvil was altogether smooth and without a scratch or scar
of any sort. And Sir Kay said to himself, “What is this my father
would have me do! What man is there in life who could thrust a
sword-blade into a solid anvil of iron?” But, ne’theless, he could not
withdraw from that impossible undertaking, but was constrained to
assay that miracle, wherefore he set the point of the sword to the
iron and bore upon it with all his strength. But it was impossible
for him to accomplish that thing, and though he endeavored with
all his might with the sword against the face of the anvil, yet did
he not pierce the iron even to the breadth of a hair.

So, after he had thus assayed for a great while, he at last ceased
what he did and came down from where he stood. And he said to
his father, “Sire, no man in life may perform that miracle.”
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Unto this Sir Ector made reply, “How is it possible then that
thou couldst have drawn out that sword as thou sayst and yet
cannot put it back again?”

Then young Arthur lifted up his voice and said, “My father, have
I thy leave to speak?” And Sir Ector said, “Speak, my son.” And
Arthur said, “I would that I might assay to handle that sword?”
Whereunto Sir Ector replied, “By what authority wouldst thou
handle that sword?” And Arthur said, “Because it was I who drew
that sword forth from the anvil for my brother. Wherefore, as thou
sayest, to draw it forth is not more difficult than to thrust it back
again. So I believe that I shall be able to set it back into the iron
whence I drew it.”

Then Sir Ector gazed upon young Arthur in such a strange manner
that Arthur wist not why he looked at him in that wise. Wherefore
he cried out, “Sire, why dost thou gaze so strangely upon me? Has
thou anger against me?” Whereunto Sir Ector made reply, “In the
sight of God, my son, I have no anger against thee.” Then he said,
“If thou hast a desire to handle the sword, thou mayst assuredly
make assay of that miracle.”

So Arthur took the sword from his brother Kay and he leaped up
upon the marble stone. And he set the point of the sword upon the
anvil and bare very strongly upon it and lo! the sword penetrated
very smoothly into the centre of the anvil until it stood midway
deep therein, and there it stood fast. And after he had performed
that miracle he drew the sword forth again very swiftly and easily,
and then thrust it back again once more as he had done before.

But when Sir Ector beheld what Arthur did, he cried out in a
voice of exceeding loudness, “Lord! Lord! what is the miracle
mine eyes behold!” And when Arthur came down from the cube
of marble stone, Sir Ector kneeled down before him and set his
hands together, palm to palm.

But when Arthur beheld what his father did, he cried out aloud
like one in a great measure of pain; and he said, “My father! my
father! why dost thou kneel down to me?”

To him Sir Ector made reply, “I am not thy father, and now
it is made manifest that thou art assuredly of very exalted race
and that the blood of kings flows in thy veins, else thou couldst
not have handled that sword as thou hast done.”

Then Arthur fell a-weeping beyond all measure and he cried out
as with great agony of spirit, “Father! father! what is this thou
sayst? I beseech thee to arise and not to kneel unto me.”

So Sir Ector arose from his knees and stood before the face of
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Arthur, and he said, “Arthur, why dost thou weep?” And Arthur
said, “Because I am afeard.”

Now all this while Sir Kay had stood near by and he could neither
move nor speak, but stood like one entranced, and he said to himself,
“What is this? Is my brother a King?”

Then Sir Ector spake, saying, “Arthur, the time hath come for
thee to know thyself, for the true circumstances of thy life have,
heretofore, been altogether hidden from thee.

“Now I do confess everything to thee in this wise: that eighteen
year ago there came to me a certain man very wise and high in favor
with Uther-Pendragon and that man was the Enchanter Merlin.
And Merlin showed me the signet ring of Uther-Pendragon and he
commanded me by virtue of that ring that I should be at a certain
assigned place at a particular time which he nominated; and the place
which he assigned was the postern gate of Uther-Pendragon’s castle;
and the time which he named was midnight of that very day.

“And he bade me tell no man aught concerning those things
which he communicated to me, and so I kept his counsel as he
desired me to do.

“So I went to that postern gate at midnight as Merlin had
commanded, and at that place there came unto me Merlin and
another man, and the other man was Sir Ulfius, who was the chief
knight of Uther-Pendragon’s household. And I tell thee that these
two worthies stood nigher unto Uther-Pendragon than any other
men in all of the world.

“Now when those two came unto me, I perceived that Merlin
bare in his arms a certain thing wrapped in a scarlet mantle of fine
texture. And he opened the folds of the mantle and, lo! I beheld a
child not long born and wrapped in swaddling clothes. And I saw
the child in the light of a lanthorn which Sir Ulfius bare, and I
perceived that he was very fair of face and large of bone — and
thou wert that child.

“Then Merlin commanded me in this wise: that I was to take
that child and that I should rear him as mine own; and he said that
the child was to be called by the name of Arthur; and he said that
no one in all the world was to know otherwise than that the child
was mine own. And I told Merlin that I would do as he would
have me, whereupon I took the child and bare it away with me.
And I proclaimed that the child was mine own, and all over the
world believed my words, wherefore no one ever knew otherwise
than that thou wert mine own son. And that lady who was my
wife, when she died she took that secret with her unto Paradise,
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and since then until now no one in all the world knew aught of
this matter but I and those two aforementioned worthies.

“Nor have I until now ever known aught of who was thy father;
but now I do suspect who he was and that thou hast in thy veins
very high and kingly blood. And I do have in mind that perhaps
thy father was Uther-Pendragon himself. For who but the son of
Uther-Pendragon could have drawn forth that sword from out of
the anvil as thou hast done?”

Then, when Arthur heard that saying of his father’s, he cried out
in a very loud and vehement voice, “Woe! Woe! Woe!” — saying
that word three times. And Sir Ector said, “Arthur, why art thou
woful?” And Arthur said, “Because I have lost my father, for I
would rather have my father than be a King!”

Now as these things passed, there came unto that place two men,
very tall and of a wonderfully noble and haughty appearance. And
when these two men had come nigh to where they were, Arthur
and Sir Ector and Sir Kay perceived that one of them was the
Enchanter Merlin and that the other was Sir Ulfius — for those
two men were very famous and well known unto all the world.
And when those two had come to where were the three, Merlin
spake, saying, “What cheer?” And Sir Ector made answer, “Here
is cheer of a very wonderful sort; for, behold, Merlin! this is that
child that thou didst bring unto me eighteen years ago, and, lo!
thou seest he hath grown unto manhood.”

Then Merlin said, “Sir Ector, [ know very well who is this youth,
for I have kept diligent watch over him for all this time. And I
know that in him lieth the hope of Britain. Moreover, I tell thee
that even to-day within the surface of an enchanted looking-glass
I have beheld all that he hath done since the morning; and I know
how he drew forth the sword from the anvil, and how he thrust it
back again; and I know how he drew it forth and thrust it back a
second time. And I know all that thou hast been saying unto him
this while; wherefore 1 also do now avouch that thou hast told
him the very truth. And, lo! the spirit of prophecy is upon me
and I do foresee into the future that thou, Arthur, shall become
the greatest and most famous King that ever lived in Britain; and
[ do foresee that many knights of extraordinary excellence shall
gather about thee and that men shall tell of their marvellous deeds
as long as this land shall continue, and I do foresee that through
these knights thy reign shall be full of splendor and glory; and I
do foresee that the most marvellous adventure of the Holy Grail
shall be achieved by three of the knights of thy Court, and that



THE WINNING OF KINGHOOD 31

to thy lasting renown, who shall be the King under whose reign
the holy cup shall be achieved. All these things I foresee; and, lo!
the time is now at hand when the glory of thy House shall again
be made manifest unto the world, and all the people of this land
shall rejoice in thee and thy kinghood. Wherefore, Sir Ector, for
these three days to come, I do charge it upon thee that thou do
guard this young man as the apple of thine eye, for in him doth
lie the hope and salvation of all this realm.”

Then Sir Ector lifted up his voice and cried unto Arthur, “A
boon! a boon!” And Arthur said, “Alas! how is this? Dost thou,
my father, ask a boon of me who may have all in the world that
is mine to give? Ask what thou wilt and it is thine!” Then Sir Ector
said, “I do beseech this of thee: that when thou art King thy brother
Kay may be Seneschal of all this realm.” And Arthur said, “It shall
be as thou dost ask.” And he said, “As for thee, it shall be still better
with thee, for thou shalt be my father unto the end!” Whereupon
so saying, he took Sir Ector’s head into his hands and he kissed
Sir Ector upon the forehead and upon the cheeks, and so sealed
his plighted word.

But all this while Sir Kay had stood like unto one struck by
thunder, and he wist not whether to be uplifted unto the skies
or to be cast down into the depths, that his young brother should
thus have been passed by him and exalted unto that extraordinary
altitude of fortune. Wherefore he stood like to one bereft of life
and motion.

And let it here be said that Arthur fulfilled all that he had thus
promised to his father — for, in after times, he made Sir Kay his
Seneschal, and Sir Ector was to him a father until the day of his
death, which same befell five years from that time.

v

So when the morning of Christmas day had come, many thousands
of folk of all qualities, both gentle and simple, gathered together in
front of the cathedral for to behold the assay of that sword.
Now there had been a canopy of embroidered cloth of divers
colors spread above the sword and the anvil, and a platform had
been built around about the cube of marble stone. And nigh unto
that place there had been a throne for the Archbishop established;
for the Archbishop was to overlook that assay and to see that every
circumstance was fulfilled with due equity and circumspection.
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So, when the morning was half gone by, the Archbishop himself
came with great pomp of estate and took his seat upon the high
throne that had been placed for him, and all his court of clerks and
knights gathered about him, so that he presented a very proud and
excellent appearance of courtliness.

Now unto that assay there had gathered nineteen kings and sixteen
dukes, and each of these was of such noble and exalted estate that he
entertained high hopes that he would that day be approved before
the world to be the right king and overlord of all Britain. Wherefore
after the Archbishop had established himself upon his throne, there
came several of these and made demand that he should straightway
put that matter to the test. So the Archbishop commanded his herald
for to sound a trumpet, and to bid all who had the right to make
assay of the sword to come unto that adventure, and the herald
did according as the Archbishop ordered.

And when the herald had sounded his trumpet there immediately
appeared the first of those kings to make trial of the sword, and he
who came was King Lot of Orkney and the Isles. With King Lot
there came eleven knights and five esquires, so that he appeared
in very noble estate before the eyes of all. And when King Lot had
arrived at that place, he mounted the platform. And first he saluted
the Archbishop, and then he laid his hands to the pommel of the
sword in the sight of all. And he bent his body and drew upon the
sword with great strength, but he could not move the blade in the
anvil even so much as the breadth of a hair, for it stood as fast as
the iron in which it was planted. And after that first assay he tried
three times more, but still he was altogether unable to move the
blade in the iron. Then, after that he had thus four times made
assay, he ceased his endeavor and came down from that place.
And he was filled with great anger and indignation that he had
not succeeded in his endeavor.

And after King Lot there came his brother-in-law, King Urien of
Gore, and he also made assay in the same wise as King Lot had
done. But neither did he succeed any better than that other king.
And after King Urien there came King Fion of Scotland, and after
King Fion there came King Mark of Cornwall, and after King Mark
there came King Ryence of North Wales, and after King Ryence
there came King Leodegrance of Cameliard, and after him came
all those other kings and dukes before numerated, and not one of
all these was able to move the blade. And some of these high and
mighty lords were filled with anger and indignation that they had
not succeeded, and others were ashamed that they had failed in that
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undertaking before the eyes of all those who looked upon them.
But whether they were angry or whether they were ashamed it in
no wise helped their case.

Now when all the kings and dukes had thus failed in that
adventure, the people who were there were very much astonished,
and they said to one another, “How is this? If all those kings and
dukes of very exalted estate have failed to achieve that adventure,
who then may hope to succeed? For here have been all those who
were most worthy of that high honor, and all have tried to draw
that sword and all have failed. Who then is there now to come
after these who may hope to succeed?”

And, likewise, those kings and dukes spoke together in the same
manner. And by and by there came six of the most worthy — to wit,
King Lot, King Urien, King Pellinore, King Ban, King Ryence, and
Duke Clarence of Northumberland — and these stood before the
throne of the Archbishop and spake to him in this wise: “Sir, here
have all the kings and dukes of this realm striven before you for
to draw forth that sword, and lo! not one of all those who have
undertaken that thing hath succeeded in his undertaking. What,
then, may we understand but that the enchanter Merlin hath set
this adventure for to bring shame and discredit upon all of us who
are here, and upon you, who are the head of the church in this realm?
For who in all the world may hope to draw forth a sword-blade
out from a bed of solid iron? Behold! it is beyond the power of
any man. Is it not then plain to be seen that Merlin hath made
a mock of us all? Now, therefore, lest all this great congregation
should have been called here in vain, we do beseech you of your
wisdom that you presently choose the one from among the kings
here gathered, who may be best fitted to be overlord of this realm.
And when ye shall have chosen him, we will promise to obey him
in all things whatsoever he may ordain. Verily, such a choice as
that will be better worth while than to spend time in this foolish
task of striving to draw forth a sword out of an anvil which no
man in all the world may draw forth.”

Then was the Archbishop much troubled in spirit, for he said to
himself, “Can it be sooth that Merlin hath deceived me, and hath
made a mock of me and of all these kings and lordly folk? Surely
this cannot be. For Merlin is passing wise, and he would not make
a mock of all the realm for the sake of so sorry a jest as this would
be. Certes he hath some intent in this of which we know naught,
being of less wisdom than he — wherefore I will be patient for a
while longer.” Accordingly, having communed thus within himself,
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he spake aloud in this wise to those seven high lords: “Messires,” he
said, “I have yet faith that Merlin hath not deceived us, wherefore
[ pray your patience for one little while longer. For if, in the time a
man may count five hundred twice over, no one cometh forward
to perform this task, then will I, at your behest, proceed to choose
one from amongst you and will proclaim him King and Overlord
of all.” For the Archbishop had faith that Merlin was about to
immediately declare a king before them all.

Now leave we these and turn we unto Arthur and his father and
brother.

For Merlin had bidden those three to abide in their pavilion until
such time as he thought would be fit for them to come out thence.
And that time being now come, Merlin and Sir Ulfius went to the
pavilion of Sir Ector, and Merlin said, “Arthur, arise and come
forth, for now the hour is come for thee to assay before the whole
world that miracle which thou didst of late execute in privacy.” So
Arthur did as Merlin bade him to do, and he came forth from the
pavilion with his father and his brother, and, lo! he was like one
who walked in a dream.

So they five went down from thence toward the cathedral and unto
that place of assay. And when they had come to the congregation
there assembled, the people made way for them, greatly marvelling
and saying to one another, “Who are these with the Enchanter
Merlin and Sir Ulfius, and whence come they?” For all the world
knew Merlin and Sir Ulfius, and they wist that here was something
very extraordinary about to happen. And Arthur was clad all in
flame-colored raiment embroidered with threads of silver, so that
others of the people said, “Certes, that youth is very fair for to
look upon; now who may he be?”

But Merlin said no word to any man, but he brought Arthur
through the press unto that place where the Archbishop sat; and the
press made way for him so that he was not stayed in his going. And
when the Archbishop beheld Merlin come thus with those others,
he arose and said, “Merlin, who are these whom thou bringest unto
us, and what is their business here?” And Merlin said, “Lord, here is
one come to make the assay of yonder sword.” And the Archbishop
said, “Which one is he?” and Merlin said, “This is he,” and he laid
his hand upon Arthur.

Then the Archbishop looked upon Arthur and he beheld that the
youth was very comely of face, wherefore his heart went out unto
Arthur and he loved him a very great deal. And the Archbishop
said, “Merlin, by what right doth this young man come hither?”
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And Merlin made reply, “Lord, he cometh hither by the best right
that there is in the world; for he who standeth before thee clad
in red is the true son of Uther-Pendragon and of his lawful wife,
Queen Igraine.”

Then the Archbishop cried out aloud in great amazement and
those who stood nigh and who heard what Merlin said were so
astonished that they wist not what to think. And the Archbishop
said, “Merlin, what is this that thou tellest me? For who, until
now, in all the world hath ever heard that Uther-Pendragon had
a son?”

Unto this Merlin made reply: “No one hath ever known of such
a thing until now, only a very few. For it was in this wise: When this
child was born the spirit of prophecy lay upon me and I foresaw that
Uther-Pendragon would die before a very great while. Wherefore I
feared that the enemies of the King would lay violent hands upon
the young child for the sake of his inheritance. So, at the King’s
behest, I and another took the young child from his mother and
gave him unto a third, and that man received the kingly child and
maintained him ever since as his own son. And as to the truth of
these things there are others here who may attest the verity of
them - for he who was with me when the young child was taken
from his mother was Sir Ulfius, and he to whom he was entrusted
was Sir Ector of Bonmaison — and those two witnesses, who are
without any reproach, will avouch to the verity of that which I
have asserted, for here they stand before thee to certify unto what
I have said.”

And Sir Ulfius and Sir Ector said, “All that Merlin hath spoken
is true, and thereunto we do pledge our most faithful and sacred
word of honor.”

Then the Archbishop said, “Who is there may doubt the word
of such honorable witnesses?” And he looked upon Arthur and
smiled upon him.

Then Arthur said, “Have I then thy leave, Lord, to handle yonder
sword?” And the Archbishop said, “Thou hast my leave, and may
the grace of God go with thee to do thy endeavor.”

Thereupon Arthur went to the cube of marble stone and he laid
his hands upon the haft of the sword that was thrust into the anvil.
And he bent his body and drew very strongly and, lo! the sword
came forth with great ease and very smoothly. And when he had
got the sword into his hands, he swung it about his head so that
it flashed like lightning. And after he had swung it thus thrice
about his head, he set the point thereof against the face of the
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anvil and bore upon it very strongly, and, behold! the sword slid
very smoothly back again into that place where it had aforetime
stood; and when it was there, midway deep, it stood fast where it
was. And thus did Arthur successfully accomplish that marvellous
miracle of the sword in the eyes of all the world.

Now when the people who were congregated at that place beheld
this miracle performed before their faces, they lifted up their voices
all together, and shouted so vehemently and with so huge a tumult
of outcry that it was as though the whole earth rocked and trembled
with the sound of their shouting.

And whiles they so shouted Arthur took hold of the sword again
and drew it forth and swung it again, and again drave it back into
the anvil. And when he had done that he drew it forth a third time
and did the same thing as before. Thus it was that all those who
were there beheld that miracle performed three times over.

And all the kings and dukes who were there were filled with great
amazement, and they wist not what to think or to say when they
beheld one who was little more than a boy perform that undertaking
in which the best of them had failed. And some of them, seeing that
miracle, were willing to acknowledge Arthur because of it, but others
would not acknowledge him. These withdrew themselves and stood
aloof; and as they stood thus apart, they said among themselves:
“What is this and who can accredit such a thing that a beardless boy
should be set before us all and should be made King and overlord of
this great realm for to govern us. Nay! nay! we will have none of
him for our King.” And others said, “Is it not apparent that Merlin
and Sir Ulfius are thus exalting this unknown boy so that they may
elevate themselves along with him?” Thus these discontented kings
spake among themselves, and of all of them the most bitter were
King Lot and King Urien, who were brothers by marriage with
Arthur.

Now when the Archbishop perceived the discontent of these kings
and dukes, he said to them, “How now, Messires! Are ye not satis-
fied?” And they said, “We are not satisfied.” And the Archbishop
said, “What would ye have?” And they said, “We would have
another sort of king for Britain than a beardless boy of whom no one
knoweth and of whose birthright there are only three men to attest.”
And the Archbishop said, “What of that? Hath he not performed
the miracle that ye yourselves assayed and failed to perform?”

But these high and mighty lords would not be satisfied, but with
angry and averted faces they went away from that place, filled with
wrath and indignation.
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~ But others of these kings and dukes came and saluted Arthur and
paid him court, giving him joy of that which he had achieved; and
the chiefest of those who came thus unto himin friendliness was King
Leodegrance of Cameliard. And all the multitude acknowledged him
and crowded around that place shouting so that it sounded like to
the noise of thunder.

Now all this while Sir Ector and Sir Kay had stood upon ene side.
And they were greatly weighed down by sorrow; for it appeared to
them that Arthur had, of a sudden, been uplifted so far from their
estate that they might never hope to approach him more. For now he
was of kingly consequence and they but common knights. And, after
awhile, Arthur beheld them where they stood with downcast looks,
whereupon he straightway went to them and took first one and then
the other by the hand and kissed each upon the cheek. Thereupon
they were again very glad at being thus uplifted unto him.

And when Arthur departed from that place, great crowds of
people followed after him so that the streets were altogether filled
with the press of people. And the multitude continually gave him
loud acclaim as the chosen King of England, and those who were
nearest to him sought to touch the hem of his garments; wherefore
the heart of Arthur was exceedingly uplifted with great joy and
gladness, so that his soul took wing and flew like a bird into
the sky.



THE WINNING
OF THE KINGDOM

Geoffrey of Monmouth

The personwho first popularizedthe Arthurian storywas Geoffrey of
Monmouth who lived fromc. 1100to 1155. In 1136, or thereabouts,
he completed his Historia Regum Britanniae or The History of the
Kings of Britain which was a chronicle of the rulers of Britain from
the earliest times down to the last British king, Cadwaladr in the
seventh century. At the time Geoffrey’s book was the equivalent of
a best seller and the section that everyone loved was that dealing
with the adventures of King Arthur. Geoffrey maintained that be
was simply translating into Latin a book presented to him by the
Archdeacon of Oxford which had been written in Celtic. This
original manuscript has never come to light and many claim that
Geoffrey made most of it up. Certainly Geoffrey knew how to
tell a good story, and he no doubt embellished what he could
for the benefit of his Norman masters. But did he make it all
up? His book is totally unusable as history, since he gets even
the simplest facts wrong, while many details are in the wrong
order. Yet there are enough facts scattered through the book to
suggest he was drawing on something. He doubtless relied much
on the oral tradition. Despite bhis epithet, Geoffrey was more likely
of Breton stock than Welsh, and the Arthurian legend was strong
in Brittany - it was from the Breton legends in fact that Chrétien de
Troyes later developed his Arthurian romances. The end result is a
collection of snippets of fact hidden amongst great waves of fancy.
The following extract tells how Arthur won his kingdom after bhe
was elected to the kingship. What is important bere is that Geoffrey
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did attempt to set his story of Arthur into an historical context,
at a time when Britain was beset with military attacks from the
Saxons, Picts and Irish (or Scots as they were then called), which
Thomas Malory made no attempt to do. This episode, therefore,
is probably the closest we’ll get to an bistorical base for Arthur
amongst the legends.

After the death of Uther Pendragon the barons of Britain came
together from their many provinces to the city of Silchester and
there prevailed upon Dubricius, Archbishop of the City of Legions,
that he should crown as their king, Arthur, the son of Uther. Much
was the need upon them because when the Saxons learned of Uther’s
death they invited their fellow countrymen from Germany and under
their leader, Duke Colgrin, were intent upon exterminating the
Britons. They had already entirely subdued all that part of the
island which stretches from the river Humber north as far as the
sea at Caithness.

Dubricius lamented over the calamities befalling the land, called
together his fellow bishops and bestowed the crown of the realm
upon Arthur. At that time Arthur was a youth of fifteen years, of
a courage and generosity beyond compare. His inborn goodness
gave him such grace that he was beloved by almost all the peoples
in the land. After his coronation he followed the ancient tradition
of bestowing gifts upon his subjects and so free was he with his
bounty that he ran short. But Arthur was brave as well as bountiful
and he determined that he would not be lacking for long and would
harry the Saxons so that he might recover their treasure to reward
those retainers who served his own household. He rapidly had the
courage of his conviction and he summoned together all the youths
who had pledged allegiance to him and marched first on York.

Assoon as Colgrin became aware of this he assembled together his
army of Saxons, Scots and Picts and came with a mighty multitude
to meet Arthur by the river Douglas where, by the time the battle
came to an end, the greater part of both armies had been put to the
sword. Arthur, however, won the day and, after pursuing Colgrin
as far as York, besieged him within the city.

At that time Colgrin’s brother, Baldulf, was camped by the
coast awaiting the arrival of Duke Cheldric who was bringing
reinforcements from Germany. Learning of his brother’s plight,
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Baldulf marched immediately upon York with six thousand men
and decided to travel overnight so as to surprise Arthur. But
Arthur was aware of Baldulf’s plan and ordered Cador, Duke of
Cornwall, to set off that same night with six hundred cavalry and
three thousand soldiers. Cador surrounded the road down with the
enemy was marching and took them by surprise. Many of Baldulf’s
men were cut to pieces and those who survived were forced to flee.
Baldulf was distressed beyond measure that he was unable to help
his brother and he pondered how he might make contact, so that
between them they could devise a plan. Once he had assessed all
other alternatives he shaved off his hair and beard, changed into
the garb of a minstrel and strode up and down within the camp
pretending to be a harpist. As no one suspected him he was able,
little by little, to draw close to the city walls until he was able
to make himself known to the besieged whereupon they lowered
ropes and hauled him up into the city and reunited him with his
brother, who was overjoyed.

However, neither Baldulf or Colgrin were able to determine a
plan of escape and just as they were despairing news came to them
that Duke Cheldric had landed with over six hundred ships full
of stout warriors. When Arthur’s counsellors heard of this they
advised him to raise the siege for it would be dangerous to commit
themselves to facing so large a force.

Arthur accepted the advice of his counsellors and withdrew his
army to London. There his summoned all of the clergy and chief
men of his realm and sought their advice. At last, by common
agreement, they sent messengers to Hoel, King of Armorica, with
news of the calamitous affairs in Britain. Hoel was Arthur’s cousin,
born to Boudic, king of the Armorican Britons. As soon as Hoel
heard of his uncle’s plight he ordered his fleet to be made ready
and with fifteen thousand soldiers set sail at the next fair wind
and landed at Southampton. Arthur welcomed him with all due
honours and each man embraced the other over and over again.

A few days later they set forth for the city of Caerlindcoit,
otherwise called Lincoln, which was under siege by the pagans
and which lies on a hill between two rivers in the province of
Lindsey. No sooner had they arrived than they did battle with
the Saxons and the slaughter was great, for upon that day fell six
thousand of them, some drowned in the rivers and some struck
by deadly weapons. The surviving Saxons were dismayed, forsook
the siege and fled. But Arthur pursued them relentlessly until they
had reached the forest of Caledon where the enemy reassembled
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and did their best to make a stand. When the battle began they
caused havoc amongst the British, defending themselves like men
and avoiding the arrows of the Britons in the shelter given by the
trees. When Arthur realized this he ordered that the trees in that
part of the forest be felled and the trunks used to create a barrier
in a circle about them, so that the Saxons might be beleaguered and
starve to death. Arthur ordered his men to patrol the forest and stop
the Saxons escaping. After three days the Saxons, lacking all food and
dying of hunger begged permission to be freed on the understanding
that they would leave behind all that they had pillaged, that they
would return to Germany with nought but their ships, and would
send Arthur further tribute from Germany. After taking counsel
Arthur agreed to the terms and, taking hostages, allowed them to
depart.

However, no sooner had the Saxons departed in their ships than
they forsook their promise and turned back to Britain landing on
the coast near Totnes. They took possession of the land, ravaged
the countryside as far as the Severn Sea and killed a great many
of the locals. They then marched upon Bath and laid siege to the
city. When news of this reached Arthur he was both astonished and
furious at their effrontery. He hanged the hostages without more
ado and abandoned the expedition he had planned to repress the
Picts and the Scots, and he hastened with his army to disperse the
siege. Arthur was saddened that he had to leave behind his cousin
Hoel in Alclud who was very ill. At length he reached Somerset and
approached the siege. He spoke to his men: “For that these Saxons,
of most impious and hateful name, have disdained to keep faith
with me, I, keeping faith with my God, will endeavour this day to
wreak revenge upon them for the blood of my countrymen. To
arms, therefore, my warriors, to arms, and fall upon these traitors
like men, for of a certain, with Christ’s help, we cannot fail of
victory!”

When Arthur had spoken, the holy Dubricius, Archbishop of the
City of Legions, climbed to the top of a hill and cried out with a
loud voice:

“You men, who are different from these Saxons by your
Christian faith, take heed and be mindful of the loyalty
you owe to your country and your fellow countrymen
whose slaughter, by the treachery of the pagans, shall be
an everlasting disgrace to you unless you do your utmost
to defend them. Fight therefore for your country and if it be
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that death overtakes you, suffer it willingly for your country’s
sake, for death itself is victory and a bealing unto the soul, for
he that shall have died for his fellow man does offer himself as
a living sacrifice to God, and there is no doubt that hereafter
he will follow in the footsteps of Christ who lay down His
own life for His brothers. Therefore, whomsoever amongst
you shall be slain in this battle, that death shall be as full
penance and absolution of all his sins, provided he receives
it willingly.”

Thereupon, inspired by the words of the blessed Dubricius, Arthur’s
men hurried to arm themselves. Arthur himself put onaleather jerkin
worthy of so noble a king, and placed upon his head a golden helmet
witha crest carved in the semblance of a dragon. Across his shoulders
he bore the shield that was named Pridwen; upon the inside of which
was painted the image of the Blessed Mary, Mother of God, so that
he might be constantly reminded of her. He girded himself with
Caliburn, that best of swords, forged in the Isle of Avalon; and
in his right hand he held his spear called Rén, a tall lance, stout
and sturdy for slaughter.

Then Arthur organized his troops into companies and made
assault upon the Saxons who, as usual, were ranked in wedge-shaped
battalions. All that day they resisted the British advance. Finally,
just verging on sunset, the Saxons occupied a nearby hill that might
serve as a camp where they felt secure in their numbers. The next
morning Arthur led an assault on the hill, losing many of his men
on the way as the Saxons could inflict injuries more easily from
their higher advantage. Yet the Britons reached the summit of the
hill and engaged the enemy in hand-to-hand combat. The Saxons
stood shoulder to shoulder and strove with all their endeavour to
stand their ground. And so the battle continued almost all day until,
at length, Arthur became angry at the slowness of his advance. He
drew forth his sword Caliburn, cried aloud the name of the Blessed
Mary, and charged forward at full speed into the thickest part of
the enemy’s ranks. Whomsoever he touched, calling upon God as
he did so, he slew with a single blow; nor did he once slacken in
his onslaught until he had slain four hundred and seventy men
single-handed with his sword Caliburn. When the Britons beheld
this, they followed him in close rank dealing slaughter on every
side. Colgrin and Baldulf his brother fell amongst the first, and
many thousands fell besides. When Cheldric saw the danger he
fled with what troops remained.
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With the King having won the victory, he ordered Cador, Duke

- of Cornwall, to pursue the enemy while he himself hastened his

march back to Albany, for word had reached him that the Scots
and the Picts were besieging Hoel in the city of Alclud, where he
had laid sick and in ill health.

In the meanwhile the Duke of Cornwall, accompanied by ten
thousand men, started from Bath, but was not minded at the outset
to pursue the fleeing Saxons but deemed it better to make all speed
to gain hold of their ships and thus prevent them from embarking.
Once he had seized their boats he manned them with his best soldiers
who could be trusted to ensure that no pagans came aboard. Then
he made best haste to follow Arthur’s orders and pursue the enemy,
slaying all he overtook without mercy. As a consequence the Saxons,
who had but a short time previously fought the Britons with the fury
of a double thunderbolt, now sneaked away with fear in their hearts,
seeking refuge in the depths of the forest, or into the mountains and
caves, anywhere where they might gain some time. But they could
find no hiding places and, with all shelter failing, they brought their
shattered troops to the Isle of Thanet. There the Duke of Cornwall
followed hard upon their heels and renewed the slaughter, smiting
them down without mercy until after Cheldric had been slain. Only
then did he take hostages and force the remainder to surrender.

With peace restored, Cador marched to Alclud where Arthur
had already freed the town from the oppression of the barbarians.
Arthur now led his army into Moray where the Scots and Picts were
beleaguered, having sought refuge here after three battles against
Arthur and Hoel and having three times suffered defeat. When the
enemy had reached Loch Lomond they occupied the islands in the
lake, thinking to find safe refuge. The lake contains sixty islands and
receives the water of sixty rivers, although only a single river flows
from it to the sea. Upon these islands are sixty crags, each of which
bears an eyrie of eagles that gather here each year. These eagles are
known to foretell of any prodigious event that is about to happen
by all of them emitting a shrill scream together. Thus to these islands
did the enemy flee, but to little avail. Arthur collected together a
fleet and sailed around the river inlets for fifteen days, besieging
the enemy until they began to die of hunger in their thousands.

While Arthur waskilling the Picts and Scots in thisway, Guillamur,
the King of Ireland, arrived with a fleetand a large army of barbarians
to bring help to those under siege. Arthur was obliged to raise the
siege and turn his forces upon the Irish, whom he cut to pieces
without mercy and forced to return to their own land. Having
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defeated the Irish he turned his attention again to the Scots and
Picts, determined to wipe them out completely with the utmost
cruelty. He spared no one, inasmuch as that at length all of the
bishops of the miserable country, together with all their clergy,
came unto Arthur barefoot, clutching the relics of their saints and
the sacraments of their church, imploring the King’s mercy for the
safety of their people. They prayed for him to have pity on their
forsaken people for he had inflicted enough suffering on them, and
there was no need to slaughter the remaining few to the last man.
They requested that the King allow them to retain a small tract
of land whereon they would toil under perpetual bondage. When
they had beseeched the King in such a way he was moved to tears
and he agreed to their wishes and granted them his pardon.

With these matters ended, Hoel explored the loch and marvelled
that there were so many islands, rivers and eyries and that there
was the same number of each. And while he marvelled thus Arthur
told him of another lake in the same province that was yet more
marvellous. “It lies not far hence,” he explained, “and it is twenty
feet in breadth and the same measure in length, but is only five feet
deep. Yet within this square, whether it is natural or man-made,
there are four breeds of fish, and each fish will only be found in
its one corner and not in the others.

“Moreover,” Arthur continued, “there is a lake in Wales near
the Severn known to the locals as Linligwan which, when the sea
flows into it, is swallowed up as in a bottomless pit, and the lake
never appears to be any more full despite the waters that flow into
it. Yet when the tide ebbs away the lake spouts forth the waters it
had swallowed as high as a mountain. If the people of that region
should come near to the lake with their faces turned towards it so
that the spray falls upon their clothing they will find it difficult
to escape being sucked into the pool. Yet should they face away
from the pool they need have no fear, even if they stand on the
very brink.”

With the Scots and Picts pardoned, Arthur made for York, there
to celebrate the coming Christmas festival. But as he rode into
the city he was grieved to see the churches in such a state of
desolation. Samson, the Archbishop, had been driven out along
with all the other holy men. The fury of the pagans had been so
great that the half-burned churches no longer served for worship.
Arthur immediately summoned an assembly of the clergy and the
people and appointed his own chaplain, Pyramus, to the See. He
re-built the churches and created religious convents for both men
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and women. He also restored to their titles the barons who had
been driven out by the Saxons.

In York were three brothers born of the blood royal, Lot, Urian
and Angusel, who had ruled as princes in these parts before the Saxon
victories. Arthur was mindful of restoring them to their honours as
he had with the barons. He therefore restored the kingship of the
Scots to Angusel; the kingship of the people of Moray to Urian; and
to Lot, who in the days of Aurelius Ambrosius had married Arthur’s
own sister and had become the father of Gawain and Mordred, he
restored to the dukedom of Lothian and related territories.

At last, when he had re-established the state of the whole country
in its ancient dignity he took unto him a wife born of a noble Roman
family, by name Guinevere who, brought up and nurtured in the
household of Duke Cador, did surpass in beauty all the other
damsels in the entire island.



THE KNIGHT WITH
THE TWO SWORDS

John Steinbeck

Once Arthur has won his kingdom the legend takes over completely.
All we can surmise from the historical record, such as it is, is that
Arthur won such a decisive victory over the Saxons at Badon
(sometime between AD 495 and 516) that they retreated and
left Britain in relative peace for many years — the figures vary
from between twenty-five to forty. Certainly this does seem to be

true. There were significant advances by the Germanic invaders

in southern Britain and along the eastern coastline in the period
up to about AD 500 and then nothing further until about AD
540, when the Saxons began to emerge in strength to drive the
British back across Britain into the western and northern corners
in Scotland, Cumbria, Wales and Cornwall, and across the sea to
Brittany. There the Celtic races survived, and it was in all these areas
that the Arthurian legends grew and developed over the centuries
into a rich tapestry of tales which have become the single largest
hero-focused set of legends in existence. For much of the rest of
this book we are entirely in the land of legend.

Jobn Steinbeck (1902-68) may, at first glance, seem out of place
in this volume, but Malory’s Morte d’ Arthur was special to him.
It was the first book he ever read and it captivated him. “Perbaps
a passionate love for the English language opened to me from this
one book,” he later wrote. In 1958, after two years of reading
and research, Steinbeck began a modern translation of Malory.
“I wanted to set them down in plain present-day speech for my
own young sons, and for other sons not so young. If I can do this
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and keep the wonder and magic, I shall be pleased and gratified.”
Steinbeck did not complete the task, for he became so intoxicated
with it that it grew from a modern rendition to a major revision.
The completed portions were published as The Acts of King Arthur
and His Noble Knights (1976), from which I have selected this early
episode of the blood-crazed Sir Balin.

In the long and lawless time after Uther Pendragon’s death and
before his son Arthur became king, in England and Wales, in
Cornwall and Scotland and the Outer Isles, many lords took
lawless power to themselves, and some of them refused to give
it up, so that Arthur’s first kingly years were given to restoring
his realm by law, by order, and by force of arms.

One of his most persistent enemies was the Lord Royns of Wales
whose growing strength in the west and north was a constant threat
to the kingdom.

When Arthur held court at London, a faithful Knight rode in
with the news that Royns in his arrogance had raised a large army
and invaded the land, burning crops and houses and killing Arthur’s
subjects as he came.

“If this is true, I must protect my people,” Arthur said.

“It is true enough,” said the Knight. “I myself saw the invaders
and their destructive work.”

“Then I must fight this Royns and destroy him,” said the king.
And he sentout an order to all loyal lords and knights and gentlemen
of arms to meet in general council at Camelot, where plans would be
made to defend the kingdom.

And when the barons and the knights had gathered and sat in
the great hall below the king, a damsel came before them saying
she was sent by the great lady Lyle of Avalon.

“What message do you bring?” asked Arthur.

Then the damsel opened her richly furred cloak and it was seen
that from her belt there hung a noble sword.

The king said, “It is not seemly for a maiden to go armed. Why
do you wear a sword?”

“I wear it because I have no choice,” the damsel said. “And [
must wear it until it is taken from me by a knight who is brave and
honorable, of good repute and without stain. Only such a knight
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may draw this sword from his scabbard. I have been to the camp
of Lord Royns where I was told were good knights, but neither he
nor any of his followers could draw the blade.”

Arthur said, “Here are good men, and I myself will try to draw
it, not that I am the best, but because if I try first my barons and
knights will feel free to follow me.”

Then Arthur grasped sheath and girdle and pulled eagerly at the
sword, but it did not move.

“Sir,” said the damsel, “You need not use strength. It will come
out easily in the hands of the knight for whom it is destined.”

Arthur turned to his men and said, “Now all of you try it one
by one.”

The damsel said, “Be sure, you who try, that you have no shame
or guile or treachery before you try. Only a clean and unstained
knight may draw it and he must be of noble blood on both his
mother’s and his father’s side.”

Then most of the gathered knights attempted to draw the sword
and none succeeded. Then the maiden said sadly, “I believed that here
I would find blameless men and the best knights in the world.”

Arthur was displeased and he said, “These are as good or better
knights than you will find anywhere. I am unhappy that it is not
their fortune to help you.”

A knight named Sir Balin of Northumberland had remained apart.
It had been his misfortune in fair fight to kill a cousin of the king, and
the quarrel being mis-represented, he had been a prisoner for half
a year. Only recently had some of his friends explained the matter
and had him released. He watched the trial anxiously, but because
he had been in prison and because he was poor and his clothing
worn and dirty, he did not come forward until all had tried and
the damsel was ready to depart. Only then did Sir Balin call to her,
saying, “Lady, I beg you out of your courtesy to let me try. I know
I am poorly dressed, but I feel in my heart that I may succeed.”

The damsel looked at his ragged cloak and she could not believe
him a man of honor and of noble blood. She said, “Sir, why do
you wish to put me to more pain when all of these noble knights
have failed?”

Sir Balin said, “Fair lady, a man’s worth is not in his clothing.
Manhood and honor are hidden inside. And sometimes virtues are
not known to everyone.”

“That is the truth,” said the damsel, “and I thank you for
reminding me. Here, grasp the sword and see what you can do.”

Then Balin went to her and drew the sword easily, and he looked
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at the shining blade and it pleased him very much. Then the king
and many others applauded Sir Balin, but some of the knights were
filled with jealous spite.

The damsel said, “You must be the best and most blameless
knight I have found or you could not have done it. Now, gentle
and courteous knight, please give me the sword again.”

“No,” said Balin, “I like this sword, and I will keep it until
someone is able to take it from me by force.”

“Do not keep it,” the damsel cried. “It is not wise to keep it.
If you do, you will use it to kill the best friend and the man you
love best in the world. That sword will destroy you.”

Balin said, “I will accept any adventure God sends me, Lady,
but I will not return the sword to you.”

“Then in a short time you will be sorry for it,” the lady said. “I
do not want the sword for myself. If you take it, the sword will
destroy you and I pity you.”

Then Sir Balin sent for his horse and armor and he begged the
king’s permission to depart.

Arthur said, “Do not leave us now. I know you are angered by
your unjust imprisonment, but false evidence was brought against
you. If I had known your honor and your bravery, I would have
acted differently. Now, if you will stay in my court and in this
fellowship, I will advance you and make amends.”

“Ithank Your Highness,” said Balin. “Your bounty is well known.
I have no resentment toward you, but I must go away and I beg that
your grace may go with me.”

“I am not glad of your departure,” said the king. “I ask you,
good sir, not to be long away from us. We shall welcome your
return and I will repay you for the injustice done against you.”

“God thank your good grace,” replied the knight, and he made
ready to depart. And there were some jealous men in the court
who whispered that witchcraft rather than knightly virtue was
responsible for his good fortune.

While Balin armed himself and his horse, the Lady of the Lake
rode into Arthur’s court, and she was richly dressed and well
mounted. She saluted the king and then reminded him of the
gift he had promised her when she gave him the sword of
the lake.

“I remember my promise,” said Arthur, “but I have forgotten
the name of the sword, if you ever told it to me.”

“It is called Excalibur,” the lady said, “and that means Cut
Steel.”
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“Thank you, lady,” said the king. “And now, what gift do you
ask? I will give you anything in my power.”

Then the lady said savagely, “I want two heads — that of the
knight who drew the sword and the head of the damsel who brought
it here. I will not be content until I have both heads. That knight
killed my brother and the damsel caused my father’s death. This
is my demand.”

The king was taken aback at the ferocity. He said, “I cannot in
honor kill these two for your vengeance. Ask for anything else and
I will give it.”

“I ask for nothing else,” said the lady.

Now Balin was ready to depart and he saw the Lady of the Lake
and knew her for the one who by secret craft had brought death to
his mother three years before. And when he was told that she had
demanded his head, he strode near to her and cried, “You are an
evil thing. You want my head? I shall have yours.” And he drew
his sword and slashed her head from her body with one stroke.

“What have you done?” Arthur cried. “You have brought shame
to me and to my court. [ was in this lady’s debt, and moreover she
was under my protection. I can never forgive this outrage.”

“My Lord,” said Balin, “I am sorry for your displeasure, but not
for my deed. This was an evil witch. By enchantment and sorcery she
killed many good knights, and by craft and false-hood she caused
my mother to be burned to death.”

The king said, “No matter what your reason, you had no right
to do this and in my presence. It was an ugly deed and an insult
to me. Now leave my court. You are no longer welcome here.”

Then Balin took up the head of the Lady of the Lake by the
hair and carried it to his lodging, where his squire awaited him,
and they mounted their horses and rode out of the town.

And Balin said, “I want you to take this head to my friends and
relatives in Northumberland. Tell them my most dangerous enemy
is dead. Tell them that I am free from prison and how I got this
second sword.”

“I am sad that you have done this,” said the squire. “You
are greatly to blame for losing the friendship of the king. No
one doubts your courage, but you are a headstrong knight and
when you choose a way you cannot change your course even
if it lead to your destruction. That is your fault and your
destiny.”

Then Balin said, “I have thought of a way to win the king’s
affection. I will ride to the camp of his enemy Lord Royns and
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I will kill him or be killed. If it should happen that I win, King
Arthur will be my friend again.”

The squire shook his head at such a desperate plan, but he said,
“Sir, where shall I meet you?” :

“In King Arthur’s court,” said Balin confidently, and he sent his
squire away.

Meanwhile, the king and all his followers were sad and shamed
at Balin’s deed and they buried the Lady of the Lake richly and
with all ceremony.

In the court at that time there was a knight who was most jealous
of Balin for his success in drawing the magic sword. He was Sir
Launceor, son of the King of Ireland, a proud and ambitious man
who believed himself to be one of the best knights in the world.
He asked the king’s permission to ride after Sir Balin to avenge the
insult to Arthur’s dignity.

The king said, “Go — and do your best. I am angry with Balin.
Wipe out the outrage to my court.”

And when Sir Launceor had gone to his quarters, to make
ready for the field, Merlin came before King Arthur, and he
heard how the sword was drawn and how the Lady of the Lake
was slaughtered.

The Merlin looked at the damsel of the sword who had remained
in the court. And Merlin said, “Look at this damsel standing here.
She is a false and evil woman and she cannot deny it. She has a
brother, a brave knight and a good and true man. This damsel
loved a knight and became his paramour. And her brother, to wipe
away the shame, challenged her lover and killed him in fair fight.
Then in her rage, this damsel took his sword to the lady Lyle of
Avalon and asked help to be revenged on her own brother.”

And Merlin said, “The lady Lyle took the sword and cast a spell
on it and laid a curse on it. Only the best and the bravest of knights
would be able to draw it from its sheath, and he who drew it would
kill his brother with it.” And Merlin turned again on the damsel.
“This was your spiteful reason for coming here,” he said. “Don’t
deny it. I know it as well as you do. I wish to God you had not
come, for wherever you go you carry harm and death.

“The knight who drew the sword is the best and bravest,
and the sword he drew will destroy him. For everything he
does will turn to bitterness and death through no fault of
his own. The curse of the sword has become his fate. My
Lord,” Merlin said to the king, “that good knight has little
time to live, but before he dies he will do you a service
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you will long remember.” And King Arthur listened in sad
wonder.

By now Sir Launceor of Ireland had armed himself at all points.
He dressed his shield on his shoulder and took a spear in his hand
and he urged his horse at utmost speed along the path Sir Balin had
taken. It was not long before he overtook his enemy on the top of
a mountain. And Sir Launceor shouted, “Stop where you are or I
will make you stop. Your shield will not protect you now.”

Balin answered lightly, “You might better have remained at home.
A man who threatens his enemy often finds his promise turns back
on himself. From what court do you come?”

“From King Arthur’s court,” said the Irish knight. “And I come
to avenge the insult you have put on the king this day.”

Sir Balin said, “If I must fight you, I must. But believe me, sir, I
am grieved that I have injured the king or any of his court. I know
your duty is plain, but before we fight, know that I had no choice.
The Lady of the Lake not only did me mortal injury but demanded
my life as well.”

Sir Launceor said, “Enough of talking. Make ready, for only one
of us will leave this field.”

Then they couched their spears and thundered together, and
Launceor’s spear splintered, but Balin’s lanced through shield and
armor and chest and the Irish knight went crashing to the ground.
When Balin had turned his horse and drawn his sword, he saw his
enemy lying dead on the grass. And then he heard galloping hooves
and he saw a damsel ride toward them as fast as she could. When she
drew up and saw Sir Launceor dead, she burst into wild sorrow.

“Balin!” she cried. “Two bodies you have killed in one heart and
two hearts in one body and two souls you have released.” Then she
dismounted and took up her lover’s sword and fell fainting to the
ground. And when her senses returned she screamed her sorrow
and Balin was filled with pain. He went to her and tried to take
the sword from her, but she clung to it so desperately that for fear
he might hurt her he released his hold. Then suddenly she reversed
the sword and placed the pommel on the ground and drove her
body on the point, and the blade pierced her and she died.

Balin stood with heavy heart and he was ashamed that he had
caused her death. And he cried aloud, “What love there must have
been between these two, and I have destroyed them!” He could
not bear the sight of them, and he mounted and rode sadly away
toward the forest.

In the distance he saw a knight approaching, and when he could
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see the device on the shield, Balin knew it was his brother, Balan.
And when they met they tore off their helmets and kissed each
other and wept for joy.

Balan said, “My brother, I could not have hoped to meet you so
soon. I came upon a man at the castle of the four catapults, and he
told me that you were released from prison and that he had seen
you in King Arthur’s court and I rode from Northumberland to
look for you.”

Then Balin told his brother about the damsel and the sword and
how he had killed the Lady of the Lake and so angered the king,
and he said, “Yonder a knight lies dead who was sent after me, and
beside him his love who destroyed herself, and I am heavy-hearted
and grieved.”

“It is a sad thing,” Balan said, “but you are a knight and you
know you must accept whatever God ordains for you.”

“I know that,” said Balin, “but I am sorrowful that King Arthur
is displeased with me. He is the best and greatest king who reigns
on earth. And I will get back his love or leave my life.”

“How will you do that, my brother?”

“I will tell you,” said Balin. “King Arthur’s enemy, Lord Royns,
has laid siege to the castle Terrabil in Cornwall. I will ride there
and prove my honor and courage against him.”

“I hope it may be,” Balan said. “I will go with you and venture
my life with yours as a brother should.”

“How good it is that you are here, dear brother,” Balin said.
“Let us ride on together.”

Asthey talked a dwarf came riding from the direction of Camelot,
and when he saw the bodies of the knight and his beloved damsel
he tore his hair and cried out to the brothers, “Which of you has
done this deed?”

“What right have you to ask?” said Balan.

“Because I'want to know.”

And Balinanswered him, “Itwas1. I killed the knightin fair combat
in self-defense and the damsel destroyed herself in sorrow, and [ am
grieved. For her sake I will serve all women while I live.”

The dwarf said, “You have done great damage to yourself. This
dead knight was the son of the King of Ireland. His kin will take
vengeance on you. They will follow you all over the world until
they have killed you.”

“That does not frighten me,” said Balin. “My pain is that | have
doubly displeased my lord King Arthur by killing his knight.”

Then King Mark of Cornwall came riding by and saw the bodies,
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and when he was told the story of the death, he said, “They must
have loved each other truly. And I will see that they have a tomb
in their memory.” Then he ordered his men to pitch their tents and
he searched the country for a place to bury the lovers. In a church
nearby he had a great stone raised from the floor in front of the
high altar and he buried the knight and his damsel together, and
when the stone was lowered back, King Mark had words carved
on it saying, “Here lies Sir Launceor, son of Ireland’s king, slain in
combat with Sir Balin and beside him his love the lady Colombe,
who in sorrow slew herself with her lover’s sword.”

Merlin entered the church and he said to Balin, “Why did you
not save this lady’s life?”

“I swear I could not,” said Balin, “I tried to save her but she
was too quick.”

“I am sorry for you,” Merlin said. “In punishment for the death
you are destined to strike the saddest blow since the lance pierced
the side of our Lord Jesus Christ. With your stroke you will wound
the best knight living and you will bring poverty and misery and
despair to three kingdoms.”

And Balin cried out, “This can’t be true. If I believed it I would
kill myself now and make you a liar.”

“But you will not,” said Merlin.

“What is my sin?” Balin demanded.

“Ill fortune,” said Merlin. “Some call it fate.” And suddenly he
vanished.

And after a time the brothers took leave of King Mark.

“First, tell me your names,” he asked.

And Balan answered, “You see that he wears two swords. Call
him the Knight with the Two Swords.”

Then the two brothers took their way towards the camp of Royns.
And on a broad and windswept moor they came upon a stranger
muffled in a cloak who asked them where they were going.

“Why should we tell you?” they replied, and Balin said, “Tell
us your name, stranger.”

“Why should I, when you are secret?” said the man.

“I’s an evil sign when a man will not tell his name,” said
Balan.

“Think what you wish,” the stranger said. “What would you
think if I told you that you ride to find Lord Royns and that you
will fail without my help?”

“I would think that you are Merlin, and if you are, I would ask
your help.”
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“You must be brave, for you will need courage,” said Merlin.

Sir Balin said, “Don’t worry about courage. We will do what
we can.”

They came to the edge of a forest and dismounted in a dim and
leafy hollow, and they unsaddled their horses and put them to graze.
And the knights lay under the sheltering branches of the trees and
fell asleep.

When it was midnight Merlin awakened them quietly. “Make
ready quickly,” he said. “Your chance is coming. Royns has stolen
from his camp with only a bodyguard to pay a midnight visit of
love to Lady de Vance.”

From cover of the trees they saw horsemen coming.

“Which is Royns?” Balin asked.

“The tall one in the middle,” Merlin said. “Hold back until they
come abreast.”

And when the cavalcade was passing in the starlit dark, the
brothers charged out from their concealment and struck Royns
from his saddle, and they turned on his startled men, striking
right and left with their swords, and some went down and the
rest turned tail and fled.

Then the brothers returned to the felled Royns to kill him, but he
yielded and asked mercy. “Brave knights, do not murder me,” he
said. “My life is valuable to you and my death worth nothing.”

“That is true,” the brothers said, and they raised up the wounded
Royns and helped him to his horse. And when they looked for
Merlin he was gone, for he by his magic arts had flown ahead to
Camelot. And he told Arthur that his worst enemy, Lord Royns,
was overthrown and captured.

“By whom?” the king demanded.

“By two knights who wish your friendship and your grace more
than anything in the world. They will be here in the morning and
you will see who they are,” Merlin said and he would not speak
further.

Very early the two brothers brought their wounded prisoner,
Royns, to the gates of Camelot and delivered him into the safekeeping
of the warders and they rode away into the dawning day.

When it was reported, King Arthur went to his wounded enemy
and he said, “Sir, you are a welcome sight to me. By what adventure
have you come?”

“By a bitter adventure, my lord.”

“Who took you?” the king asked.

“One who is called the Knight with the Two Swords and
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his brother. They overturned me and swept away my body-
guard.”

Merlin broke in, “Now I can tell you, sir. It was that Balin who
drew the cursed sword and his brother, Balan. Two better knights
you will never find. The pity is that their fate is closing in and they
have not long to live.”

“He has put me in debt to him,” said the king. “And I do not
deserve kindness from Balin.”

“He will do much more for you than this, my lord,” said Merlin.
“But I bring you news. You must prepare your knights for battle.
Tomorrow before noon the forces of Royns’s brother Nero will
attack you. You have much to do now and I will leave you.”

Then King Arthur mustered his knights quickly and rode toward
the castle Terrabil. Nero was ready for him in the field with forces
that outnumbered those of the king. Nero led the vanguard and he
waited only for the arrival of King Lot with his army. But he waited
in vain, for Merlin had gone to King Lot and held him enthralled
with tales of wonder and of prophecy, while Arthur launched his
attack on Nero. Sir Kay fought so well that day that the memory of
his deeds has lived forever. And Sir Hervis de Revel of the line of Sir
Thomas Malory distinguished himself as did Sir Tobinus Streat de
Montroy. Into the battle Sir Balin and his brother raged so fiercely
that it was said of them that they were either angels from heaven or
devils from hell, depending on which side you held. And Arthur in
the vanguard saw the brothers’ actions and praised them above all
his knights. And the king’s forces prevailed and drove the enemy
from the field and destroyed Nero’s power.

A messenger rode to King Lot and reported the battle lost
and Nero killed while Lot had listened to Merlin’s tales. King
Lot said, “I have been bewitched by this Merlin. If I had
been there Arthur could not have won the day. This magi-
cian has fooled me and held me like a child listening to sto-
ries.”

Merlin said, “I know that today one king must die, and much
as I regret it, I would rather it were you than King Arthur,” and
Merlin vanished in the air.

Then King Lot gathered his leaders. “What should I do?” he
asked. “Is it better to sue for peace or to fight? If Nero is defeated,
half our army is gone.”

A knight said, “King Arthur’s men are weary with battle and
their horses exhausted, while we are fresh. If we attack him now
we have the advantage.”
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“If you all agree, we will fight,” said King Lot. “I hope that you
will do as well as I will try to do.”

Then King Lot galloped to the field and charged Arthur’s men,
but they held firm and did not give ground.

King Lot, out of shame for his failure, held the forefront of his
knights and fought like a devil raging, for he hated Arthur above
all men. Once he had been the king’s friend wedded to Arthur’s
half-sister. But when Arthur in ignorance seduced his friend’s wife
and got her with the child Mordred, King Lot’s loyalty turned to
hatred and he strove desperately to overcome his once friend.

As Merlin had foretold, Sir Pellinore, who once overthrew Arthur
at the Fountain in the Forest, had become the king’s loyal friend and
fought in the first line of his knights. Sir Pellinore forced his horse
through the press around King Lot and aimed a great swinging
sword stroke at him. The blade glanced off and killed Lot’s horse,
and as he went down Pellinore struck him on the helm and drove
him to the ground.

When King Lot’s men saw him fallen, they gave up the fight and
tried to flee, and many were taken and more were killed in fight.

When the bodies of the dead were gathered together, twelve great
lords were found who had died serving Nero and King Lot. These
were carried to St. Stephen’s Church in Camelot for burial, while
the lesser knights were interred nearby under a huge stone.

King Arthur buried Lot in a rich tomb separately, but the twelve
great lords he placed together and raised a triumphal monument
over them. Merlin by his arts made figures of the twelve lords in
gilded copper and brass, in attitudes of defeat, and each figure
held a candle which burned night and day. Above these effigies,
Merlin placed a statue of King Arthur with a drawn sword held
over his enemies’ heads. And Merlin prophesied that the candles
would burn until Arthur’s death and at that moment would go
out; and he made other prophecies that day of things to come.

Soon after this, Arthur, wearied with campaigns and governing,
and sick of the dark, deep-walled rooms of castles, ordered his
pavilion set up in a green meadow outside the walls where he
might rest and recover his strength in the quiet and the sweet
air. He laid himself down on a camp bed to sleep, but he had
not closed his eyes when he heard a horse approaching and saw
a knight riding near who spoke words of complaint and sorrow
to himself.

Ashepassedthe pavilion, the king called outto him, saying, “Come
to me, good knight, and tell me the reason for your sadness.”
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The knight answered, “What good could that do? You cannot
help me.” And he rode on toward the castle of Meliot.

Then the king tried to sleep again but his curiosity had risen
to keep him awake, and as he pondered, Sir Balin rode near, and
when he saw King Arthur he dismounted and saluted his lord.

“You are always welcome,” said the king. “But particularly now.
A short time ago a knight went past and he was crying out in sorrow,
and he would not answer when I asked the cause. If you wish to
serve me, ride after this knight and bring him to me whether he
wishes to come or not, for I am curious.”

“I will bring him to you, my lord,” Sir Balin said, “or else he
will be more sad than he is.”

And Balin mounted and cantered after the knight, and after a
time he found him sitting under a tree with a damsel beside him.
Sir Balin said, “Sir Knight, you come with me to King Arthur and
tell him the cause of your sorrow.”

“That I will not do,” said the knight. “I would be in great danger
if I did and you would gain nothing.”

“Please come with me, sir,” said Balin. “If you refuse I must
fight you and I don’t want to.”

“I have told you my life is in danger. Will you promise to
protect me?”

“I will protect you or die in the attempt,” said Balin. And with
that the knight mounted his horse and they rode away, leaving the
damsel under the tree. As they came to King Arthur’s tent, they
heard the sound of a charging war horse but saw nothing, and
suddenly the knight was hurled from his saddle by an invisible
force, and he lay dying on the ground with a great spear through
his body. And he gasped, “That was my danger — a knight named
Garlon who has the art of invisibility. I was under your protection
and you have failed me. Take my horse. He is better than yours.
And go back to the damsel — she will lead you to my enemy and
perhaps you may avenge me.”

Balin cried, “On my honor and my knighthood I will. I swear it
before God.”

And with that the knight, Sir Harleus le Berbeus, died, and Balin
pulled the truncheon of the spear from his body and rode sadly
away, for he was grieved that he had not protected the knight as
he had promised, and he understood at last why Arthur had been
enraged at the death of the Lady of the Lake under his protection.
And Balin felt a darkness of misfortune hanging over him. He found
the damsel in the forest and gave her the truncheon of the spear
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that had killed her lover, and she carried it always, as a sign and a
remembrance. She led Sir Balin on the quest he had accepted from
the dying knight.

In the forest they came upon a knight fresh from hunting, who,
seeing Balin’s sorrow-clouded face, asked the reason for his pain
and Balin curtly answered that he did not wish to speak of it.

The knight resented the discourtesy, saying, “If I were armed
against men instead of stags, you would answer me.”

Balin answered wearily, “I have no reason not to tell you,”
and he recounted his strange and fatal history. The knight was
so moved by the tale that he begged leave to join him in the quest
of vengeance. His name was Sir Peryne de Monte Belyarde, and
he went to his house nearby and armed himself and joined them
on their way. And as they rode past a little lonely hermitage and
chapel in the forest, there came again the sound of charging hoofs
and Sir Peryne fell with a spear through his body.

“Your story was true,” he said. “The invisible enemy has slain
me. You are a man fated to cause the destruction of your loved
friends.” And Sir Peryne died of his wounds.

Balin said in sorrow, “My enemy is something I cannot see. How
can I challenge the invisible?”

Then the hermit helped him to carry the dead into the chapel
and they buried him in pity and honor.

And afterward Balin and the damsel rode on until they came to
a castle with strong defenses. Balin crossed the draw-bridge and
entered first, and as he did the portcullis rattled down and held
him prisoner, with the damsel outside, where many men attacked
her with knives to kill her. Then Balin ran up to the top of the wall
and he leaped into the moat far below, and the water broke his fall
and saved him from injury. He crawled from the moat and drew
his sword, but the attackers drew away and told him that they
only followed the custom of the castle. They explained that the
lady of the castle had long suffered a dreadful wasting sickness
and the only cure for it was a silver dish of blood from the virgin
daughter of a king and so it was their custom to take blood from
every damsel who passed that way.

Balin said, “I am sure she will give you some of her blood, but
you need not kill her to get it.” Then he helped to lance her vein and
they caught it in a silver dish, but it did not cure the lady wherefore
it was thought that the damsel did not fulfill one or the other or
both of the requirements. But because of the offering they were
made welcome and given good cheer, and they rested for the night
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and in the morning took their way again. Four days they continued
without adventure, and at last lodged in the house of a gentleman.
And as they sat at their supper, they heard moans of pain from a
chamber nearby and Balin asked about it.

“I will tell you about it,” the gentleman said. “Recently at a
jousting I rode against the brother of King Pelham. Twice I struck
him from his horse and he was angry and threatened revenge against
someone near to me. Then he made himself invisible and wounded
my son, whom you hear crying out in pain. He will not be well -
until I have killed that evil knight and taken his blood.”

“I know him well, but I have never seen him,” Balin said. “He
has killed two of my knights in the same way, and I would rather
meet him in combat than have all the gold in the realm.”

“I will tell you how to meet him,” said the host. “His brother,
King Pelham, has proclaimed a great feast within twenty days. And
no knight may attend unless he brings his wife or his mistress. The
king’s brother, Garlon, is sure to be there.”

“Then I will be there also,” Balin said.

And in the morning the three started their journey and they rode
for fifteen days until they came to Pelham’s country, and they came
to his castle on the day the feast began, and they stabled their horses
and went to the great hall, but Balin’s host was refused because he
had brought neither wife nor paramour. But Balin was welcomed
and taken to a chamber where he unarmed and bathed himself and
servants brought him a rich robe to wear to the feasting. But then
they asked him to leave his sword with his armor; Balin refused.
He said, “In my country a knight must keep his sword with him
always. If I cannot take it, I may not feast.” Reluctantly they let
him take his weapon, and he went into the great hall and sat among
the knights, with his lady beside him.

Then Balin asked, “Is there a knight in this court named Garlon,
brother of the king?”

“There he is now,” said a man nearby. “Look, he is the one with
the dark skin. He is a strange man and he has killed many knights
because he has the secret of invisibility.”

Balin stared at Garlon and considered what he should do, and he
thought, “If I kill him now, I will not be able to escape, but if I do
not [ may never see him again, because he will not be visible.”

Garlon had noticed Balin staring at him and it angered him. He
rose from his place and came to Balin and slapped him in the face
with the back of his hand and said, “I do not like you staring at
me. Eat your meat, or do anything else you came to do.”
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“I will do what I came to do,” Balin said and he drew his sword
and cut off Garlon’s head. Then he said to his lady, “Give me the
truncheon that killed your love,” and he took it from her and drove
it through Garlon’s body, crying, “You killed a good knight with
that. Now it sticks in you,” and he called to his friend outside the
hall, “Here is blood enough to cure your son.”

The assembled knights had sat astonished, but now they leaped
to their feet to set on Balin. King Pelham stood up from the high
table, saying, “You have killed my brother. You must die.”

And Balin taunted him, “Very well - do it yourself if you are
brave enough.”

“You are right,” Pelham said. “Stand back, you knights. I will
kill him myself for my brother’s sake.”

Pelham took a huge battle ax from the wall and advanced and
aimed a blow and Balin parried with his sword, but the heavy ax
broke his sword in two so that he was weaponless. Then Balin
ran from the hall with Pelham following. He went from chamber
to chamber looking for a weapon, but he could not find one and
always he could hear King Pelham following.

At last Balin came to a chamber and saw a wonder. The room
was hung with cloth of gold figured with mystic holy symbols and
a bed was curtained with marvelous curtains. On the bed under a
cover woven of golden thread lay the perfect body of an ancient
and venerable man, while on a golden table beside the bed there
stood a strangely wrought spear, a haft of wood, a lean iron shank,
and a small, pointed head.

Balin heard Pelham’s pursuing steps and he seized the spear and
droveitinto the side of his enemy. And at that moment an earthquake
rumbled and the walls of the castle cracked outward and the roof fell
in and Balin and King Pelham rolled in the tumbling rubble to the
ground and they lay unconscious, pinned under stones and pieces
of timber. Inside the castle most of the gathered knights were killed
by the falling roof.

After a time Merlin appeared and cleared the stones from Balin
and brought him to his senses. And he brought him a horse and
told him to leave the country as quickly as he could.

But Balin said, “Where is my damsel?”

“She lies dead under the fallen castle,” Merlin said.

“What caused this ruin?” Balin asked.

“You have fallen on a mystery,” Merlin said. “Not long after
Jesus Christ was crucified, Joseph, a merchant of Arimathea who
gave our Lord his sepulcher, came sailing to this land bringing the
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sacred cup of the Last Supper filled with the holy blood and also
~ that spear with which Longinus the Roman pierced the side of Jesus
on the Cross. And Joseph brought these holy things to the Island of
Glass in Avalon and there he built a church, the first in all this land.
That was Joseph’s body on the bed and that Longinus’s spear, and
with it you wounded Pelham, Joseph’s descendant, and it was the
dolorous stroke I spoke of long ago. And because you have done
this, a blight of sickness and hunger and despair will spread over
the land.”

Balin cried, “It is not fair. It is not just.”

“Misfortune is not fair, fate is not just, but they exist just the
same,” said Merlin, and he bade Balin farewell. “For,” he said,
“we will not meet again in this world.”

Then Balin rode away through the blighted land and he saw
people dead and dying on every side, and the living cried after
him, “Balin, you are the cause of this destruction. You will be
punished for it.” And Balin in anguish pushed his horse to leave
the destroyed country. He rode eight days, fleeing from the evil,
and he was glad when he passed out of the blighted land and into
a fair, untroubled forest. His spirit awakened and threw off his
gloomy garments. Above the tops of the trees in a fair valley he
saw the battlements of a slender tower and turned his horse toward
it. Beside the tower a great horse was tied to a tree and on the ground
a handsome, well-made knight sat mourning aloud to himself.

And because he had given death and suffering to so many, Balin
wished to make amends. He said to the knight, “God save you.
Why are you sad? Tell me and I will try my best to help you.”

The knight said, “Telling you would give me more pain that I
have already.”

Then Balin walked a little apart and looked at the tethered horse
and its equipment, and he heard the knight say, “Oh, my lady, why
have you broken your promise to meet me here at noon. You gave
me my sword, a deadly gift, for I may kill myself with it for love
of you.” And the knight drew his shining sword from its sheath.

Then Balin moved quickly and grasped his wrist.

“Let me go or I will kill you,” cried the knight.

“There is no good in that. I know now about your lady and I
promise to bring her to you if you will tell me where she is.”

“Who are you?” the knight demanded.

“Sir Balin.”.

“Iknow your fame,” said the knight. “You are the Knight with the
Two Swords, and you are said to be one of the bravest of knights.”
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“What is your name?”

“I am Sir Garnish of the Mountain. [ am a poor man’s son, but
because I served well in battle, Duke Harmel took me under his
protection and knighted me and gave me lands. It is his daughter
I love and I thought she loved me.”

“How far away is she?” Balin asked.

“Only six miles.”

“Then why do you sit here mourning? Let us go to her and find
the reason for her failure.”

Then they rode together until they came to a well-built castle
with high walls and a moat. And Balin said, “Remain here and
wait for me. I will go into the castle and try to find her.”

Balin went into the castle and found no one about. He searched
through the halls and the rooms and at last came to a lady’s chamber,
but her bed was empty. He looked from her window to a lovely little
garden within the walls and on the grass under a laurel tree he saw
the lady and a knight lying on a green silken cloth, and they had
fallen asleep in a close embrace, their heads on a pillow of grass
and sweet herbs. The lady was fair but her lover was an ugly man,
hairy and heavy and uncouth.

Then Balin went quietly out through chambers and halls and at
the castle gate he told Sir Garnish what he had seen and led him
softly to the garden. And when the knight saw his lady in the arms
of another, his heart drummed with passion and his veins burst and
blood streamed from his nose and mouth. In his blinding rage he
drew his sword and cut off the heads of the sleeping lovers. And
suddenly the rage was gone and he was sick and weak. And he
blamed Balin bitterly, saying, “You have brought sorrow to me
on sorrow. If you had not brought me here, I would not have
known.”

Balin replied angrily, “Was it not better to know her for what
she was and so be cured of loving her? I only did what I would
want done for me.”

“You have doubled my pain,” Sir Garnish said. “You have caused
me to kill what I loved most in the world and I cannot live,” and
suddenly he plunged his own bloody sword through his heart and
fell dead beside the headless lovers.

The castle was quiet, and Balin knew that if he were found there
hewould be charged with murdering all three. He went quickly out of
thecastleand rode away among the forest treesand the thick darkness
of his fate was on him and he felt the curtains of his life closing in on
him so that he seemed to be riding in a mist of hopelessness.
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After a time he came to a stone cross in the path and on it in
letters of gold was written, LET NO KNIGHT RIDE ALONE ON
THIS WAY. An old and white-haired man approached him as he
read the words and he said, “Sir Balin, this is the boundary of
your life. Turn back and you may save yourself.” And the old
man vanished.

Then Balin heard a hunting horn blowing the call that announces
the death of a stag. And Balin said somberly, “That death call is for
me. | am the quarry and I am not dead yet.”

And suddenly a crowd of people clustered around him, a hundred
lovely ladies and many knights in rich and glinting armor, and they
welcomed him sweetly and petted and soothed him and led him to
a castle nearby where they unarmed him and gave him a rich soft
robe and led him to sit in the great hall where there was music and
dancing and gaiety and brittle joy.

And when Balin was comforted the Lady of the Castle came to
him and said, “Sir Knight with the Two Swords, it is the custom
here that any passing stranger must joust with a knight who guards
an island nearby.”

Balin said, “It is an unhappy custom to force a knight to joust
whether he wants to or not.”

“It is only one knight. Is the great Balin afraid of one knight?”

“I don’t think I am afraid, my lady,” Balin said. “But a man
who has traveled far can be weary and his horse worn out. My
body is weary but my heart is fresh.” And he said hopelessly, “If
I must, I must, and I would be glad to find here my death and rest
and peace.”

Then a knight who stood nearby said, “I have looked at your
armor. Your shield is small and the handles are loose. Take my
shield. It is large and well made.” And when Balin protested, the
knight insisted, saying, “I beg you to take it for your safety.”

Then Balin wearily armed himself and the knight brought his
new and well-painted shield and forced it on him, and Balin
was too weary and confused to argue, and he thought how
his squire had said he was a headstrong knight and therein
lay his trouble, and so he accepted the shield and mounted
and rode slowly to a lake in which there was a small island
so near to the castle that it was overlooked by the battlements.
And ladies and knights were gathered on the walls to see the
combat.

A boat big enough for horse and man was waiting at the waterside
and Balin entered it and was rowed to the island, where a damsel
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stood waiting for him, and she said, “Sir Balin, why have you left
your shield with your own device?” ,

“I don’t know why,” said Balin. “I am ground down with
misfortune and my judgment all askew. I am sorry I ever came
to this place, but since I am here I may as well go on. I would
be ashamed to turn back. No. I will accept what comes to me, my
death or my life.”

Then from long habit in the field he rested his weapons and
tightened the girth of his saddle. Then he mounted and said a
prayer for himself and closed the visor of his helmet and rode
toward a little habitation on the island, and the knights and ladies
watched him from the tower.

Then a knight in red armor and red horse trappings rode toward
him. It was Sir Balan, and when he saw that his opponent wore two
swords, he thought it was his brother, but when he saw the device
on the shield, he knew it could not be.

In dreadful silence the two knights couched their spears and
crashed together, and both spears struck true and did not shatter,
and both knights were flung to the ground and lay stunned. Balin
was sorely bruised by the fall and his body ached with weariness.
And Balan was the first to recover. He rose to his feet and came
toward Balin and Balin staggered up to face him.

Balan aimed the first stroke but Balin raised his shield and
warded it, and striking underneath he pierced helmet, and he
struck again with that unhappy sword and staggered Balan, and
then they drew apart and fought warily, cutting and parrying until
they were breathless.

Balin looked up at the towers and saw the ladies in bright dresses
looking down on them, and closed with his opponent again. Then
both drew new strength from battle rage and they slashed and cut
ferociously and blades chopped through armor and blood poured
from each one. A moment they rested and then returned to the
deadly fight, each trying to kill quickly before their strength bled
away; each cut mortal wounds in the body of the other until Balan
staggered away and lay down, too weak to raise his hand.

Then Balin, leaning on his sword, said, “Who are you? I have
never found anywhere a knight who could stand up to me.”

And the fallen man said, “My name is Balan, and I am a brother
of the famous knight Sir Balin.”

When Balin heard this his head whirled and he fainted and fell
to the ground. And when he came to his senses he crawled on hands
and knees and took off Balan’s helmet and saw his face so cut to
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pieces and covered with blood that he did not know that face. And
Balin laid his head on his brother’s breast and wept, and he cried,
“Oh, my brother, my dear brother. I have killed you and you have
wounded me to death.”

Balin said weakly, “I saw the two swords, but your shield had
a device unknown to me.”

“It was a knight of that castle who made me take his shield
because he knew you would have recognized mine. If I could live
I would destroy that castle and its evil customs.”

“I wish that might be done,” Balan said. “They made me fight
here on the island, and when I killed the defender they forced me
to be the champion and would not let me go. If you should live,
my brother, they would keep you here to fight for their pleasure,
and you could not escape over the water.”

Then the boat brought the Lady of the Castle and her retainers to
the island, and the brothers begged her to bury them together. “We
came out of one womb,” they said, “and we go to one grave.”

And the lady promised that it would be done.

“Now send for a priest,” Balin said. “We want the sacrament
and to receive the blessed body of our Lord Jesus Christ.” And
it was done, and Balin said, “Write on our tomb how through ill
fortune two brothers killed each other so that passing knights may
pray for us.”

Then Balan died, but Balin’s life lingered with him till midnight,
and in the darkness the brothers were buried together.

In the morning Merlin appeared and by his arts he raised a tomb
over the brothers and on it in letters of gold he wrote their story.

And then Merlin prophesied many things that were to come:
how Lancelot would come, and Galahad. And he fore-told tragic
matters: how Lancelot would kill his best friend Gawain.

And after Merlin had done many strange prophetic things, he
went to King Arthur and told him the story of the brothers, and
the king was saddened. “In all the world,” he said, “I never knew
two such knights.”
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Howard Pyle

We now move even further into legend. Where the Arthurian
Mythos — a phrase I use to distinguish it from the rather
more historically based but still essentially legendary Arthur
— comes into its own is with the introduction of the sword
Excalibur. Without that, and without the Holy Grail, which
we will come to later, the legend wouldn’t be much more
than the story of a heroic though rather bloodthirsty bunch
of knights under their powerful leader, who at length fall out
with each other over the love of Guinevere and the desire for
the kingdom. With Excalibur a more mystical element enters.
Here is a sword which Arthur receives from the strange Lady
of the Lake and which makes him invincible. Moreover the
scabbard is more powerful than the sword and makes him
invulnerable.

The sword was there from the start of the legend. Geoffrey of
Monmouth refers to Caliburn (from the Latin chalybs meaning
steel), though in his story there is nothing magical about the sword.
As the legend developed Excalibur became associated with the
sword-in-the-stone, but subsequently Excalibur became a special
gift to Arthur alone, one that, at his death, he had to return to
the owner. Here is Howard Pyle’s version of how Arthur gains
Excalibur.
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Now it fell upon a certain pleasant time in the Springtide season
that King Arthur and his Court were making a royal progression
through that part of Britain which lieth close to the Forests of the
Usk. At that time the weather was exceedingly warm, and so the
King and Court made pause within the forest under the trees in
the cool and pleasant shade that the place afforded, and there
the King rested for a while upon a couch of rushes spread with
scarlet cloth.

And the knights then present at that Court were, Sir Gawaine,
and Sir Ewaine, and Sir Kay, and Sir Pellias, and Sir Bedevere,
and Sir Caradoc, and Sir Geraint, and Sir Bodwin of Britain and
Sir Constantine of Cornwall, and Sir Brandiles and Sir Mador de
la Porte, and there was not to be found anywhere in the world a
company of such noble and exalted knights as these.

Now as the King lay drowsing and as these worthies sat holding
cheerful converse together at that place, there came, of a sudden,
a considerable bustle and stir upon the outskirts of the Court, and
presently there appeared a very sad and woful sight. For there came
thither-ward a knight, sore wounded, and upheld upon his horse by
a golden-haired page, clad in an apparel of white and azure. And,
likewise, the knight’s apparel and the trappings of his horse were
of white and azure, and upon his shield he bore the emblazonment
of a single lily flower of silver upon a ground of pure azure.

But the knight was in a very woeful plight. For his face was as
pale as wax and hung down upon his breast. And his eyes were
glazed and saw naught that passed around him, and his fair apparel
of white and blue was all red with the blood of life that ran from
a great wound in his side. And, as they came upon their way, the
young page lamented in such wise that it wrung the heart for to
hear him.

Now, as these approached, King Arthur aroused cried out, “Alas!
what doleful spectacle is that which I behold? Now hasten, ye my
lords, and bring succor to yonder knight; and do thou, Sir Kay, go
quickly and bring that fair young page hither that we may presently
hear from his lips what mishap hath befallen his lord.”

So certain of those knights hastened at the King’s bidding
and gave all succor to the wounded knight, and conveyed
him to King Arthur’s own pavilion, which had been pitched
at a little distance. And when he had come there the King’s
chirurgeon presently attended upon him - albeit his wounds
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were of such a sort he might not hope to live for a very
long while. :

Meantime, Sir Kay brought that fair young page before the King,
where he sat, and the King thought that he had hardly ever seen a
more beautiful countenance. And the King said, “I prithee tell me,
Sir Page, who is thy master, and how came he in such a sad and
pitiable condition as that which we have just now beheld.”

“That will I so, Lord,” said the youth. “Know that my master is
entitled Sir Myles of the White Fountain, and that he cometh from
the country north of where we are and at a considerable distance
from this. In that country he is the Lord of seven castles and several
noble estates, wherefore, as thou mayst see, he is of considerable
consequence. A fortnight ago (being doubtless moved thereunto
by the lustiness of the Springtime), he set forth with only me for
his esquire, for he had a mind to seek adventure in such manner as
beseemed a good knight who would be errant. And we had several
adventures, and in all of them my lord was entirely successful; for
he overcame six knights at various places and sent them all to his
castle for to attest his valor unto his lady.

“At last, this morning, coming to a certain place situated at a
considerable distance from this, we came upon a fair castle of the
forest, which stood in a valley surrounded by open spaces of level
lawn, bedight with many flowers of divers sorts. There we beheld
three fair damsels who tossed a golden ball from one to another,
and the damsels were clad all in flame-colored satin, and their hair
was of the color of gold. And as we drew nigh to them they stinted
their play, and she who was the chief of those damsels called out
to my lord, demanding of him whither he went and what was his
errand.

“To her my lord made answer that he was errant and in search
of adventure, and upon this, the three damsels laughed, and she
who had first spoken said, ‘An thou art in search of adventure, Sir
Knight, happily I may be able to help thee to one that shall satisfy
thee to thy heart’s content.’

“Unto this my master made reply ‘I prithee, fair damsel, tell me
what that adventure may be so that I may presently assay it.’

“Thereupon this lady bade my master to take a certain path, and
to follow the same for the distance of a league or a little more, and
that he would then come to a bridge of stone that crossed a violent
stream, and she assured him that there he might find adventure
enough for to satisfy any man.

“So my master and I wended thitherward as that damoiselle had
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directed, and, by and by, we came unto the bridge whereof she had
spoken. And, lo! beyond the bridge was a lonesome castle with a
tall straight tower, and before the castle was a wide and level lawn
of well-trimmed grass. And immediately beyond the bridge was
an apple-tree hung over with a multitude of shields. And midway
upon the bridge was a single shield, entirely of black; and beside it
hung a hammer of brass; and beneath the shield was written these
words in letters of red:

Whoso Smiteth This Shield
Doeth So at his Peril.

“Now, my master, Sir Myles, when he read those words went
straightway to that shield and, seizing the hammer that hung
beside it, he smote upon it a blow so that it rang like thunder.

“Thereupon, as in answer, the portcullis of the castle was let fall,
and there immediately came forth a knight, clad all from head to
foot in sable armor. And his apparel and the trappings of his horse
and all the appointments thereof were likewise entirely of sable.

“Now when that Sable Knight perceived my master he came
riding swiftly across the meadow and so to the other end of the
bridge. And when he had come there he drew rein and saluted my
master and cried out, ‘Sir Knight, I demand of thee why thou didst
smite that shield. Now let me tell thee, because of thy boldness, I
shall take away from thee thine own shield, and shall hang it upon
yonder apple-tree, where thou beholdest all those other shields to
be hanging.” Unto this my master made reply. ‘That thou shalt
not do unless thou mayst overcome me, as knight to knight.” And
thereupon, immediately, he dressed his shield and put himself into
array for an assault at arms.

“So my master and this Sable Knight, having made themselves
ready for that encounter, presently drave together with might and
main. And they met in the middle of the course, where my master’s
spear burst into splinters. But the spear of the Sable Knight held
and it pierced through Sir Myles, his shield, and it penetrated his
side, so that both he and his horse were overthrown violently into
the dust; he being wounded so grievously that he could not arise
again from the ground whereon he lay.

“Then the Sable Knight took my master’s shield and hung it
up in the branches of the apple-tree where the other shields
were hanging, and, thereupon, without paying further heed to
my master, or inquiring as to his hurt, he rode away into
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his castle again, whereof the portcullis was immediately closed
behind him. ;

“So, after that he had gone, I got my master to his horse with
great labor, and straightway took him thence, not knowing where
I might find harborage for him, until I came to this place. And
that, my lord King, is the true story of how my master came by
that mortal hurt which he hath suffered.”

“Ha! By the glory of Paradise!” cried King Arthur, “I do consider
itgreat shame that in my Kingdom and so near to my Court strangers
should be so discourteously treated as Sir Myles hath been served.
For it is certainly a discourtesy for to leave a fallen knight upon the
ground, without tarrying to inquire as to his hurt how grievous it
may be. And still more discourteous is it for to take away the shield
of a fallen knight who hath done good battle.”

And so did all the knights of the King’s Court exclaim against
the discourtesy of that Sable Knight.

Then there came forth a certain esquire attendant upon the King’s
person, by name Griflet, who was much beloved by his Royal Master,
and he kneeled before the King and cried out in a loud voice: “I crave
a boon of thee, my lord King! and do beseech thee that thou wilt
grant it unto me!”

Then King Arthur uplifted his countenance upon the youth as
he knelt before him and he said, “Ask, Griflet, and thy boon shall
be granted unto thee.”

Thereupon Griflet said, “It is this that [ would ask —I crave that
thou wilt make me straightway knight, and that thou wilt let me go
forth and endeavor to punish this unkindly knight, by overthrowing
him, and so redeeming those shields which he hath hung upon that
apple-tree.”

Then was King Arthur much troubled in his spirit, for Griflet
was as yet only an esquire and altogether untried in arms. So he
said, “Behold, thou art yet too young to have to do with so potent
a knight as this sable champion must be, who has thus overthrown
so many knights without himself suffering any mishap. I prithee,
dear Griflet, consider and ask some other boon.”

But young Griflet only cried the more, “A boon! A boon! and
thou hast granted it unto me.”

Thereupon King Arthur said, “Thou shalt have thy boon, though
my heart much misgiveth me that thou wilt suffer great ill and
misfortune from this adventure.”

So that night Griflet kept watch upon his armor in a chapel of
the forest, and, in the morning, having received the Sacrament, he
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was created a knight by the hand of King Arthur — and it was
not possible for any knight to have greater honor than that. Then
King Arthur fastened the golden spurs to Sir Griflet’s heels with
his own hand.

So Griflet was made a knight, and having mounted his charger,
he rode straightway upon his adventure, much rejoicing and singing
for pure pleasure.

And it was at this time that Sir Myles died of his hurt, for it is
often so that death and misfortune befall some, whiles others laugh
and sing for hope and joy, as though such grievous things as sorrow
and death could never happen in the world wherein they live.

Now that afternoon King Arthur sat waiting with great anxiety
for word of that young knight, but there was no word until toward
evening, when there came hurrying to him certain of his attendants,
proclaiming that Sir Griflet was returning, but without his shield,
and in such guise that it seemed as though a great misfortune had
befallen him. And straightway thereafter came Sir Griflet himself,
sustained upon his horse on the one hand by Sir Constantine and
upon the other by Sir Brandiles. And, lo! Sir Griflet’s head hung
down upon his breast, and his fair new armor was all broken and
stained with blood and dust. And so woful was he of appearance
that King Arthur’s heart was contracted with sorrow to behold that
young knight in so pitiable a condition.

So, at King Arthur’s bidding, they conducted Sir Griflet to the
Royal Pavilion, and there they laid him down upon a soft couch.
Then the King’s chirurgeon searched his wounds and found that
the head of a spear and a part of the shaft thereof were still piercing
Sir Griflet’s side, so that he was in most woful and grievous pain.

And when King Arthur beheld in what a parlous state Sir Griflet
lay he cried out, “Alas! my dear young knight, what hath happened
thee to bring thee unto such a woful condition as this which I
behold?”

Then Sir Griflet, speaking in a very weak voice, told King Arthur
how he had fared. And he said that he had proceeded through the
forest, until he had discovered the three beautiful damsels whereof
the page of Sir Myles had spoken. And he said that these damsels
had directed him as to the manner in which he should pursue his
adventure. And he said that he had found the bridge whereon hung
the shield and the brazen mall, and that he had there beheld the
apple-tree hung full of shields; and he said that he smote the shield
of the Sable Knight with the brazen mall, and that the Sable Knight
had thereupon come riding out against him. And he said that this
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knight did not appear of a mind to fight with him; instead, he cried
out to him with a great deal of nobleness that he was too young and
too untried in arms to have to do with a seasoned knight; wherefore
he advised Sir Griflet to withdraw him from that adventure ere it
was too late. But, notwithstanding this advice, Sir Griflet would
not withdraw but declared that he would certainly have to do with
that other knight in sable. Now at the very first onset Sir Griflet’s
spear had burst into pieces, but the spear of the Sable Knight had
held and had pierced through Sir Griflet’s shield and into his side,
causing him this grievous wound whereof he suffered. And Sir Griflet
said that the Sable Knight had then, most courteously, uplifted him
upon his horse again (albeit he had kept Sir Griflet’s shield and had
hung it upon the tree with those others that hung there) and had
then directed him upon his way, so that he had made shift to ride
thither, though with great pain and dole.

Then was King Arthur very wode and greatly disturbed in his
mind, for indeed he loved Sir Griflet exceedingly well. Wherefore he
declared that he himself would now go forth for to punish that Sable
Knight, and for to humble him with his own hand. And, though the
knights of his Court strove to dissuade him from that adventure, yet
he declared that he with his own hand would accomplish that proud
knight’s humiliation, and that he would undertake the adventure,
with God His Grace, upon the very next day.

And so disturbed was he that he could scarce eat his food that
evening for vexation, nor would he go to his couch to sleep, but,
having inquired very narrowly of Sir Griflet where he might find
that valley of flowers and those three damsels, he spent the night
in walking up and down his pavilion, awaiting for the dawning of
the day.

Now, as soon as the birds first began to chirp and the east to
brighten with the coming of the daylight, King Arthur summoned
his two esquires, and, having with their aid donned his armor and
mounted a milk-white war-horse, he presently took his departure
upon that adventure which he had determined upon.

And, indeed it is a very pleasant thing for to ride forth in the
dawning of a Springtime day. For then the little birds do sing their
sweetest song, all joining in one joyous medley, whereof one may
scarce tell one note from another, so multitudinous is that pretty
roundelay; then do the growing things of the earth smell the sweetest
in the freshness of the early daytime —the fair flowers, the shrubs, and
the blossoms upon the trees; then doth the dew bespangle all the
sward as with an incredible multitude of jewels of various colors;
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then is all the world sweet and clean and new, as though it had
been fresh created for him who came to roam abroad so early in
the morning.

So King Arthur’s heart expanded with great joy, and he chanted
a quaint song as he rode through the forest upon the quest of that
knightly adventure.

So, about noon-tide, he came to that part of the forest lands
whereof he had heard those several times before. For of a sudden,
he discovered before him a wide and gently sloping valley, a-down
which ran a stream as bright as silver. And, lo! the valley was strewn
all over with an infinite multitude of fair and fragrant flowers of
divers sorts. And in the midst of the valley there stood a comely
castle, with tall red roofs and many bright windows, so that it
seemed to King Arthur that it was a very fine castle indeed. And
upon a smooth green lawn he perceived those three damoiselles
clad in flame-colored satin of whom the page of Sir Myles and Sir
Griflet had spoken. And they played at ball with a golden ball, and
the hair of each was of the hue of gold, and it seemed to King Arthur,
as he drew nigh, that they were the most beautiful damoiselles that
he had ever beheld in all of his life.

Now as King Arthur came unto them the three ceased tossing
the ball, and she who was the fairest of all damoiselles demanded
of him whither he went and upon what errand he was bound.

Then King Arthur made reply: “Ha! fair lady! whither should a
belted knight ride upon such a day as this, and upon what business,
other than the search of adventure such as beseemeth a knight of a
proper strength of heart and frame who would be errant?”

Then the three damoiselles smiled upon the King, for he was
exceedingly comely of face and they liked him very well. “Alas, Sir
Knight!” said she who had before spoken, “I prithee be in no such
haste to undertake a dangerous adventure, but rather tarry with us
for a day or two or three, for to feast and make merry with us. For
surely good cheer doth greatly enlarge the heart, and we would fain
enjoy the company of so gallant a knight as thou appearest to be.
Yonder castle is ours and all this gay valley is ours, and those who
have visited it are pleased, because of its joyousness, to call it the
Valley of Delight. So tarry with us for a little and be not in such
haste to go forward.”

“Nay,” said King Arthur,” I may not tarry with ye, fair ladies,
for I am bent upon an adventure of which ye may wot right
well, when I tell ye that I seek that Sable Knight, who hath
overcome so many other knights and hath taken away their
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shields. So I do pray ye of your grace for to tell me where I
may find him.”

“Grace of Heaven!” cried she who spake for the others, “this is
certainly a sorry adventure which ye seek, Sir Knight! For already,
in these two days, have two knights assayed with that knight, and
both have fallen into great pain and disregard. Ne’theless, an thou
wilt undertake this peril, yet shalt thou not go until thou hast eaten
and refreshed theyself.” So saying, she lifted a little ivory whistle
that hung from her neck by a chain of gold, and blew upon it
very shrilly.

In answer to this summons there came forth from the castle three
fair young pages, clad all in flame-colored raiment, bearing among
them a silver table covered with a white napkin. And after them
came five other pages of the same appearance, bearing flagons of
white wine and red, dried fruits and comfits and manchets of white
fair bread.

Then King Arthur descended from his war-horse with great
gladness, for he was both hungry and athirst, and, seating himself
at the table with the damsels beside him, he ate with greatenjoyment,
discoursing pleasantly the while with those fair ladies, who listened
to him with great cheerfulness of spirit. Yet he told them not who he
was, though they greatly marvelled who might be the noble warrior
who had come thus into that place.

So, havingsatisfied his hunger and his thirst, King Arthur mounted
his steed again, and the three damsels conducted him across the valley
a little way — he riding upon his horse and they walking beside him.
So, by and by, he perceived where was a dark pathway that led into
the farther side of the forest land; and when he had come thither the
lady who had addressed him before said to him, “Yonder is the way
that thou must take an thou wouldst enter upon this adventure. So
fare thee well, and may good hap go with thee, for, certes, thou art
the Knight most pleasant of address who hath come hitherward for
this long time.”

Thereupon King Arthur, having saluted those ladies right cour-
teously, rode away with very great joy of that pleasant adventure
through which he had thus passed.

Now when King Arthur had gone some ways he came, by and
by, to a certain place where charcoal burners plied their trade. For
here were many mounds of earth, all a-smoke with the smouldering
logs within, whilst all the air was filled with the smell of the
dampened fires.

As the King approached this spot, he presently beheld that
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something was toward that was sadly amiss. For, in the open
clearing, he beheld three sooty fellows with long knives in their
hands, who pursued one old man, whose beard was as white as
snow. And he beheld that the reverend old man, who was clad
richly in black, and whose horse stood at a little distance, was
running hither and thither, as though to escape from those wicked
men, and he appeared to be very hard pressed and in great danger
of his life.

“Pardee!” quoth the young King to himself, “here, certes, is one
in sore need of succor.” Whereupon he cried out in a great voice,
“Hold, villains! What would you be at!” and therewith set spurs
to his horse and dropped his spear into rest and drove down upon
them with a noise like to thunder for loudness.

But when the three wicked fellows beheld the armed Knight thus
thundering down upon them, they straightway dropped their knives
and, with loud outcries of fear, ran away hither and thither until
they had escaped into the thickets of the forest, where one upon a
horse might not hope to pursue them.

Whereupon, having driven away those wicked fellows, King
Arthur rode up to him whom he had succored, thinking to offer
him condolence. And behold! when he had come nigh to him, he
perceived that the old man was the Enchanter Merlin. Yet whence
he had so suddenly come, who had only a little while before been
at the King’s Court at Carleon, and what he did in that place,
the King could in no wise understand. Wherefore he bespoke the
Enchanter in this wise, “Ha! Merlin, it seemeth to me that I have
saved thy life. For, surely, thou hadst not escaped from the hands
of those wicked men had I not happened to come hitherward at
this time.”

“Dost thou think so, Lord?” said Merlin. “Now let me tell thee
that I did maybe appear to be in danger, yet I might have saved
myself very easily had I been of a mind to do so. But, as thou sawst
me in this seeming peril, so may thou know that a real peril, far
greater than this, lieth before thee, and there will be no errant
knight to succor thee from it. Wherefore, I pray thee, Lord, for
to take me with thee upon this adventure that thou art set upon,
for I do tell thee that thou shalt certainly suffer great dole and pain
therein.” -

“Merlin,” said King Arthur, “even an I were to face my death,
yet would I not turn back from this adventure. But touching the
advice thou givest me, meseems it will be very well to take thee
with me if such peril lieth before me as thou sayest.”
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And Merlin said, “Yea, it would be very well for thee to
do so.” ;

So Merlin mounted upon his palfrey, and King Arthur and he
betook their way from that place in pursuit of that adventure which
the King had undertaken to perform.

I

So King Arthur and Merlin rode together through the forest for
a considerable while, until they perceived that they must be
approaching nigh to the place where dwelt the Sable Knight
whom the King sought so diligently. For the forest, which had
till then been altogether a wilderness, very deep and mossy, began
to show an aspect more thin and open, as though a dwelling-place
of mankind was close at hand.

And, after a little, they beheld before them a violent stream of
water, that rushed through a dark and dismal glen. And, likewise,
they perceived that across this stream of water there was a bridge
of stone, and that upon the other side of the bridge there was a
smooth and level lawn of green grass, whereon Knights-contestants
might joust very well. And beyond this lawn they beheld a tall and
forbidding castle, with smooth walls and a straight tower; and this
castle was built upon the rocks so that it appeared to be altogether
a part of the stone. So they wist that this must be the castle whereof
the page and Sir Griflet had spoken.

For, midway upon the bridge, they beheld that there hung a sable
shield and a brass mall exactly as the page and Sir Griflet had said;
and that upon the farther side of the stream was an apple-tree,
amid the leaves of which hung a very great many shields of various
devices, exactly as those two had reported: and they beheld that
some of those shields were clean and fair, and that some were foul
and stained with blood, and that some were smooth and unbroken,
and that some were cleft as though by battle of knight with knight.
And all those shields were the shields of different knights whom
the Sable Knight, who dwelt within the castle, had overthrown in
combat with his own hand.

“Splendor of Paradise!” quoth King Arthur, “that must, indeed,
be a right valiant knight who, with his own single strength,
hath overthrown and cast down so many other knights. For,
indeed, Merlin, there must be an hundred shields hanging in
yonder tree!”
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Unto this Merlin made reply, “And thou, Lord, mayst be very
happy an thy shield, too, hangeth not there ere the sun goeth down
this even-tide.”

“That,” said King Arthur, with a very steadfast countenance,
“shall be as God willeth. For, certes, I have a greater mind than
ever for to try my power against yonder knight. For, consider,
what especial honor would fall to me should I overcome so valiant
a warrior as this same Sable Champion appeareth to be, seeing that
he hath been victorious over so many other good knights.”

Thereupon, having so spoken his mind, King Arthur immediately
pushed forward his horse and so, coming upon the bridge, he clearly
read that challenge writ in letters of red beneath the shield:

Whoso Smiteth This Shield
Doeth So At his Peril.

Upon reading these words, the King seized the brazen mall, and
smote that shield so violent a blow that the sound thereof echoed
back from the smooth walls of the castle, and from the rocks whereon
it stood, and from the skirts of the forest around about, as though
twelve other shields had been struck in those several places.

And in answer to that sound, the portcullis of the castle was
immediately let fall, and there issued forth a knight, very huge of
frame, and clad all in sable armor. And, likewise, all of his apparel
and all the trappings of his horse were entirely of sable, so that he
presented a most grim and forbidding aspect. And this Sable Knight
came across that level meadow of smooth grass with a very stately
and honorable gait; for neither did he ride in haste, nor did he ride
slowly, but with great pride and haughtiness of mien, as became a
champion who, haply, had never yet been overcome in battle. So,
reaching the bridge-head, he drew rein and saluted King Arthur with
great dignity, and also right haughtily. “Ha! Sir Knight!” quoth he,
“why didst thou, having read those words yonder inscribed, smite
upon my shield? Now I do tell thee that, for thy discourtesy, I shall
presently take thy shield away from thee, and shall hang it up upon
yonder apple-tree where thou beholdest all those other shields to be
hanging. Wherefore, either deliver thou thy shield unto me without
more ado or else prepare for to defend it with thy person — in the
which event thou shalt certainly suffer great pain and discomfort
to thy body.”

“Gramercy for the choice thou grantest me,” said King Arthur.
“But as for taking away my shield — I do believe that that shall be
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as Heaven willeth, and not as thou willest. Know, thou unkind
knight, that I have come hither for no other purpose than to do
battle with thee and so to endeavor for to redeem with my person
all those shields that hang yonder upon that apple-tree. So make
thou ready straightway that I may have to do with thee, maybe to
thy great disadvantage.”

“That will I so,” replied the Sable Knight. And thereupon he
turned his horse’s head and, riding back a certain distance across
the level lawn, he took stand in such place as appeared to him to
be convenient. And so did King Arthur ride forth also upon that
lawn, and take his station as seemed to him to be convenient.

Then each knightdressed hisspear and hisshield for the encounter,
and, having thus made ready for the assault, each shouted to his
war-horse and drave his spurs deep into its flank.

Then those two noble steeds rushed forth like lightning, coursing
across the ground with such violent speed that the earth trembled
and shook beneath them, an it were by cause of an earthquake. So
those two knights met fairly in the midst of the centre of the field,
crashing together like a thunderbolt. And so violently did they smite
the one against the other that the spears burst into splinters, even
unto the guard and the truncheon thereof, and the horses of the
riders staggered back from the onset, so that only because of the
extraordinary address of the knights-rider did they recover from
falling before that shock of meeting.

But, with great spirit, these two knights uplifted each his horse
with his own spirit, and so completed his course in safety.

And indeed King Arthur was very much amazed that he had not
overthrown his opponent, for, at that time, as aforesaid, he was
considered to be the very best knight and the one best approved in
deeds of arms that lived in all of Britain. Wherefore he marvelled
at the power and the address of that knight against whom he had
driven, that he had not been overthrown by the greatness of the
blow that had been delivered against his defences. So, when they
met again in the midst of the field, King Arthur gave that knight
greeting, and bespoke him with great courtesy, addressing him in
this wise: “Sir Knight, I know not who thou art, but I do pledge
my knightly word that thou art the most potent knight that ever I
have met in all of my life. Now I do bid thee get down straightway
from thy horse, and let us two fight this battle with sword and
upon foot, for it were pity to let it end in this way.”

“Not so,” quoth the Sable Knight — “not so, nor until one of
us twain be overthrown will I so contest this battle upon foot.”
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And upon this he shouted, “Ho! Ho!” in a very loud voice, and
straightway thereupon the gateway of the castle opened and there
came running forth two tall esquires clad all in black, pied with
crimson. And each of these esquires bare in his hand a great
spear of ash-wood, new and well-seasoned, and never yet strained
in battle.

So King Arthur chose one of these spears and the Sable Knight took
the other, and thereupon each returned to that station wherefrom he
had before essayed the encounter.

Then once again each knight rushed his steed to the assault, and
once again did each smite so fairly in the midst of the defence of
the other that the spears were splintered, so that only the guard
and the truncheon thereof remained in the grasp of the knight who
held it.

Then, as before, King Arthur would have fought the battle out
with swords and upon foot, but again the Sable Knight would not
have it so, but called aloud upon those within the castle, whereupon
there immediately came forth two other esquires with fresh, new
spears of ash-wood. So each knight again took him a spear, and
having armed himself therewith, chose each his station upon that
fair, level lawn of grass.

And now, for the third time, having thus prepared themselves
thereof assault, those two excellent knights hurled themselves
together in furious assault. And now, as twice before, did King
Arthur strike the Sable Knight so fairly in the centre of his defence
that the spear which he held was burst into splinters. But this time,
the spear of the Sable Knight did not so break in that manner, but
held; and so violent was the blow that he delivered upon King
Arthur’s shield that he pierced through the centre of it. Then the
girths of the King’s saddle burst apart by that great, powerful
blow, and both he and his steed were cast violently backward.
So King Arthur might have been overcast, had he not voided his
saddle with extraordinary skill and knightly address, wherefore,
though his horse was overthrown, he himself still held his footing
and did not fall into the dust. Ne’theless, so violent was the blow
that he received that, for a little space, he was altogether bereft of
his senses so that everything whirled around before his eyes.

But when his sight returned to him he was filled with an anger
so vehement that it appeared to him as though all the blood in his
heart rushed into his brains so that he saw naught but red, as of
blood, before his eyes. And when this also had passed he perceived
the Sable Knight that he sat his horse at no great distance. Then

i
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immediately King Arthur ran to him and catching the bridle-rein
of his horse, he cried out aloud unto that Sable Knight with great
violence: “Come down, thou black knight! and fight me upon foot
and with thy sword.”

“That will I not do,” said the Sable Knight, “for, lo! I have
overthrown thee. Wherefore deliver thou to me thy shield, that
I may hang it upon yonder apple-tree, and go thy way as others
have done before thee.”

“That will I not!” cried King Arthur, with exceeding passion,
“neither will I yield myself nor go hence until either thou or I have
altogether conquered the other.” Thereupon he thrust the horse of
the Sable Knight backward by the bridle-rein so vehemently, that
the other was constrained to void his saddle to save himself from
being overthrown upon the ground.

And now each knight was as entirely furious as the other,
wherefore, each drew his sword and dressed his shield, and
thereupon rushed together like two wild bulls in battle. They
foined, they smote, they traced, they parried, they struck again
and again, and the sound of their blows, crashing and clashing
the one upon the other, filled the entire surrounding space with
an extraordinary uproar. Nor may any man altogether conceive
of the entire fury of that encounter, for, because of the violence of
the blows which the one delivered upon the other, whole cantels of
armor were hewn from their bodies and many deep and grievous
wounds were given and received, so that the armor of each was
altogether stained with red because of the blood that flowed down
upon it.

At last King Arthur, waxing, as it were, entirely mad, struck so
fierce a blow that no armor could have withstood that stroke had
it fallen fairly upon it. But it befell with that stroke that his sword
broke at the hilt and the blade thereof flew into three several pieces
into the air. Yet was the stroke so wonderfully fierce that the Sable
Knight groaned, and staggered, and ran about in a circle as though
he had gone blind and knew not whither to direct his steps.

But presently he recovered himself again, and perceiving King
Arthur standing near by, and not knowing that his enemy had
now no sword for to defend himself withal, he cast aside his shield
and took his own sword into both hands, and therewith smote so
dolorous a stroke that he clave through King Arthur’s shield and
through his helmet and even to the bone of his brain-pan.

Then King Arthur thought that he had received his death-wound,
for his brains swam like water, his thighs trembled exceedingly, and
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he sank down to his knees, whilst the blood and sweat, commingled
together in the darkness of his helmet, flowed down into hiseyes in a
lather and blinded him. Thereupon, seeing him thus grievously hurt,
the Sable Knight called upon him with great vehemence for to yield
himself and to surrender his shield, because he was now too sorely
wounded for to fight any more.

But King Arthur would not yield himself, but catching the other
by the sword-belt, he lifted himself to his feet. Then, being in a
manner recovered from his amazement, he embraced the other
with both arms, and placing his knee behind the thigh of the Sable
Knight, he cast him backward down upon the ground so violently
that the sound of the fall was astounding to hear. And with that fall
the Sable Knight was, awhile, entirely bereft of consciousness. Then
King Arthur straightway unlaced the helm of the Sable Knight and
so beheld his face, and he knew him in spite of the blood that still
ran down his own countenance in great quantities, and he knew
that knight was King Pellinore, aforenamed in this history, who
had twice warred against King Arthur. (It hath already been said
how King Arthur had driven that other king from the habitations
of men and into the forests, so that now he dwelt in this poor
gloomy castle whence he waged war against all the knights who
came unto that place.)

Now when King Arthur beheld whom it was against whom he
had done battle, he cried out aloud, “Ha! Pellinore, is it then
thou? Now yield thee to me, for thou art entirely at my mercy.”
And upon this he drew his misericordia and set the point thereof
at King Pellinore’s throat.

But by now King Pellinore had greatly recovered from his fall,
and perceiving that the blood was flowing down in great measure
from out his enemy’s helmet, he wist that that other must have been
very sorely wounded by the blow which he had just now received.
Wherefore he catched King Arthur’s wrist in his hand and directed
the point of the dagger away from his own throat so that no great
danger threatened therefrom.

And, indeed, what with his sore wound and with the loss of
blood, King Arthur was now fallen exceedingly sick and faint, so
that it appeared to him that he was nigh to death. Accordmgly, it
was with no very great ado that King Pellinore suddenly heaved
himself up from the ground and so overthrew his enemy that King
Arthur was now underneath his knees.

And by this King Pellinore was exceedingly mad with the fury
of the sore battle he had fought. For he was so enraged that his
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eyes were all beshot with blood like those of a wild boar, and a
froth, like the champings of a wild boar, stood in the beard about
his lips. Wherefore he wrenched the dagger out of his enemy’s
hand, and immediately began to unlace his helm, with intent to
slay him where he lay. But at this moment Merlin came in great
haste, crying out, “Stay! stay! Sir Pellinore; what would you be
at? Stay your sacrilegious hand! For he who lieth beneath you is
none other than Arthur, King of all this realm!”

At this King Pellinore was astonished beyond measure. And for
a little he was silent, and then after a while he cried out in a very
voice, “Say you so, old man? Then verily your words have doomed
this man unto death. For no one in all this world hath ever suffered
such ill and such wrongs as I have suffered at his hands. For, lo! he
hath taken from me power, and kingship, and honors, and estates,
and hath left me only this gloomy, dismal castle of the forest as
an abiding-place. Wherefore, seeing that he is thus in my power,
he shall now presently die; if for no other reason than because if I
now let him go free, he will certainly revenge himself when he shall
have recovered from all the ill he hath suffered at my hands.”

Then Merlin said, “Not so! He shall not die at thy hands, for
I, myself, shall save him.” Whereupon he uplifted his staff and
smote King Pellinore across the shoulders. Then immediately King
Pellinore fell down and lay upon the ground on his face like one
who had suddenly gone dead.

Upon this, King Arthur uplifted himself upon his elbow and
beheld his enemy lying there as though dead, and he cried out,
“Ha! Merlin! what is this that thou hast done? I am very sorry,
for I do perceive that thou, by thy arts of magic, hath slain one
of the best knights in all the world.”

“Not so, my lord King!” said Merlin; “for, in sooth, I tell thee
that thou art far nigher to thy death than he. For he is but in sleep
and will soon awaken; but thou art in such a case that it would
take only a very little for to cause thee to die.”

And indeed King Arthur was exceeding sick, even to the heart,
with the sore wound he had received, so that it was only with much
ado that Merlin could help him up upon his horse. Having done
the which and having hung the King’s shield upon the horn of
his saddle, Merlin straightway conveyed the wounded man thence
across the bridge, and, leading the horse by the bridle, so took him
away into the forest.

Now I must tell you that there was in that part of the forest a
certain hermit so holy that the wild birds of the woodland would
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come and rest upon his hand whiles he read his breviary; and so
sanctified was he in gentleness that the wild does would come even
to the door of his hermitage, and there stand whilst he milked them
for his refreshment. And this hermit dwelt in that part of the forest
so remote from the habitations of man that when he rang the bell
for matins or for vespers, there was hardly ever anyone to hear the
sound thereof excepting the wild creatures that dwelt thereabout.
Yet, ne’theless, to this remote and lonely place royal folk and others
of high degree would sometimes come, as though on a pilgrimage,
because of the hermit’s exceeding saintliness.

So Merlin conveyed King Arthur unto this sanctuary, and, having
reached that place, he and the hermit lifted the wounded man down
from his saddle — the hermit giving many words of pity and sorrow —
and together they conveyed him into the holy man’s cell. There they
laid him upon a couch of moss and unlaced his armor and searched
his wounds and bathed them with pure water and dressed his hurts,
for that hermit was a very skilful leech. So for all that day and part of
the next, King Arthur lay upon the hermit’s pallet like one about to
die; for he beheld all things about him as though through thin water,
and the breath hung upon his lips and fluttered, and he could not
even lift his head from the pallet because of the weakness that lay
upon him.

Now upon the afternoon of the second day there fell a great
noise and tumult in that part of the forest. For it happened that
the Lady Guinevere of Cameliard, together with her Court, both
of ladies and of knights, had come upon a pilgrimage to that holy
man, the fame of whose saintliness had reached even unto the place
where she dwelt. For that lady had a favorite page who was very
sick of a fever, and she trusted that the holy man might give her
some charm or amulet by the virtue of which he might haply be
cured. Wherefore she had come to that place with her entire Court
so that all that part of the forest was made gay with fine raiment
and the silence thereof was made merry with the sound of talk and
laughter and the singing of songs and the chattering of many voices
and the neighing of horses. And the Lady Guinevere rode in the
midst of her damsels and her Court, and her beauty outshone the
beauty of her damsels as the splendor of the morning star outshines
that of all the lesser stars that surround it. For then and afterward
she was held by all the Courts of Chivalry to be the most beautiful
lady in the world.

Now when the Lady Guinevere had come to that place, she
perceived the milk-white war-horse of King Arthur where it stood
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cropping the green grass of the open glade nigh to the hermitage.
And likewise she perceived Merlin, where he stood beside the door
of the cell. So of him she demanded whose was that noble war-horse
that stood browsing upon the grass at that lonely place, and who
was it that lay within that cell. And unto her Merlin made answer,
“Lady, he who lieth within is a knight, very sorely wounded, so
that he is sick nigh unto death!”

“Pity of Heaven!” cried the Lady Guinevere. “What a sad thing
is this that thou tellest me! Now I do beseech thee to lead me
presently unto that knight that I may behold him. For I have in
my Court a very skilful leech, who is well used to the cure of hurts
such as knights receive in battle.”

So Merlin brought the lady into the cell, and there she beheld
King Arthur where he lay stretched upon the pallet. And she wist
not who he was. Yet it appeared to her that in all her life she had not
beheld so noble appearing a knight as he who lay sorely wounded in
that lonely place. And King Arthur cast his looks upward to where
she stood beside his bed of pain, surrounded by her maidens, and
in the great weakness that lay upon him he wist not whether she
whom he beheld was a mortal lady or whether she was not rather
some tall straight angel who had descended from one of the Lordly
Courts of Paradise for to visit him in his pain and distresses. And
the Lady Guinevere was filled with a great pity at beholding King
Arthur’s sorrowful estate. Wherefore she called to her that skilful
leech who was with her Court. And she bade him bring a certain
alabaster box of exceedingly precious balsam. And she commanded
him for to search that knight’s wounds and to anoint them with the
balsam, so that he might be healed of his hurts with all despatch.

So that wise and skilful leech did according to the Lady
Guinevere’s commands, and immediately King Arthur felt entire
ease of all his aches and great content of spirit. And when
the Lady and her Court had departed, he found himself much
uplifted in heart, and three days thereafter he was entirely healed
and was as well and strong and lusty as ever he had been in all
of his life.

And this was the first time that King Arthur ever beheld that
beautiful lady, the Lady Guinevere of Cameliard, and from that
time forth he never forgot her, but she was almost always present
in his thoughts. Wherefore, when he was recovered he said thus to
himself: “I will forget that I am a king and I will cherish the thought
of this lady and will serve her faithfully as a good knight may serve
his chosen dame.”
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Now, as soon as King Arthur had, by means of that extraordinary
balsam, been thus healed of those grievous wounds which he had
received in his battle with King Pellinore, he found himself to be
moved by a most vehement desire to meet his enemy again for to
try issue of battle with him once more, and so recover the credit
which he had lost in that combat. Now, upon the morning of the
fourth day, being entirely cured, and having broken his fast, he
walked for refreshment beside the skirts of the forest, listening
the while to the cheerful sound of the wood-birds singing their
matins, all with might and main. And Merlin walked beside him,
and King Arthur spake his mind to Merlin concerning his intent to
engage once more in knightly contest with King Pellinore. And he
said, “Merlin, it doth vex me very sorely for to have come off so
ill in my late encounter with King Pellinore. Certes, he is the very
best knight in all the world whom I have ever yet encountered.
Ne’theless, it might have fared differently with me had I not broken
my sword, and so left myself altogether defenceless in that respect.
Howsoever that may be, [ am of a mind for to assay this adventure
once more, and so will I do as immediately as may be.”

Thereunto Merlin made reply, “Thou art, assuredly, a very brave
man to have so much appetite for battle, seeing how nigh thou
camest unto thy death not even four days ago. Yet how mayst
thou hope to undertake this adventure without due preparation?
For, lo! thou hast no sword, nor hast thou a spear, nor hast thou
even thy misericordia for to do battle withal. How then mayst thou
hope for to assay this adventure?”

And King Arthur said, “That I know not, nevertheless 1 will
presently seek for some weapon as soon as may be. For, even an
I have no better weapon than an oaken cudgel, yet would I assay
this battle again with so poor a tool as that.”

“Ha! Lord,” said Merlin, “I do perceive that thou art altogether
fixed in thy purpose for to renew this quarrel. Wherefore, I will not
seek to stay thee therefrom, but will do all that in me lies for to aid
thee in thy desires. Now to this end I must tell thee that in one part
of this forest (which is, indeed, a very strange place) there is a certain
woodland sometimes called Arroy, and other times called the Forest
of Adventure. For no knight ever entereth therein butsome adventure
befalleth him. And close to Arroy is a land of enchantment which has
several times been seen. And that is a very wonderful land, for there
is in it a wide and considerable lake, which is also of enchantment.
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And in the centre of that lake there hath for some time been seen
the appearance as of a woman’s arm - exceedingly beautiful and
clad in white samite, and the hand of this arm holdeth a sword of
such exceeding excellence and beauty that no eye hath ever beheld
its like. And the name of this sword is Excalibur — it being so named
by those who have beheld it because of its marvellous brightness and
beauty. For it hath come to pass that several knights have already
seen that sword and have endeavored to obtain it for their own,
but, heretofore, no one hath been able to touch it, and many have
lost their lives in that adventure. For when any man draweth near
unto it, either he sinks into the lake, or else the arm disappeareth
entirely, or else it is withdrawn beneath the lake; wherefore no man
hath ever been able to obtain the possession of that sword. Now
I am able to conduct thee unto that Lake of Enchantment, and
there thou mayst see Excalibur with thine own eyes. Then when
thou hast seen him thou mayst, haply, have the desire to obtain
him; which, an thou art able to do, thou wilt have a sword very
fitted for to do battle with.”

“Merlin,” quoth the King, “this is a very strange thing which
thou tellest me. Now I am desirous beyond measure for to attempt
to obtain this sword for mine own, wherefore I do beseech thee
to lead me with all despatch to this enchanted lake whereof thou
tellest me.” And Merlin said, “I will do so.”

So that morning King Arthur and Merlin took leave of that
holy hermit (the King having kneeled in the grass to receive his
benediction), and so, departing from that place, they entered the
deeper forest once more, betaking their way to that part which
was known as Arroy.

And after awhile they came to Arroy, and it was about noon-tide.
And when they.had entered into those woodlands they came to a
certain little open place, and in that place they beheld a white
doe with a golden collar about its neck. And King Arthur said,
“Look, Merlin, yonder is a wonderful sight.” And Merlin said,
“Let us follow that doe.” And upon this the doe turned and they
followed it. And by and by in following it they came to an opening
in the trees where was a little lawn of sweet soft grass. Here they
beheld a bower and before the bower was a table spread with a
fair snow-white cloth, and set with refreshments of white bread,
wine, and meats of several sorts. And at the door of this bower
there stood a page, clad all in green, and his hair was as black as
ebony, and his eyes as black as jet and exceeding bright. And when
this page beheld King Arthur and Merlin, he gave them greeting,
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and welcomed the King very pleasantly saying, “Ha! King Arthur,
thou art welcome to this place. Now I prithee dismount and refresh
thyself before going farther.”

Then was King Arthur a-doubt as to whether there might not
be some enchantment in this for to work him an ill, for he was
astonished that that page in the deep forest should know him so
well. But Merlin bade him have good cheer, and he said, “Indeed,
Lord, thou mayst freely partake of that refreshment which, I may
tell thee, was prepared especially for thee. Moreover in this thou
mayst foretell a very happy issue unto this adventure.”

So King Arthur sat down to the table with great comfort of
heart (for he was an hungered) and that page and another like
unto him ministered unto his needs, serving him all the food upon
silver plates, and all the wine in golden goblets as he was used to
being served in his own court — only that those things were much
more cunningly wrought and fashioned, and were more beautiful
than the table furniture of the King’s court.

Then, after he had eaten his fill and had washed his hands from
a silver basin which the first page offered to him, and had wiped
his hands upon a fine linen napkin which the other page brought
unto him, and after Merlin had also refreshed himself, they went
their way, greatly rejoicing at this pleasant adventure, which, it
seemed to the King, could not but betoken a very good issue to
his undertaking.

Now about the middle of the afternoon King Arthur and Merlin
came, of a sudden, out from the forest and upon a fair and level
plain, bedight all over with such a number of flowers that no man
could conceive of their quantity nor of the beauty thereof.

And this was a very wonderful land, for, lo! all the air appeared
as it were to be as of gold — so bright was it and so singularly
radiant. And here and there upon that plain were sundry trees
all in blossom; and the fragrance of the blossoms was so sweet
that the King had never smelt any fragrance like to it. And in the
branches of those trees were a multitude of birds of many colors,
and the melody of their singing ravished the heart of the hearer.
And midway in the plain was a lake of water as bright as silver,
and all around the borders of the lake were incredible numbers of
lilies and of daffodils. Yet, although this place was so exceedingly
fair, there was, nevertheless, nowhere about it a single sign of
human life of any sort, but it appeared altogether as lonely as
the hollow sky upon a day of summer. So, because of all the
marvellous beauty of this place, and because of its strangeness
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and its entire solitude, King Arthur perceived that he must have
come into a land of powerful enchantment where, happily, dwelt
a fairy of very exalted quality; wherefore his spirit was enwrapped
in a manner of fear, as he pushed his great milk-white war-horse
through that long fair grass, all bedight with flowers, and he wist
not what strange things were about to befall him.

So when he had come unto the margin of the lake he beheld there
the miracle that Merlin had told him of aforetime. For, lo! in the
midst of the expanse of water there was the appearance of a fair
and beautiful arm, as of a woman, clad all in white samite. And
the arm was encircled with several bracelets of wrought gold; and
the hand held a sword of marvellous workmanship aloft in the air
above the surface of the water; and neither the arm nor the sword
moved so much as a hair’s-breadth, but were motionless like to a
carven image upon the surface of the lake. And, behold! the sun of
that strange land shone down upon the hilt of the sword, and it was
of pure gold beset with jewels of several sorts, so that the hilt of the
sword and the bracelets that encircled the arm glistered in the midst
of the lake like to some singular star of exceeding splendor. And
King Arthur sat upon his war-horse and gazed from a distance at
the arm and the sword, and he greatly marvelled thereat; yet he wist
not how he might come at that sword, for the lake was wonderfully
wide and deep, wherefore he knew not how he might come thereunto
for to make it his own. And as he sat pondering this thing within
himself, he was suddenly aware of a strange lady, who approached
him through those tall flowers that bloomed along the margin of
the lake. And when he perceived her coming toward him he quickly
dismounted from his war-horse and he went forward for to meet
her with the bridle-rein over his arm. And when he had come nigh
to her, he perceived that she was extraordinarily beautiful, and that
her face was like wax for clearness, and that her eyes were perfectly
black, and that they were as bright and glistening as though they
were two jewels set in ivory. And he perceived that her hair was
like silk and as black as it was possible to be, and so long that it
reached unto the ground as she walked. And the lady was clad all
in green — only that a fine cord of crimson and gold was interwoven
into the plaits of her hair. And around her neck there hung a very
beautiful necklace of several strands of opal stones and emeralds,
set in cunningly wrought gold; and around her wrists were bracelets
of the like sort — of opal stones and emeralds set into gold. So
when King Arthur beheld her wonderful appearance, that it was
like to an ivory statue of exceeding beauty clad all in green, he
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immediately kneeled before her in the midst of all those flowers
as he said, “Lady, I do certainly perceive that thou art no mortal
damoiselle, but that thou art Fay. Also that this place, because of
its extraordinary beauty, can be no other than some land of Faerie
into which I have entered.”

And the Lady replied, “King Arthur, thou sayest soothly, for
I am indeed Faerie. Moreover, I may tell thee that my name is
Nymue, and that I am the chiefest of those Ladies of the Lake
of whom thou mayst have heard people speak. Also thou art to
know that what thou beholdest yonder as a wide lake is, in truth,
a plain like unto this, all bedight with flowers. And likewise thou
art to know that in the midst of that plain there standeth a castle
of white marble and of ultramarine illuminated with gold. But, lest
mortal eyes should behold our dwelling-place, my sisters and I have
caused it to be that this appearance as of a lake should extend all
over that castle so that it is entirely hidden from sight. Nor may
any mortal man cross that lake, saving in one way — otherwise he
shall certainly perish therein.”

“Lady,” said King Arthur, “that which thou tellest me causes me
to wonder a very great deal. And, indeed, I am afraid that in coming
hitherward I have been doing amiss for to intrude upon the solitude
of your dwelling-place.”

“Nay, not so, King Arthur,” said the Lady of the Lake, “for, in
truth, thou art very welcome hereunto. Moreover, I may tell thee
that I have a greater friendliness for thee and those noble knights of
thy court than thou canst easily wot of. But I do beseech thee of thy
courtesy for to tell me what it is that brings thee to our land?”

“Lady,” quoth the King, “I will tell thee the entire truth. I fought
of late a battle with a certain sable knight, in the which I was sorely
and grievously wounded, and wherein I burst my spear and snapped
my sword and lost even my misericordia, so that I had not a single
thing left me by way of a weapon. In this extremity Merlin, here,
told me of Excalibur, and of how he is continually upheld by an
arm in the midst of this magical lake. So I came hither and, behold,
I find it even as he hath said. Now, Lady, an it be possible, I would
fain achieve that excellent sword, that, by means of it I might fight
my battle to its entire end.”

“Ha! my lord King,” said the Lady of the Lake, “that sword is
no easy thing for to achieve, and, moreover, I may tell thee that
several knights have lost their lives by attempting that which thou
hast a mind to do. For, in sooth, no man may win yonder sword
unless he be without fear and without reproach.”
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“Alas, Lady!” quoth King Arthur, “that is indeed a sad saying
for me. For, though I may not lack in knightly courage, yet, in
truth, there be many things wherewith I do reproach myself withal.
Ne’theless, I would fain attempt this thing, even an it be to my
great endangerment. Wherefore, I prithee tell me how I may best
undertake this adventure.”

“King Arthur,” said the Lady of the Lake, “I will do what I say
to aid thee in thy wishes in this matter.” Whereupon she lifted a
single emerald that hung by a small chain of gold at her girdle and,
lo! the emerald was cunningly carved into the form of a whistle.
And she set the whistle to her lips and blew upon it very shrilly.
Then straightway there appeared upon the water, a great way off,
a certain thing that shone very brightly. And this drew near with
great speed, and as it came nigh, behold! it was a boat all of carven
brass. And the prow of the boat was carved into the form of a head
of a beautiful woman, and upon either side were wings like the
wings of a swan. And the boat mioved upon the water like a swan
- very swiftly — so that long lines, like to silver threads, stretched far
away behind, across the face of the water, which otherwise was like
unto glass for smoothness. And when the brazen boat had reached
the bank it rested there and moved no more.

Then the Lady of the Lake bade King Arthur to enter the boat,
and so he entered it. And immediately he had done so, the boat
moved away from the bank as swiftly as it had come thither. And
Merlin and the Lady of the Lake stood upon the margin of the
water, and gazed after King Arthur and the brazen boat.

And King Arthur beheld that the boat floated swiftly across the
lake to where was the arm uplifting the sword, and that the arm
and the sword moved not but remained where they were.

Then King Arthur reached forth and took the sword in his hand,
and immediately the arm disappeared beneath the water, and King
Arthur held the sword and the scabbard thereof and the belt thereof
in his hand and, lo! they were his own.

Then verily his heart swelled with joy an it would burst
within his bosom, for Excalibur was an hundred times more
beautiful than he had thought possible. Wherefore his heart
was nigh breaking for pure joy at having obtained that magic
sword.

Then the brazen boat bore him very quickly back to the land
again and he stepped ashore where stood the Lady of the Lake and
Merlin. And when he stood upon the shore, he gave the Lady great
thanks beyond measure for all that she had done for to aid him
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in his great undertaking; and she gave him cheerful and pleasing
words in reply. *

Then King Arthur saluted the lady, as became him, and, having
mounted his war-horse, and Merlin having mounted his palfrey,
they rode away thence upon their business — the King’s heart still
greatly expanded with pure delight at having for his own that
beautiful sword — the most beautiful and the most famous sword
in all the world.

That night King Arthur and Merlin abided with the holy hermit
at the forest sanctuary, and when the next morning had come (the
King having bathed himself in the ice-cold forest fountain, and being
exceedingly refreshed thereby) they took their departure, offering
thanks to that saintly man for the harborage he had given them.

Anon, about noon-tide, they reached the valley of the Sable
Knight, and there were all things appointed exactly as when King
Arthur had been there before: to wit, that gloomy castle, the lawn
of smooth grass, the apple-tree covered over with shields, and the
bridge whereon hung that single shield of sable.

“Now, Merlin,” quoth King Arthur, “I do this time most strictly
forbid thee for to interfere in this quarrel. Nor shalt thou, under
pain of my displeasure, exert any of thy arts of magic in my behalf.
So hearken thou to what I say, and heed it with all possible
diligence.”

Thereupon, straightway, the King rode forth upon the bridge
and, seizing the brazen mall, he smote upon the sable shield with
all his might and main. Immediately the portcullis of the castle was
let fall as afore told, and, in the same manner as that other time, the
Sable Knight rode forth therefrom, already bedight and equipped
for the encounter. So he came to the bridge-head and there King
Arthur spake to him in this wise: “Sir Pellinore, we do now know
one another entirely well, and each doth judge that he hath cause
of quarrel with the other: thou, that I, for mine own reasons as
seemed to me to be fit, have taken away from thee thy kingly
estate, and have driven thee into this forest solitude: I, that thou
has set thyself up here for to do injury and affront to knights and
lords and other people of this kingdom of mine. Wherefore, seeing
that I am here as an errant Knight, I do challenge thee for to fight
with me, man to man, until either thou or I have conquered the
other.”

Unto this speech King Pellinore bowed his head in obedience, and
thereupon he wheeled his horse, and, riding to some little distance,
took his place where he had afore stood. And King Arthur also
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rode to some little distance, and took his station where he had
afore stood. At the same time there came forth from the castle one
of those tall pages clad all in sable, pied with crimson, and gave to
King Arthur a good, stout spear of ash-wood, well seasoned and
untried in battle; and when the two Knights were duly prepared,
they shouted and drave their horses together, the one smiting the
other so fairly in the midst of his defences that the spears shivered
in the hand of each, bursting all into small splinters as they had
aforetime done.

Then each of these two knights immediately voided his horse with
great skill and address, and drew each his sword. And thereupon
they fell to at a combat, so furious and so violent, that two wild bulls
upon the mountains could not have engaged in a more desperate
encounter.

But now, having Excalibur for to aid him in his battle, King
Arthur soon overcame his enemy. For he gave him several wounds
and yet received none himself, nor did he shed a single drop of
blood in all that fight, though his enemy’s armor was in a little
while all stained with crimson. And at last King Arthur delivered
so vehement a stroke that King Pellinore was entirely benumbed
thereby, wherefore his sword and his shield fell down from their
defence, his thighs trembled beneath him and he sank unto his
knees upon the ground, Then he called upon King Arthur to have
mercy, saying, “Spare my life and I will yield myself unto thee.”

And King Arthur said, “I will spare thee and I will do more than
that. For now that thou hast yielded thyself unto me, lo! I will
restore unto thee thy power and estate. For I bear no ill-will toward
thee, Pellinore, ne’theless, I can brook no rebels against my power
in this realm. For, as God judges me, I do declare that I hold singly
in my sight the good of the people of my kingdom. Wherefore, he
who is against me is also against them, and he who is against them
is also against me. But now that thou hast acknowledged me I will
take thee into my favor. Only as a pledge of thy good faith toward
me in the future, I shall require it of thee that thou shalt send me
as hostage of thy good-will, thy two eldest sons, to wit: Sir Aglaval
and Sir Lamorack. Thy young son, Dornar, thou mayest keep with
thee for thy comfort.”

So those two young knights above mentioned came to the Court
of King Arthur, and they became very famous knights, and by and
by were made fellows in great honor of the Round Table.

And King Arthur and King Pellinore went together into the castle
of King Pellinore, and there King Pellinore’s wounds were dressed
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and he was made comfortable. That night King Arthur abode in the
castle of King Pellinore, and when the next morning had come, he
and Merlin returned unto the Court of the King, where it awaited
him in the forest at that place where he had established it.

Now King Arthur took very great pleasure unto himself as he
and Merlin rode together in return through that forest; for it was
the leafiest time of all the year, what time the woodlands decked
themselves in their best apparel of clear, bright green. Each bosky
dell and dingle was full of the perfume of the thickets, and in every
tangled depth the small bird sang with all his might and main, and
as though he would burst his little throat with the melody of his
singing. And the ground beneath the horses’ feet was so soft with
fragrant moss that the ear could not hear any sound of hoof-beats
upon the earth. And the bright yellow sunlight came down through
the leaves so that all the ground was scattered over with a great
multitude of trembling circles as of pure yellow gold. And, anon,
that sunlight would fall down upon the armed knight as he rode, so
that every little while his armor appeared to catch fire with a great
glory, shining like a sudden bright star amid the dark shadows of
the woodland.

So it was that King Arthur took great joy in that forest land, for he
was without ache or pain of any sort and his heart was very greatly
elated with the wonderfulness of the success of that adventure into
which he had entered. For in that adventure he had not only won a
very bitter enemy into a friend who should be of great usefulness
and satisfaction to him, but likewise, he had obtained for himself
a sword, the like of which the world had never before beheld.
And whenever he would think of that singularly splendid sword
which now hung by his side, and whenever he remembered that
land of Faéry into which he had wandered, and of that which
had befallen fallen him therein, his heart would become so greatly
elated with pure joyousness that he hardly knew how to contain
himself because of the great delight that filled his entire bosom.

And, indeed, I know of no greater good that I could wish for
you in all of your life than to have you enjoy such happiness as
cometh to one when he hath done his best endeavor and hath
succeeded with great entirety in his undertaking. For then all the
world appears to be filled as with a bright shining light, and the
body seemeth to become so elated that the feet are uplifted from
heaviness and touch the earth very lightly because of the lightness
of the spirit within. Wherefore, it is, that if I could have it in my
power to give you the very best that the world hath to give, I would
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wish that you might win your battle as King Arthur won his battle
at that time, and that you might ride homeward in such triumph
and joyousness as filled him that day, and that the sunlight might
shine around you as it shone around him, and that the breezes might
blow and that all the little birds might sing with might and main as
they sang for him, and that your heart also might sing its song of
rejoicing in the pleasantness of the world in which you live.

Now as they rode thus through the forest together, Merlin said
to the King: “Lord, which wouldst thou rather have, Excalibur, or
the sheath that holds him?” To which King Arthur replied, “Ten
thousand times would I rather have Excalibur than his sheath.”
“In that thou art wrong, my Lord,” said Merlin, “for let me tell
thee, that though Excalibur is of so great a temper that he may cut
in twain either a feather or a bar of iron, yet is his sheath of such
a sort that he who wears it can suffer no wound in battle, neither
may he lose a single drop of blood. In witness whereof, thou mayst
remember that, in thy late battle with King Pellinore, thou didst
suffer no wound, neither didst thou lose any blood.”

Then King Arthur directed a countenance of great displeasure
upon his companion and he said, “Now, Merlin, I do declare that
thou hast taken from me the entire glory of that battle which I
have lately fought. For what credit may there be to any knight who
fights his enemy by means of enchantment such as thou tellest me
of? And, indeed, I am minded to take this glorious sword back
to that magic lake and to cast it therein where it belongeth; for I
believe that a knight should fight by means of his own strength,
and not by means of magic.”

“My Lord,” said Merlin, “assuredly thou art entirely right in
what thou holdest. But thou must bear in mind that thou art not
as an ordinary errant knight, but that thou art a King, and that
thy life belongeth not unto thee, but unto thy people. Accordingly
thou hast no right to imperil it, but shouldst do all that lieth in thy
power for to preserve it. Wherefore thou shouldst keep that sword
so that it may safeguard thy life.”

Then King Arthur meditated that saying for a long while in
silence; and when he spake it was in this wise: “Merlin, thou art
right in what thou sayest, and, for the sake of my people, I will
keep both Excalibur for to fight for them, and likewise his sheath
for to preserve my life for their sake. Ne’theless, I will never use
him again saving in serious battle.” And King Arthur held to that
saying, so that thereafter he did no battle in sport excepting with
lance and a-horseback.
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King Arthur kept Excalibur as the chiefest treasure of all his
possessions. For he said to himself, “Such a sword as this is fit
for a king above other kings and a lord above other lords. Now,
as God hath seen fit for to intrust that sword into my keeping in so
marvellous a manner as fell about, so must He mean that [ am to
be His servant for to do unusual things. Wherefore I will treasure
this noble weapon not more for its excellent worth than because
it shall be unto me as a sign of those great things that God, in His
mercy, hath evidently ordained for me to perform for to do Him
service.”

So King Arthur had made for Excalibur a strong chest or coffer,
bound around with many bands of wrought iron, studded all over
with great nails of iron, and locked with three great padlocks. In
this strong-box he kept Excalibur lying upon a cushion of crimson
silk and wrapped in swathings of fine linen, and very few people
ever beheld the sword in its glory excepting when it shone like a
sudden flame in the uproar of battle.

For when the time came for King Arthur to defend his realm or
his subjects from their enemies, then he would take out the sword,
and fasten it upon the side of his body; and when he did so he was
like unto a hero of God girt with a blade of shining lightning. Yea;
at such times Excalibur shone with so terrible a brightness that
the very sight thereof would shake the spirits of every wrong-doer
with such great fear that he would, in a manner, suffer the pangs
of death ere ever the edge of the blade had touched his flesh.

So King Arthur treasured Excalibur and the sword remained with
him for all of his life, wherefore the name of Arthur and of Excalibur
are one. So, I believe that that sword is the most famous of any that
ever was seen or heard tell of in all the Courts of Chivalry.



THE TREASON
OF MORGAN LE FAY

George Cox

The following story introduces us to two of the most important
womenin Arthur’slife— bis wife Guinevere and his sister or half-sister
Morgan le Fay. Both ultimately contribute to Arthur’s downfall:
Guinevere through her adultery with Lancelot, and Morgan who,
in at least one of the legends, was the cause of Arthur’s seduction
and thus the birth of his nemesis Mordred. The origins of both
characters are interesting. It is quite likely that Guinevere was a
real person, named Gwenbwyfar, which means “fair and beautiful”
—in fact the name was probably symbolic of purity, a state of spiritual
perfection with which the legend and its association with the Holy
Grail becomes obsessed. She was probably a Pictish princess, and in
the world of the Picts, the authority of kingship passed through the
female line not the male. Thus a king bad to be the son of a Pictish
princess. By marrying Guinevere, Arthur established the right of
his sons over the Pictish kingdom. However, Pictish princesses
were notably promiscuous since many princes demanded children
by them, and this was probably the origin of Guinevere’s adultery,
not only with Lancelot, but with others in the legend, in particular
Lanval and Mordred. Morgan is more a creature of legend and
was probably originally a fairy-figure (hence “le Fay”) who was
humanized as the legend evolved into a wicked sister. At one point in
this transition Morgan was depicted as the head of a sisterbood who
had bealing powers and, as we shall see elsewhere in this book, that
image still lingers and remains one of the most powerful images at the
end, when Morgan and two of her sisters take Arthur to Avalon.
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The following extract comes from Popular Romances of the
Middle Ages (1871) by George Cox (1827-1902). Cox was
fascinated with ancient history and legend. He wrote the very
popular Tales from Greek Mythology (1861) as well as a History
of Greece (1874), which in its day was regarded as definitive. He
was one of the first to seriously study the Arthurian Mythos and
place it in the context of other legends and folk tales.

1. The Wedding of Arthur and Guenevere

Now the king took counsel with Merlin, because his barons would
have him take a wife; and Merlin asked, “Is there any on whom thy
love is set?” “Yes,” said the king, “I love Guenevere, the daughter
of King Leodegrance who has in his house the Round Table which
he had from my father Uther.” “In truth,” answered Merlin, “the
maiden for her beauty is right well-fitted to be a queen: but if ye
loved her not so well as ye do, I might find another who should
please thee not less, for Guenevere can not be a wholesome wife
for thee, and she will bring great sorrow to thee and to thy realm.
But when a maffs heart is set, it may not easily be turned aside.”
“That is true,” said the king: and straightway he sent messengers
to King Leodegrance to ask for his daughter, and Leodegrance
rejoiced at the tidings. “I would yield him rich lands with my
child,” he said, “but Arthur has lands enough. Yet will I send
him a gift that shall please him more, for I will give him the Round
Table which Uther Pendragon gave me, and to which there were
a hundred knights and fifty. Of these fifty have been slain in my
days, but the hundred shall go with Guenevere.” So they set out,
and by water and land came royally to London, where the king
joyously welcomed his bride and the hundred knights, and bade
Merlin spy out fifty more knights throughout the land, who might
be worthy to sit at that table: but only twenty-eight could Merlin
find. Then the Bishop of Canterbury came and blessed the seats
for the eight-and-twenty knights, who did homage to the king.
And when they were gone, Merlin found in every seat letters of
gold that told the names of the knights who had sat therein. But
two seats were void.
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Then came young Gawaine and besought the king to make him
a knight on the day in which he should wed Guenevere; and the
king said that so it should be, because he was his sister’s son. And
after him, riding upon a lean mare, came a poor man who brought
with him a fair youth; and he also besought Arthur that the youth
might be made a knight. “Thou askest me a great thing,” said
Arthur. “Who art thou? and does this prayer come of thee or of
thy son?” “I am Aries the cowherd,” answered the man, “and I
desire not this of myself. Nay, to say truth, I have thirteen sons,
who will ever do that which I bid them: but this one will spend his
time only in folly and delights only in battles and to see knights.”
Then the king bent his eyes on the youth, who was named Tor,
and he saw that he was both brave and fair; and he bade that
the other sons of the cowherd should be brought. But all these
were shapen like the poor man, and none was in any wise like
Tor. Then the youth knelt and besought the king to make him
a knight of the Round Table. “A knight I will make you,” said
Arthur, “and hereafter thou shalt be also of the Round Table, if
thou art found worthy.” Then turning to Merlin, he said, “Will
Tor be a good knight?” “Of a truth, he will,” answered Merlin,
“for he is no son of the cowherd. His father is King Pellinore.”

When on the morrow King Pellinore came to the court, the king
brought Sir Tor before him and told him that he was his son; and
Sir Pellinore embraced him joyfully. Then the king asked Merlin
why two places were void in the seats: and Merlin said, “No man
shall sit in those places, but they that are of most worship: and on
the Perilous Seat there is but one man on the earth who shall be
found worthy to sit. If any who are not worthy dare to sit on it,
he shall be destroyed.” Then taking Pellinore by the hand, he put
him next the two seats and the Seat Perilous, and said, “This is
your place, for of all that are here you are the most worthy to
sit in it.” When Sir Gawaine heard these words, he was moved
with envy, that the man who had slain his father, the King of
Orkney, should be thus honoured; and he would have slain him
straightway, but his brother Gaheris besought him not to trouble
the high feast by so doing. “Let us wait till we have him out of
the court:” and Gawaine said, “I will.”

When now the marriage day was come, the king wedded
Guenevere at Camelot in the Church of St. Stephen; and afterwards
there was great feasting, and Arthur gave charge to Sir Gawaine
and Gaheris his brother, to Sir Tor and his father Sir Pellinore,
who went forth, and each did great deeds before they came back
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to the king. With Sir Pellinore came a lady, whom he had rescued,
named Nimue; and as they journeyed to Camelot, and were resting
under the shadow of thick trees, two knights met, as they rode by,
and one asked the other what tidings there might be from Camelot;
and the other told him of the fellowship of Arthur’s table, and said,
“We cannot break it up; and well nigh all the world holdeth with
Arthur, for there is the flower of chivalry. Wherefore with these
tidings I ride to the north.” “Nay,” said the other, “there is no
need. I have a remedy with me; for I bear a poison to a friend
who is right nigh to Arthur, and with it he will poison the king.”
So they went each on his way, and Sir Pellinore told all that he
had seen and heard when he came to the king at Camelot, with
the lady whom he had rescued.

But when Merlin set eyes on the damsel, he was besotted with
her, and would let her have no rest, but always she must be with
him. And she spake him fair till she had learned of him all manner of
things that she sought to know. Yet the old man knew what should
befall him, and he told the king that yet a little while, and he should
go down into the earth alive, and he warned Arthur to keep well
the sword and the scabbard, for these would be stolen by a woman
whom he most trusted. “Nay,” said the king, “but if thou knowest
what shall befall thee, why dost thou not prevent that mishap by
thy craft?” “It may not be,” said Merlin; and presently the damsel
went away, and Merlin followed whithersoever she went; but she
had made him swear to do no inchantment upon her, if he would
have her love. So he went with her over the sea to the land of
Benwick, where Merlin spake with Elaine, King Ban’s wife, and
there he saw young Lancelot; and Elaine mourned greatly for the
fierce war which Claudas made against Ban. “Heed it not,” said
Merlin, “for before twenty years are gone, this child shall revenge
you on King Claudas, and he shall be the man of most worship
in the world.” “Shall I indeed,” asked Elaine, “live to see my son
a man of so great a prowess?” “Yea, indeed thou shalt see it,”
answered Merlin, “and live many years after.” Soon after this,
the maiden departed, and Merlin went with her till they came into
Cornwall; but the damsel was weary of him, and afraid because
he was a devil’s son, and so it came to pass that when Merlin
showed her a marvellous rock, beneath which there were great
inchantments, she besought him to go under the stone and show
her the marvels that were there; but when he was beneath it, she
so wrought that he never came forth again; and she left him and
went her way.
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2. The Treason of Morgan Le Fay

ABour this time, as Arthur rode to Camelot, the tidings came that
the King of Denmark, with five other kings, was ravaging the land
of the north. “Alas!” said Arthur, “when have I had one month’s
rest since I became king of the land?” Nevertheless, he would not
tarry an hour, although his lords were wroth because he set out
thus hastily. So he hastened away with Guenevere the queen (for
he said that he should be the hardier if she were with him), and
came into a forest beside Humber; and a knight, when he heard
that Arthur was come, warned the five kings to make haste and
do battle with him, for the longer they tarried they would be ever
the weaker, and Arthur stronger. And the five kings hearkened to
his words, and fell on Arthur in the night; but though they killed
many, and there was for some while a great tumult, yet Arthur
and his knights, Sir Kay, Sir Gawaine, and Sir Griflet, slew the five
kings. In the morning, when their people knew that they were dead,
they were struck with such fear that they fell from their horses, and
Arthur and his men came upon them, and slew them to the number
of thirty thousand, so that well nigh no man escaped alive; but on
Arthur’s side were slain only two hundred, with eight knights of
the Round Table. And Arthur raised a fair church and minster on
the battle-field, and called it the Abbey of Good Adventure.

Then the king took counsel with Sir Pellinore about the knights
who should be chosen for the Round Table in place of those who
had been slain; and Pellinore gave counsel to choose Uriens, the
husband of Morgan le Fay, the king’s sister, and Galagars, and
Hervise, and the King of the Lake, and with these four younger
knights, of whom there were Gawaine, Griflet, and Kay; and for
the fourth he bade Arthur choose between Tor and Bagdemagus.
And Arthur choose Tor, because he said little and did much; and
Bagdemagus went away sore displeased, and swore never to come
back till he should be worthy to be chosen for the Round Table.
As he rode with his squire he found a branch of an holy herb
which was the sign of the Sangreal, and no man of evil life could
ever find it. Then he came to the rock beneath which lay Merlin,
making great dole; but when he would have helped him, Merlin
bade him not to spend his strength for naught, for only she could
help him who had put him there. So Bagdemagus went his way,
and after doing many great deeds he came back and was chosen
a knight of the Round Table.

Now Arthur, with many of his knights, went hunting and chased



102 GEORGE COX

a hart till they left their people far behind them, and at last their
horses fell dead. “Let us go on on foot,” said Uriens; and at last they
came up with the hart, and they saw also a great water, and on it a
ship which came straight towards them, and landed on the sands.
But when they looked into it they found no earthly creature therein,
and they wondered for the beauty of the ship, which was hung all
over with cloth of silk. And now it was dark night, when suddenly
there burst forth a great light, and twelve damsels came forth, and
welcomed Arthur by his name, and led him with Uriens and Accolon
of Gaul, who were with him, to a table laden with wine and costly
things, and then brought them each into a fair chamber that they
might rest. But in the morning Uriens found himself in Camelot
with Morgan le Fay, his wife, and King Arthur found himself in
a dark prison, in which he heard the moaning of many who were
shut up with him. Then the king asked them how they came there,
and they told him that they had all been entrapped on their way by
an evil knight, named Damas, who kept back part of his heritage
from his brother Sir Ontzlake, whom men loved as much as they
hated Damas; but because Ontzlake was the better knight, Damas
was afraid to fight with him, and sought to get a champion, but
none would take spear in hand for so evil a man; and so it came
to pass that they abode in the weary prison till eighteen had died.
Presently there came a damsel who asked Arthur if he would fight
for Damas. “Yea, I will do so,” he said, “for it is better to fight
with a knight than to die in a dungeon — but only if all here be set
free.” Then the maiden said that so it should be, and that a horse
and armour should be brought for the king. And the king said to
the maiden, “Surely I have seen thee in the court of Arthur;” and
she said, “Nay; for I am the daughter of the lord of this castle.” But
she spake falsely, for she was one of the damsels of Morgan le Fay.
So was it sworn between them that Damas should set all the knights
free, and that Arthur should do battle for him to the death.

Thus had it fared with Arthur. But when Accolon awoke, he found
himself by a dark well-side, and from that fountain through a silver
pipe the water ran in a marble basin; and Accolon said, “God help
King Arthur, for these women have betrayed us.” And even as he
spake there came a dwarf who brought him greetings from Morgan
le Fay, and bade him be of good heart. “In the morning,” he said,
“thou shalt fight with a knight at the hour of prime, and here is
Excalibur, Arthur’s sword, and the scabbard. Wherefore rise up
and do battle without mercy, as ye love her.” So he sware to do
as he was bidden for the love of Morgan le Fay; and presently a
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knight and a lady, with six squires, led him to the house of Sir
Ontzlake: and a messenger came from Damas to say that he had
found a knight to fight for him, and to challenge Ontzlake to the
battle. But Ontzlake was sorely wounded, and besought Accolon
to take his cause in hand, and thus it came to pass that Accolon
fought with the king’s sword against the king whom he loved, for
he knew not who it was who fought for Sir Damas. Long and
terrible was the fight, for the false sword which Morgan le Fay
had given to Arthur hit not like Excalibur, and the blood streamed
from the king’s body because the scabbard which he wore was not
the scabbard of Excalibur, and thus as the strife went on Arthur grew
weaker, while Accolon waxed stronger. But Arthur would not yield,
not even when his sword broke at the cross and fell into the grass
while the pommel remained in his hands. Then Accolon stood over
the king and bade him yield himself, for he was greatly loth to slay
him; but Arthur said, “I have sworn to fight to the death, and I lose
not good name because I lose my weapon.” So when Accolon came
against him once more, Arthur struck him with the pommel a blow
so heavy that he reeled three strides backward. But the Lady of the
Lake was looking on, and it was a grief to her that such a knight as
Arthur should be slain. So at the next stroke she caused Excalibur
to fly from the hand of Accolon, and Arthur leaping forth seized it
in his hand, and said, “Too long hast thou been from me, and much
harm hast thou wrought me.” Then looking at Accolon he spied the
scabbard of his own sword, and with a quick rush he seized it and
threw it far away from them both. “Now,” said Arthur to Accolon,
“thou shalt die;” and he dealt him a blow that the blood rushed
from him in a torrent. “Slay me if thou wilt,” said Accolon, “but
I have sworn not to yield me in this fight. Yet thou art the best
knight that ever I have seen, and well I know that God is with
you.” “Tell me, then, who thou art,” said Arthur; and he answered,
“I am Accolon of Gaul, of King Arthur’s court.” “Nay, but I am
Arthur,” said the king, in great fear because of the inchantments
of Morgan le Fay; “tell me now, how camest thou by the sword
and the scabbard?” Then Accolon told him how the dwarf had
brought them from Morgan le Fay, but that he knew not against
whom he was using them in this fight; and he besought the king’s
pardon. Then said Arthur, “Thee I can forgive; but upon my sister I
will take such vengeance that all Christendom shall ring with it, for I
have worshipped her more than all my kin, and trusted her more than
mine own wife.” Then Arthur told the keepers of the field that there
would have been no battle between them if each had known who the
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other was; and Accolon said, “This knight with whom I have fought,
to my great sorrow, is the man of most manhood and worship in
the world, for he is our liege lord, King Arthur.” Then the people,
falling on their knees, prayed for mercy. “Mercy ye shall have,”
said Arthur; “and this is my judgment betwixt the two brethren.
For thee, Sir Damas, I learn that thou art but a worthless knight,
and full of villainy; thou shalt give to thy brother the whole manor
to hold of thee; also thou shalt swear no more to harm knights who
may be journeying on their way, and thou shalt give back to those
knights who have been set free from thy dungeon all the harness of
which thou hast robbed them; and if any come to me to say thou
hast not done this, thou shalt die. Thee, Sir Ontzlake, I bid to my
court, for thou art a brave knight, and an upright man.” Moreover,
Arthur told Ontzlake how the battle between himself and Accolon
had been brought about, and Ontzlake marvelled that any man or
woman could be found to work treason against Arthur; and the
king said, “I shall soon reward them by the grace of God.” But
the king needed rest after the fight, and they brought him to a
fair abbey where in four days Sir Accolon died, for he had lost
so much blood that he could not live. Then said Arthur, “Bear his
body to my sister, Morgan le Fay, and say that I send it to her as
a gift, and that I have my sword and its scabbard.” So they bare
the body of Accolon to Camelot.

But meantime Morgan le Fay made sure that Arthur had died,
and she bade one of her maidens fetch her husband’s sword, for
now would she slay him. In vain the damsel besought her not to do
s0; and she went to Sir Uwaine and said, “Rise up, for thy mother is
about to slay thy father, and I go to fetch the sword.” Presently, as
Morgan le Fay stood by the bedside with the sword in her hands,
Sir Uwaine seized her and said, “Ah, fiend, what wilt thou do? Men
say that a devil was Merlin’s father, and I may say that a devil is
my mother.” Then Morgan cried for mercy and besought him not
to discover her; and Uwaine made her swear that she would not
do the like in time to come.

At last the tidings came that it was Accolon who had died, and
that Arthur had again his sword and his scabbard, and the heart
of Morgan almost burst with her grief. But because she would not
have it known, she suffered not her face to betray her sorrow; and
because she knew that if she tarried till Arthur came back no ransom
should save her life, she besought Queen Guenevere for leave to ride
into the country; and on the morrow she hastened to the abbey where
Arthur lay sleeping, and lighting off her horse went straight into the
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chamber, where she found Arthur asleep and Excalibur naked in
his right hand. So, grieving terribly that she might not take the
sword without awaking him, she took the scabbard, and went her
way. When Arthur awoke and saw that his scabbard was gone, he
charged his knights with having watched him falsely; but they said,
“We durst not withstand your sister’s bidding.” Then Arthur bid Sir
Ontzlake arm and ride with him in all haste, and they hastened after
Morgan, until they saw her speeding from them as fast as her horse
could bear her. When at last she knew that there was no hope of
escape, she swore that her brother should never have the scabbard,
and taking it from her girdle she hurled it into a lake hard by, and
it sunk forthwith, for it was heavy with gold and precious stones.
Then riding on she came to a valley where there were many large
stones, and because she saw that Arthur would soon overtake her,
she turned herself and those who were with her into stones, so
that when they came up, the king could not discern between his
sister and her men. So he rode back to the abbey whence he had
come; and when he was gone, Morgan turned herself and her men
into their former likeness, and as she went on, she rescued, from a
knight who was going to drown him, a cousin of Accolon named
Manassen, and she bade him go tell Arthur that she had rescued
him not for the love of the king but for love of Accolon, and that
she feared nothing so long as she could change herself and those
who were with her into stones, for she could do greater things than
these when the time should come.

Not long had Manassen reached Camelot when there came a
damsel, bearing the richest mantle that ever was seen, set full of
precious stones, and she said, “Your sister sends this mantle that
you may take this gift from her, and if in aught she had done you
wrong, she will amend it.” But the Lady of the Lake warned him in
secret, “Take heed that the garment come not nigh thee or any of thy
knights, until thou hast made the bringer of it put it on.” Then said
the king to the maiden, “I would see upon you this raiment which ye
have brought,” and when the damsel said that it was not seemly for
her to wear a king’s garment, Arthur made them put it on her, and
she was burnt to coals. But the king turned to Sir Uriens and said,
“I know not what these treasons may mean. Thee I can scarcely
suspect, for Accolon confessed to me that Morgan would destroy
thee as well as me; for Uwaine I hold suspected, and I bid thee send
him from my court.” Then said Gawaine, “He who banishes my
cousin banishes me;” so the two departed, and Gaheris said, “We
have lost two good knights for the love of one.”
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As they went upon their way Uwaine and Gawaine came to a
tower in a valley, where twelve maidens with two knights went to
and fro near a tree on which hung a white shield, and they spit at
the shield and threw mire on it as they passed: and they asked the
maidens why they did so, they said, “It is the shield of Sir Marhaus
who hates all ladies.” “It may be that he has cause,” said Gawaine;
and presently came Marhaus himself, and the two knights of the
tower hastened to do battle with him, but they were both slain;
and after this Marhaus jousted with Gawaine and Uwaine. The
fight was long and fierce, for so it was that from nine of the clock
till noontide Gawaine waxed stronger and stronger; but when it
was past noon and drew toward evensong, Sir Gawaine’s strength
waned, and Sir Marhaus grew bigger and bigger; and atlast Marhaus
said, “It were a pity to do you hurt, for you are passing feeble.” So
they took off their helmets and kissed each other, and swore to
love henceforth as brethren: and they went together to the home
of Sir Marhaus, with whom Gawaine and Uwaine tarried seven
days till their wounds were well healed. Then Marhaus guided
them to the forest of Alroy, in which by a fair stream of water
they saw three damsels sitting. The eldest had a garland of gold
upon her head, and her hair was white under her garland, for she
had seen threescore winters or more. The second had on her head
a circlet of gold, and she was thirty winters old. The third, whose
head was crowned with flowers, had seen only fifteen summers.
“Wherefore sit ye by the fountain?” asked the knight, and the
maidens answered, “We sit here watching for errant knights, that
we may teach them strange adventures: and if ye be men who seek
adventures, each one of you must choose one of us, and we will
lead you to three highways, and then each of you shall choose his
way and his damsel shall go with him; and when twelve months
have passed, ye must meet here again; and to this ye must plight
your troth.” “It is well said,” they answered; and Sir Uwaine said,
“I am the youngest and the weakest, therefore will I have the eldest
damsel, for she has seen much and can help me best when I have
need.” Then said Sir Marhaus, “I will have the second damsel, for
she falls best to me.” “I thank you,” said Sir Gawaine, “for ye have
left me the youngest and fairest, and she only it is whom I would
have.” When they came to the parting of the roads, they kissed
and went each his way — Sir Uwaine to the west, Sir Marhaus to
the south, and Sir Gawaine to the north.

Now, when he had gone some way, Gawaine came to a lawn,
and near a cross which stood there, there came by the fairest
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knight that they had ever seen: but he was mourning as one in great
grief. Then there followed ten knights who threw their spears at
the sorrowful knight, but he unhorsed them all, and afterwards
suffered them to bind him and to treat him shamefully. “Why go
you not to his help?” said the damsel to Gawaine. “I would do
s0,” he answered, “but it seems he will have no help.” But now
three knights came and challenged Gawaine to joust with them:
and while they were jousting, another knight came to the damsel
and asked why she abode with him who had brought her thither.
“I find it not in my heart,” she said, “to abide with him any longer,
for he helps not those who need his aid;” and she departed with
the stranger. When the jousting was ended, Gawaine asked who
the sorrowful knight might be; and they told him that his name
was Sir Pelleas, and that he loved the lady Ettard, who would not
listen to his suit and even drove him from her with evil words,
although in a great jousting he had won the right to crown the
fairest lady, and had placed the circlet upon her brow. But so was
Pelleas smitten by love for Ettard, that he suffered her knights to
bind him after he had conquered them in fighting, in hopes that he
might thus be brought into her sight; but he hoped in vain. Then
said Gawaine, “I will go and help him, and he shall see the lady of
his love.” So on the next day he made an oath with Pelleas that he
would win the damsel for him, and when he came to the house of
Ettard, he told her that he was a knight who had slain Sir Pelleas.
At this Ettard was so full of joy that she welcomed Gawaine and
made him good cheer, until he forgot the word he had plighted to
Pelleas, and wooed the maiden for himself. When Pelleas knew that
Gawaine was forsworn, he took horse, for he could tarry no longer
for pure sorrow; and he went his way and laid him down upon his
bed to die. But the Lady of the Lake whom Merlin had loved came
and looked on him as he slept, and she said, “So fair a knight shall
not die;” and in two hours she came back with the lady Ettard, and
threw such an inchantment upon her that Ettard loved Pelleas now
as much as she had hated him in time past. But when Pelleas woke
and saw her standing near, he hated her with all his soul. “Begone,
traitress,” he said, “and never come near me more.” So Ettard went
away and died of sorrow, and the Lady of the Lake led Pelleas into
her own land, and they loved together while they lived.

But Marhaus with the maiden of thirty winters’ age did better
things, for he came first to the house of a duke who received him
churlishly, and when he knew who he was, said that on the morrow
he must fight with himself and his six sons, because Gawaine had slain
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his seven sons and now was the time for vengeance, and Marhaus
must fight alone with seven against him. So on the morrow they
fought, and Marhaus was so mighty that he overthrew them all,
and made them swear never more to be foes to King Arthur or his
knights. Then Marhaus went on with his damsel, and at a great
tourney he won a rich circlet of gold worth a thousand besants,
and afterwards slew a terrible giant who ravaged the lands of Earl
Fergus, and delivered many ladies and knights out of the giant’s
dungeon. There he got great riches, so that he was never poor all
the days of his life, and so went on his way with the maiden to
the trysting-place.

Likewise with the damsel of sixty winters’ age, Sir Uwaine bore
himself as a good knight, for he avenged the Lady of the Rock
against those who had robbed her of her heritage, and restored to
her all her lands; and Sir Uwaine dwelt with the lady for nearly half
a year, to be healed of the grievous wounds which he had received
when he did battle on her behalf. Then as the year came round, he
hastened with the maiden to the trysting-place: and all met there, as
they had agreed; but the damsel that Gawaine had could say little
good of him.
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THE WINNING OF OLWEN

Lady Charlotte Guest

Although the Arthurian legend as we popularly understand it came
via Malory from the French romancers, we should not forget that
Arthur was himself Celtic and that be was remembered equally in
the Celtic legends, particularly in those known collectively as The
Mabinogion. Although that cycle of stories as presented to us today
is much bigger than the original set of tales which came from the
medieval manuscripts, The White Book of Rhydderch and The Red
Book of Hergest, both extant in the fourteenth century. The first
person to render these stories into modern English and present them
as aunifiedwhole was Lady Charlotte Guest (1812-95), daughter of
the ninth earl of Lindsay. She spent over ten years on her studies and
translation, which eventually appeared in 1849. They include five
Arthurian stories, “Kilwch and Olwen”, which is presented bere,
“The Dream of Rhonabwy”, “The Lady of the Fountain”, which
I included in The Pendragon Chronicles and which has a variant
version in the story “The Knight of the Lion” later in this volume,
“Peredur, the son of Evrawc” and “Geraint the son of Erbin”, a
version of which appeared as “The Hedge of Mist” in Chronicles
of the Round Table.

Kilydd the son of Prince Kelyddon desired a wife as a helpmate,
and the wife that he chose was Goleuddydd, the daughter of Prince
Anlawdd. And after their union, the people put up prayers that they
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might have an heir. And they had a son through the prayers of the
people. From the time of her pregnancy Goleuddydd became wild,
and wandered about, without habitation; but when her delivery
was at hand, her reason came back to her. Then she went to a
mountain where there was a swineherd, keeping a herd of swine.
And through fear of the swine the queen was delivered. And the
swineherd took the boy, and brought him to the palace; and he was
christened, and they called him Kilhwch, because he had been found
in a swine’s burrow. Nevertheless the boy was of gentle lineage, and
cousin unto Arthur; and they put him out to nurse.

After this the boy’s mother, Goleuddydd, the daughter of Prince
Anlawdd, fell sick. Then she called her husband unto her, and said
to him, “Of this sickness I shall die, and thou wilt take another wife.
Now wives are the gift of the Lord, but it would be wrong for thee
to harm thy son. Therefore I charge thee that thou take not a wife
until thou see a briar with two blossoms upon my grave.” And this
he promised her. Then she besought him to dress her grave every
year, that nothing might grow thereon. So the queen died. Now
the king sent an attendant every morning to see if anything were
growing upon the grave. And at the end of the seventh year the
master neglected that which he had promised to the queen.

One day the king went to hunt, and he rode to the place of burial
to see the grave, and to know if it were time that he should take a
wife; and the king saw the briar. And when he saw it, the king took
counsel where he should find a wife. Said one of his counsellors,
“I know a wife that will suit thee well, and she is the wife of King
Doged.” And they resolved to go to seek her; and they slew the
king, and brought away his wife and one daughter that she had
along with her. And they conquered the king’s lands.

On a certain day, as the lady walked abroad, she came to the
house of an old crone that dwelt in the town, and that had no
tooth in her head. And the queen said to her, “Old woman, tell
me that which I shall ask thee, for the love of Heaven. Where are
the children of the man who has carried me away by violence?”
Said the crone, “He has not children.” Said the queen, “Woe is
me, that I should have come to one who is childless!” Then said
the hag, “Thou needest not lament on account of that, for there
is a prediction he shall have an heir by thee, and by none other.
Moreover, be not sorrowful, for he has one son.”

The lady returned home with joy; and she asked her consort,
“Wherefore hast thou concealed thy children from me?” The king
said, “I will do so no longer.” And he sent messengers for his son,
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and he was brought to the Court. His stepmother said unto him,
“It were well for thee to have a wife, and I have a daughter who
is sought of every man of renown in the world.” “I am not yet of
an age to wed,” answered the youth. Then said she unto him, “I
declare to thee, that it is thy destiny not to be suited with a wife
until thou obtain Olwen, the daughter of Yspaddaden Penkawr.”
And the youth blushed, and the love of the maiden diffused itself
through all his frame, although he had never seen her. And his father
inquired of him, “What has come over thee, my son, and what aileth
thee?” “My stepmother has declared to me that I shall never have a
wife until I obtain Olwen, the daughter of Yspaddaden Penkawr.”
“That will be easy for thee,” answered his father. “Arthur is thy
cousin. Go, therefore, unto Arthur, to cut thy hair, and ask this
of him as a boon.”

And the youth pricked forth upon a steed with head dappled
grey, of four winters old, firm of limb, with shell-formed hoofs,
having a bridle of linked gold on his head, and upon him a saddle
of costly gold. And in the youth’s hand were two spears of silver,
sharp, well-tempered, headed with steel, three ells in length, of an
edge to wound the wind, and cause blood to flow, and swifter than
the fall of the dewdrop from the blade of reed-grass upon the earth
when the dew of June is at the heaviest. A gold-hilted sword was
upon his thigh, the blade of which was of gold, bearing a cross of
inlaid gold of the hue of the lightning of heaven: his war-horn was
of ivory. Before him were two brindled white-breasted greyhounds,
having strong collars of rubies about their necks, reaching from the
shoulder to the ear. And the one that was on the left side bounded
across to the right side, and the one on the right to the left, and
like two sea-swallows sported around him. And his courser cast up
four sods with his four hoofs, like four swallows in the air, about
his head, now above, now below. About him was a four-cornered
cloth of purple, and an apple of gold was at each corner, and every
one of the apples was of the value of an hundred kine. And there was
precious gold of the value of three hundred kine upon his shoes, and
upon his stirrups, from his knee to the tip of his toe. And the blade
of grass bent not beneath him, so light was his courser’s tread as
he journeyed towards the gate of Arthur’s Palace.

Spoke the youth, “Is there a porter?” “There is; and if thou
holdest not thy peace, small will be thy welcome. I am Arthur’s
porter every first day of January. And during every other part of
the year but this, the office is filled by Huandaw, and Gogigwc, and
Llaeskenym, and Pennpingyon, who goes upon his head to save his
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feet, neither towards the sky nor towards the earth, but like a rolling
stone upon the floor of the court.” “Open the portal.” “Iwill notopen
it.” “Wherefore not?” “The knife is in the meat, and the drink is in
the horn, and there is revelry in Arthur’s Hall, and none may enter
therein but the son of a king of a privileged country, or a craftsman
bringing his craft. But there will be refreshment for thy dogs, and for
thy horses; and for thee there will be collops cooked and peppered,
and luscious wine and mirthful songs, and food for fifty men shall
be brought unto thee in the guest chamber, where the stranger and
the sons of other countries eat, who come not unto the precincts
of the Palace of Arthur. Thou wilt fare no worse there than thou
wouldest with Arthur in the Court. A lady shall smooth thy couch,
and shall lull thee with songs; and early to-morrow morning, when
the gate is open for the multitude that come hither to-day, for thee
shall it be opened first, and thou mayest sit in the place that thou
shalt choose in Arthur’s Hall, from the upper end to the lower.”
Said the youth, “That will I not do. If thou openest the gate, it
is well. If thou dost not open it, I will bring disgrace upon thy
Lord, and evil report upon thee. And I will set up three shouts
at this very gate, than which none were ever more deadly, from
the top of Pengwaed in Cornwall to the bottom of Dinsol, in the
North, and to Esgair Oervel, in Ireland. And all the women in this
Palace that are pregnant shall lose their offspring; and such as are
not pregnant, their hearts shall be turned by illness, so that they
shall never bear children from this day forward.” “What clamour
soever thou mayest make,” said Glewlwyd Gavaelvawr, “against
the laws of Arthur’s Palace shalt thou not enter therein, until I first
go and speak with Arthur.”

Then Glewlwyd went into the Hall. And Arthur said to him,
“Hast thou news from the gate?” — “Half of my life is past, and
half of thine. I was heretofore in Kaer Se and Asse, in Sach and
Salach, in Lotor and Fotor; and I have been heretofore in India the
Great and India the Lesser; and I was in the battle of Dau Ynyr,
when the twelve hostages were brought from Llychlyn. And T have
also been in Europe, and in Africa, and in the islands of Corsica,
and in Caer Brythwch, and Brythach, and Verthach; and I was
present when formerly thou didst slay the family of Clis the son
of Merin, and when thou didst slay Mil Du the son of Ducum,
and when thou didst conquer Greece in the East. And I have been
in Caer Oeth and Annoeth, and in Caer Nevenhyr; nine supreme
sovereigns, handsome men, saw we there, but never did I behold
a man of equal dignity with him who is now at the door of the
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portal.” Then said Arthur, “If walking thou didst enter in here,
return thou running. And every one that beholds the light, and
every one that opens and shuts the eye, let them shew him respect,
and serve him, some with gold-mounted drinking-horns, others with
collops cooked and peppered, until food and drink can be prepared
for him. It is unbecoming to keep such a man as thou sayest he is, in
the wind and the rain.” Said Kai, “By the hand of my friend, if thou
wouldest follow my counsel, thou wouldest not break through the
laws of the Court because of him.” “Not so, blessed Kai. It is an
honour to us to be resorted to, and the greater our courtesy the
greater will be our renown, and our fame, and our glory.”

And Glewlwyd came to the gate, and opened the gate before
him; and although all dismounted upon the horse-block at the
gate, yet did he not dismount, but rode in upon his charger.
Then said Kilhwch, “Greeting be unto thee, Sovereign Ruler of
this Island; and be this greeting no less unto the lowest than unto
the highest, and be it equally unto thy guests, and thy warriors, and
thy chieftains — let all partake of it as completely as thyself. And
complete be thy favour, and thy fame, and thy glory, throughout
all this Island.” “Greeting unto thee also,” said Arthur; “sit thou
between two of my warriors, and thou shalt have minstrels before
thee, and thou shalt enjoy the privileges of a king born to a throne,
as long as thou remainest here. And when [ dispense my presents
to the visitors and strangers in this Court, they shall be in thy hand
at my commencing.” Said the youth, “I came not here to consume
meat and drink; but if I obtain the boon that I seek, I will requite
it thee, and extol thee; and if I have it not, I will bear forth thy
dispraise to the four quarters of the world, as far as thy renown
has extended.” Then said Arthur, “Since thou wilt not remain here,
chieftain, thou shalt receive the boon whatsoever thy tongue may
name, as far as the wind dries, and the rain moistens, and the
sun revolves, and the sea encircles, and the earth extends; save
only my ship; and my mantle; and Caledvwlich, my sword; and
Rhongomyant, my lance; and Wynebgwrthucher, my shield; and
Carnwenhau, my dagger; and Gwenhwyvar, my wife. By the truth
of Heaven, thou shalt have it cheerfully, name what thou wilt.” “I
would that thou bless my hair.” “That shall be granted thee.”

And Arthur took a golden comb, and scissors, whereof the loops
were of silver, and he combed his hair. And Arthur inquired of him
who he was. “For my heart warms unto thee, and I know that thou
art come of my blood. Tell me, therefore, who thou art.” “I will
tell thee,” said the youth. “I am Kilhwch, the son of Kilydd, the
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son of Prince Kelyddon, by Goleuddydd, my mother, the daughter
of Prince Anlawdd.” “That is true,” said Arthur; “thou art my
cousin. Whatsoever boon thou mayest ask, thou shalt receive, be
it what it may that thy tongue shall name.” “Pledge the truth of
Heaven and the faith of thy kingdom thereof.” “I pledge it thee,
gladly.” “I crave of thee then, that thou obtain for me Olwen, the
daughter of Yspaddaden Penkawr; and this boon I likewise seek
at the hands of thy warriors. I seek it from Kai, and Bedwyr, and
Greidawl Galldonyd, and Gwythyr the son of Greidawl, and Greid
the son of Eri, and Kynddelig Kyvarwydd, and Tathal Twyll Goleu,
and Maelwys the son of Baeddan, and Crychwr the son of Nes, and
Cubert the son of Daere, and Percos the son of Poch, and Lluber
Beuthach, and Corvil Bervach, and Gwynn the son of Nudd, and
Edeyrn the son of Nudd, and Gadwy the son of Geraint, and
Prince Fflewddur Fflam, and Ruawn Pebyr the son of Dorath,
and Bradwen the son of Moren Mynawc, and Moren Mynawc
himself, and Dalldav the son of Kimin Cdv, and the son of Alun
Dyved, and the son of Saidi, and the son of Gwryon, and Uchtryd
Ardywad Kad, and Kynwas Curvagyl, and Gwrhyr Gwarthegvras,
and Isperyr Ewingath, and Gallcoyt Govynynat, and Duach, and
Grathach, and Nerthach, the sons of Gwawrddur Kyrvach (these
men came forth from the confines of hell), and Kilydd Canhastyr,
and Canastyr Kanllaw, and Cors Cant-Ewin, and Esgeir Gulhwch
Govynkawn, and Drustwrn Hayarn, and Glewlwyd Gavaelvawr,
and Lloch Llaw-wynnyawc, and Aunwas Adeiniawc, and Sinnoch
the son of Seithved, and Gwennwynwyn the son of Naw, and Bedyw
the son of Seithved, and Gobrwy the son of Echel Vorddwyttwll,
and Echel Vorddwyttwll himself, and Mael the son of Roycol, and
Dadweir Dallpenn, and Garwyli the son of Gwythawc Gwyr, and
Gwythawc Gwyr himself, and Gormant the son of Ricca, and Menw
the son of Teirgwaedd, and Digon the son of Alar, and Selyf the son
of Smoit, and Gusg the son of Atheu, and Nerth the son of Kedarn,
and Drudwas the son of Tryffin, and Twrch the son of Perif, and
Twrch the son of Annwas, and Iona king of France, and Sel the
son of Selgi, and Teregud the son of laen, and Sulyen the son of
Iaen, and Bradwen the son of laen, and Moren the son of Iaen, and
Siawn the son of Iaen, and Cradawc the son of Iaen. (They were men
of Caerdathal, of Arthur’s kindred on his father’s side.) Dirmyg the
son of Kaw, and Justic the son of Kaw, and Etmic the son of Kaw,
and Anghawd the son of Kaw, and Ovan the son of Kaw,
and Kelin the son of Kaw, and Connyn the son of Kaw, and Mabsant
the son of Kaw, and Gwyngad the son of Kaw, and Llwybyr the son
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of Kaw, and Coth the son of Kaw, and Meilic the son of Kaw, and
Kynwas the son of Kaw, and Ardwyad the son of Kaw, and Ergyryad
the son of Kaw, and Neb the son of Kaw, and Gilda the son of Kaw,
and Calcas the son of Kaw, and Hueil the son of Kaw (he never yet
made a request at the hand of any Lord). And Samson Vinsych, and
Taliesin the chief of the bards, and Manawyddan the son of Llyr,
and Llary the son of Prince Kasnar, and Ysperni the son of Fflergant
king of Armorica, and Saranhon the son of Glythwyr, and Llawr
Eilerw, and Annyanniawc the son of Menw the son of Teirgwaedd,
and Gwynn the son of Nwyvre, and Fflam the son of Nwyvre, and
Geraint the son of Erbin, and Ermid the son of Erbin, and Dyvel
the son of Erbin, and Gwynn the son of Ermid, and Kyndrwyn the
son of Ermid, and Hyveidd Unllenn, and Eiddon Vawr Vrydic, and
Reidwn Arwy, and Gormant the son of Ricca (Arthur’s brother by
his mother’s side; the Penhynev of Cornwall was his father), and
Llawnrodded Varvawc, and Nodawl Varyf Twrch, and Berth the
son of Kado, and Rheidwn the son of Beli, and Iscovan Hael, and
Iscawin the son of Panon, and Morvran the son of Tegid (no one
struck him in the battle of Camlan by reason of his ugliness; all
thought he was an auxiliary devil. Hair had he upon him like the
hair of a stag). And Sandde Bryd Angel (no one touched him with
a spear in the battle of Camlan because of his beauty; all thought
he was a ministering angel). And Kynwyl Sant (the third man that
escaped from the battle of Camlan, and he was the last who parted
from Arthur on Hengroen his horse). And Uchtryd the son of Erim,
and Eus the son of Erim, and Henwas Adeinawg the son of Erim,
and Henbedestyr the son of Erim, and Sgilti Yscawndroed the son of
Erim. (Unto these three men belonged these three qualities, — With
Henbedestyr there was not any one who could keep pace, either
on horseback or on foot; with Henwas Adeinawg, no four-fcoted
beast could run the distance of an acre, much less could it go beyond
it; and as to Sgilti Yscawndroed, when he intended to go upon a
message for his Lord, he never sought to find a path, but knowing
whither he was to go, if his way lay through a wood he went along
the tops of the trees. During his whole life, a blade of reed grass
bent not beneath his feet, much less did one ever break, so lightly
did he tread.) Teithi Hén the son of Gwynhan (his dominions were
swallowed up by the sea, and he himself hardly escaped, and he
came to Arthur; and his knife had this peculiarity, that from the time
that he came there no haft would ever remain upon it, and owing to
this a sickness came over him, and he pined away during
the remainder of his life, and of this he died). And Carneddyr the



118 LADY CHARLOTTE GUEST

son of Govynyon Hén, and Gwenwynwyn the son of Nav Gyssevin,
Arthur’s champion, and Llysgadrudd Emys, and Gwrbothu Hén
(uncles unto Arthur were they, his mother’s brothers). Kulvanawyd
the son of Goryon, and Llenlleawg Wyddel from the headland of
Ganion, and Dyvynwal Moel, and Dunard king of the North,
Teirnon Twryf Bliant, and Tegvan Gloff, and Tegyr Talgellawg,
Gwrdinal the son of Ebrei, and Morgant Hael, Gwystyl the son of
Rhun the son of Nwython, and Liwyddeu the son of Nwython, and
Gwydre the son of Liwyddeu (Gwenabwy the daughter of [Kaw] was
his mother, Hueil his uncle stabbed him, and hatred was between
Hueil and Arthur because of the wound). Drem the son of Dremidyd
(when the gnat arose in the morning with the sun, he could see it from
Gelli Wic in Cornwall, as far off as Pen Blathaon in North Britain).
And Eidyol the son of Ner, and Glwyddyn Saer (who constructed
Ehangwen, Arthur’s Hall). Kynyr Keinvarvawc (when he was told
he had a son born he said to his wife, ‘Damsel, if thy son be mine,
his heart will be always cold, and there will be no warmth in his
hands; and he will have another peculiarity, if he is my son he will
always be stubborn; and he will have another peculiarity, when he
carries a burden, whether it be large or small, no one will be able
to see it, either before him or at his back; and he will have another
peculiarity, no one will be able to resist fire and water so well as
he will; and he will have another peculiarity, there will never be a
servant or an officer equal to him’). Henwas, and Henwyneb (an
old companion to Arthur). Gwallgoyc (another; when he came to
a town, though there were three hundred houses in it, if he wanted
anything, he would not let sleep come to the eyes of any one whilst
he remained there). Berwyn the son of Gerenhir, and Paris king of
France, and Osla Gyllellvawr (who bore a short broad dagger.
When Arthur and his hosts came before a torrent, they would seek
for a narrow place where they might pass the water, and would
lay the sheathed dagger across the torrent, and it would form a
bridge sufficient for the armies of the three Islands of Britain, and
of the three islands adjacent, with their spoil). Gwyddawg the son
of Menestyr (who slew Kai, and whom Arthur slew, together with
his brothers, to revenge Kai). Garanwyn the son of Kai, and Amren
the son of Bedwyr, and Ely Amyr, and Rheu Rhwyd Dyrys,and Rhun
Rhudwern, and Eli, and Trachmyr (Arthur’s chief huntsmen). And
Llwyddeu the son of Kelcoed, and Hunabwy the son of Gwryon,
and Gwynn Godyvron, and Gweir Datharwenniddawg, and Gweir
the son of Cadell the son of Talaryant, and Gweir Gwrhyd Ennwir,
and Gweir Paladyr Hir (the uncles of Arthur, the brothers of his
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mother). The sons of Llwch Llawwynnyawg (from beyond the
raging sea). Llenlleawg Wyddel, and Ardderchawg Prydain. Cas
the son of Saidi, Gwrvan Gwallt Avwyn, and Gwyllennhin the
king of France, and Gwittart the son of Oedd king of Ireland,
Garselit Wyddel, Panawr Pen Bagad, and Ffleudor the son of Nav,
Gwynnhyvar mayor of Cornwall and Devon (the ninth man that
rallied the battle of Camlan). Keli and Kueli, and Gilla Coes Hydd
(he would clear three hundred acres at one bound: the chief
leaper of Ireland was he). Sol, and Gwadyn Ossol, and Gwadyn
Odyeith. (Sol could stand all day upon one foot. Gwadyn Ossol,
if he stood upon the top of the highest mountain in the world, it
would become a level plain under his feet. Gwadyn Odyeith, the
soles of his feet emitted sparks of fire when they struck upon things
hard, like the heated mass when drawn out of the forge. He cleared
the way for Arthur when he came to any stoppage.) Hirerwm and
Hiratrwm. (The day they went on a visit three Cantrevs provided
for their entertainment, and they feasted until noon and drank until
night, when they went to sleep. And then they devoured the heads
of the vermin through hunger, as if they had never eaten anything.
When they made a visit they left neither the fat nor the lean, neither
the hot nor the cold, the sour nor the sweet, the fresh nor the salt,
the boiled nor the raw.) Huarwar the son of Aflawn (who asked
Arthur such a boon as would satisfy him. It was the third great
plague of Cornwall when he received it. None could get a smile
from him but when he was satisfied). Gware Gwallt Euryn. The
two cubs of Gast Rhymi, Gwyddrud and Gwyddneu Astrus. Sugyn
the son of Sugnedydd (who would suck up the sea on which were
three hundred ships so as to leave nothing but a dry strand. He was
broad-chested). Rhacymwri, the attendant of Arthur (whatever barn
he was shown, were there the produce of thirty ploughs within it, he
would strike it with an iron flail until the rafters, the beams, and the
boards were no better than the small oats in the mow upon the floor
of the barn). Dygyflwng and Anoeth Veidawg. And Hir Eiddyl, and
Hir Amreu (they were two attendants of Arthur). And Gwevyl the
son of Gwestad (on the day that he was sad, he would let one of
his lips drop below his waist, while he turned up the other like a cap
upon his head). Uchtryd Varyf Draws (who spread his red untrimmed
beard over the eight-and-forty rafters which were in Arthur’s Hall).
Elidyr Gyvarwydd. Yskyrdav and Yscudydd (two attendants of
Gwenhwyvar were they. Their feet were swift as their thoughts
when bearing a message). Brys the son of Bryssethach (from the
Hill of the Black Fernbrake in North Britain). And Grudlwyn Gorr.
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Bwlch, and Kyfwlch, and Sefwlch, the sons of Cleddyf Kyfwlch,
the grandsons of Cleddyf Difwlch. (Their three shields were three
gleaming glitterers; their three spears were three pointed piercers;
their three swords were three grinding gashers; Glas, Glessic, and
Gleisad. Their three dogs, Call, Cuall,and Cavall. Their three horses,
Hwyrdyddwd, and Drwgdyddwd, and Llwyrdyddwg. Their three
wives, Och, and Garym, and Diaspad. Their three grandchildren,
Lluched, and Neved, and Eissiwed. Their three daughters, Drwg, and
Gwaeth, and Gwaethav Oll. Their three handmaids, Eheubryd the
daughter of Kyfwlch, Gorascwrn the daughter of Nerth, Ewaedan
the daughter of Kynvelyn Keudawd Pwyll the half-man.) Dwnn
Diessic Unbenn, Eiladyr the son of Pen Llarcau, Kynedyr Wyllt the
son of Hettwn Talaryant, Sawyl Ben Uchel, Gwalchmai the son of
Gwyar, Gwalhaved the son of Gwyar, Gwrhyr Gwastawd Ieithoedd
(to whom all tongues were known), and Kethcrwm the Priest. Clust
the son of Clustveinad (though he were buried seven cubits beneath
the earth, he would hear the ant fifty miles off rise from her nest in the
morning). Medyr the son of Methredydd (from Gelli Wic he could, in
a twinkling, shoot the wren through the two legs upon Esgeir Oervel
in Ireland). Gwiawn Llygad Cath (who could cut a haw from the
eye of the gnat without hurting him). Ol the son of Olwydd (seven
years before he was born his father’s swine were carried off, and
when he grew up a man he tracked the swine, and brought them
back in seven herds). Bedwini the Bishop (who blessed Arthur’s
meat and drink). For the sake of the golden-chained daughters
of this island. For the sake of Gwenhwyvar its chief lady, and
Gwennhwyach her sister, and Rathtyeu the only daughter of
Clemenhill, and Rhelemon the daughter of Kai, and Tannwen
the daughter of Gweir Datharweniddawg. Gwenn Alarch the
daughter of Kynwyl Canbwch. Eurneid the daughter of Clydno
Eiddin. Eneuawc the daughter of Bedwyr. Enrydreg the daughter
of Tudvathar. Gwennwledyr the daughter of Gwaledyr Kyrvach.
Erddudnid the daughter of Tryffin. Eurolwen the daughter of
Gwdolwyn Gorr. Teleri the daughter of Peul. Indeg the daughter
of Garwy Hir. Morvudd the daughter of Urien Rheged. Gwenllian
Deg the majestic maiden. Creiddylad the daughter of Lludd Llaw
Ereint. (She was the most splendid maiden in the three Islands of
the mighty, and in the three Islands adjacent, and for her Gwythyr
the son of Greidawl and Gwynn the son of Nudd fight every first of
May until the day of doom.) Ellylw the daughter of Neol Kynn-Crog
(she lived three ages). Essyllt Vinwen and Essyllt Vingul.” And all
these did Kilhwch the son of Kilydd adjure to obtain his boon.
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Then said Arthur, “Oh! chieftain, T have never heard of the maiden
of whom thou speakest, nor of her kindred, but I will gladly send
messengers in search of her. Give me time to seek her.” And the
youth said, “I will willingly grant from this night to that at the end
of the year to do so.” Then Arthur sent messengers to every land
within his dominions to seek for the maiden; and at the end of
the year Arthur’s messengers returned without having gained any
knowledge or intelligence concerning Olwen more than on the first
day. Then said Kilhwch, “Every one has received his boon, and I yet
lack mine. I will depart and bear away thy honour with me.” Then
said Kai, “Rash chieftain ! dost thou reproach Arthur? Go with us,
and we will not part until thou dost either confess that the maiden
exists not in the world, or until we obtain her.” Thereupon Kai rose
up. Kai had this peculiarity, that his breath lasted nine nights and
nine days under water, and he could exist nine nights and nine days
without sleep. A wound from Kai’s sword no physician could heal.
Very subtle was Kai. When it pleased him he could render himself as
tall as the highest tree in the forest. And he had another peculiarity,
— so great was the heat of his nature, that, when it rained hardest,
whatever he carried remained dry for a handbreadth above and
a handbreadth below his hand; and when his companions were
coldest, it was to them as fuel with which to light their fire.

And Arthur called Bedwyr, who never shrank from any enterprise
upon which Kai was bound. None was equal to him in swiftness
throughout this island except Arthur and Drych Ail Kibddar. And
although he was one-handed, three warriors could not shed blood
faster than he on the field of battle. Another property he had; his lance
would produce a wound equal to those of nine opposing lances.

And Arthur called to Kynddelig the Guide, “Go thou upon this
expedition with the chieftain.” For as good a guide was he in a
land which he had never seen as he was in his own.

He called Gwrhyr Gwalstawt leithoedd, because he knew all
tongues.

He called Gwalchmai the son of Gwyar, because he never returned
home without achieving the adventure of which he went in quest. He
was the best of footmen and the best of knights. He was nephew to
Arthur, the son of his sister, and his cousin.

And Arthur called Menw the son of Teirgwaedd, in order that
if they went into a savage country, he might cast a charm and an
illusion over them, so that none might see them whilst they could
see every one.

They journeyed until they came to a vast open plain, wherein



E22 LADY CHARLOTTE GUEST

they saw a great castle, which was the fairest of the castles of the
world. And they journeyed that day until the evening, and when
they thought they were nigh to the castle, they were no nearer to
it than they had been in the morning. And the second and the third
day they journeyed, and even then scarcely could they reach so far.
And when they came before the castle, they beheld a vast flock of
sheep, which was boundless and without an end. And upon the top
of a mound there was a herdsman, keeping the sheep. And a rug
made of skins was upon him; and by his side was a shaggy mastiff,
larger than a steed nine winters old. Never had he lost even a lamb
from his flock, much less a large sheep. He let no occasion ever pass
without doing some hurt and harm. All the dead trees and bushes
in the plain he burnt with his breath down to the very ground.
Then said Kai, “Gwrhyr Gwalstawt leithoedd, go thou and salute
yonder man.” “Kai,” said he, “I engaged not to go further than thou
thyself.” “Let us go then together,” answered Kai. Said Menw the
son of Teirgwaedd, “Fear not to go thither, for I will cast a spell
upon the dog, so that he shall injure no one.” And they went up
to the mound whereon the herdsman was, and they said to him,
“How dost thou fare, O herdsman?” “No less fair be it to you than
to me.” “Truly, art thou the chief?” “There is no hurt to injure me
but my own.”! “Whose are the sheep that thou dost keep, and to
whom does yonder castle belong?” “Stupid are ye, truly! Through
the whole world is it known that this is the castle of Yspaddaden
Penkawr.” “And who art thou?” “I am called Custennin the son
of Dyfnedig, and my brother Yspaddaden Penkawr oppressed me
because of my possessions. And ye also, who are ye?” “We are
an embassy from Arthur, come to seek Olwen the daughter of
Yspaddaden Penkawr.” “Oh men! the mercy of Heaven be upon
you, do not that for all the world. None who ever came hither on
this quest has returned alive.” And the herdsman rose up. And as
he arose, Kilhwch gave unto him a ring of gold. And he sought to
put on the ring, but it was too small for him, so he placed it in
the finger of his glove. And he went home, and gave the glove to
his spouse to keep. And she took the ring from the glove when it
was given her, and she said, “Whence came this ring, for thou art
not wont to have good fortune?” “I went,” said he, “to the sea
to seek for fish, and lo, I saw a corpse borne by the waves. And
a fairer corpse than it did I never behold. And from its finger did

1 This dialogue consists of a series of repartees with a play upon words,
which it is impossible to follow in the translation.
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I take this ring.” “O man! does the sea permit its dead to wear
jewels? Show me then this body.” “Oh wife, him to whom this
ring belonged thou shalt see here in the evening.” “And who is
he?” asked the woman. “Kilhwch the son of Kilydd, the son of
Prince Kelyddon, by Goleuddydd the daughter of Prince Anlawdd,
his mother, who is come to seek Olwen as his wife.” And when
she heard that, her feelings were divided between the joy that she
had that her nephew, the son of her sister, was coming to her, and
sorrow because she had never known any one depart alive who had
come on that quest.

And they went forward to the gate of Custennin the herdsman’s
dwelling. And when she heard their footsteps approaching, she ran
out with joy to meet them. And Kai snatched a billet out of the pile.
And when she met them she sought to throw her arms about their
necks. And Kai placed the log between her two hands, and she
squeezed it so that it became a twisted coil. “Oh woman,” said
Kai, “if thou hadst squeezed me thus, none could ever again have
set their affections on me. Evil love were this.” They entered into
the house, and were served; and soon after they all went forth to
amuse themselves. Then the woman opened a stone chest that was
before the chimney-corner, and out of it arose a youth with yellow
curling hair. Said Gwrhyr, “It is a pity to hide this youth. I know
that it is not his own crime that is thus visited upon him.” “This
is but a remnant,” said the woman. “Three-and-twenty of my sons
has Yspaddaden Penkawr slain, and I have no more hope of this
one than of the others.” Then said Kai, “Let him come and be
a companion with me, and he shall not be slain unless I also am
slain with him.” And they ate. And the woman asked them, “Upon
what errand come you here?” “We come to seek Olwen for this
youth.” Then said the woman, “In the name of Heaven, since no
one from the castle hath yet seen you, return again whence you
came.” “Heaven is our witness, that we will not return until we
have seen the maiden.” Said Kai, “Does she ever come hither, so
that she may be seen?” “She comes here every Saturday to wash
her head, and in the vessel where she washes, she leaves all her
rings, and she never either comes herself or sends any messengers
to fetch them.” “Will she come here if she is sent to?” “Heaven
knows that I will not destroy my soul, nor will I betray those that
trust me; unless you will pledge me your faith that you will not
harm her, I will not send to her.” “We pledge it,” said they. So
a message was sent, and she came.

The maiden was clothed in a robe of flame-coloured silk, and
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about her neck was a collar of ruddy gold, on which were precious
emeralds and rubies. More yellow was her head than the flower of
the broom, and her skin was whiter than the foam of the wave,
and fairer were her hands and her fingers than the blossoms of the
wood anemone amidst the spray of the meadow fountain. The eye
of the trained hawk, the glance of the three-mewed falcon was not
brighter than hers. Her bosom was more snowy than the breast of
the white swan, her cheek was redder than the reddest roses. Whoso
beheld her was filled with her love. Four white trefoils sprung up
wherever she trod. And therefore was she called Olwen.

She entered the house, and sat beside Kilhwch upon the foremost
bench; and as soon as he saw her he knew her. And Kilhwch said
unto her, “Ah! maiden, thou art she whom I have loved; come
away with me, lest they speak evil of thee and of me. Many a day
have I loved thee.” “I cannot do this, for I have pledged my faith
to my father not to go without his counsel, for his life will last only
until the time of my espousals. Whatever is, must be. But I will give
thee advice if thou wilt take it. Go, ask me of my father, and that
which he shall require of thee, grant it, and thou wilt obtain me;
but if thou deny him anything, thou wilt not obtain me, and it will
be well for thee if thou escape with thy life.” “I promise all this,
if occasion offer,” said he.

She returned to her chamber, and they all rose up and followed
her to the castle. And they slew the nine porters that were at the
nine gates in silence. And they slew the nine watch-dogs without
one of them barking. And they went forward to the hall.

“The greeting of Heaven and of man be unto thee, Yspaddaden
Penkawr,” said they. “And you, wherefore come you?” “We come
to ask thy daughter Olwen, for Kilhwch the son of Kilydd, the son
of Prince Kelyddon.” “Where are my pages and my servants? Raise
up the forks beneath my two eyebrows which have fallen over my
eyes, that I may see the fashion of my son-in-law.” And they did
so. “Come hither tomorrow, and you shall have an answer.”

They rose to go forth, and Yspaddaden Penkawr seized one of
the three poisoned darts that lay beside him, and threw it after
them. And Bedwyr caught it, and flung it, and pierced Yspaddaden
Penkawr grievously with it through the knee. Then he said, “A
cursed ungentle son-in-law, truly. I shall ever walk the worse for
his rudeness, and shall ever be without a cure. This poisoned iron
pains me like the bite of a gadfly. Cursed be the smith who forged
it, and the anvil whereon it was wrought! So sharp is it!”

That night also they took up their abode in the house of Custennin
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the herdsman. The next day with the dawn they arrayed themselves
in haste and proceeded to the castle, and entered the hall, and they
said, “Yspaddaden Penkawr, give us thy daughter in consideration
of her dower and her maiden fee, which we will pay to thee and
to her two kinswomen likewise. And unless thou wilt do so, thou
shalt meet with thy death on her account.” Then he said, “Her four
great-grandmothers, and her four great-grandsires are yet alive, it is
needful that I take counsel of them.” “Be it so,” answered they, “we
will go to meat.” As they rose up, he took the second dart that was
beside him, and cast it after them. And Menw the son of Gwaedd
caught it, and flung it back at him, and wounded him in the centre
of the breast, so that it came out at the small of his back. “A cursed
ungentle son-in-law, truly,” said he, “the hard iron pains me like the
bite of a horse-leech. Cursed be the hearth whereon it was heated,
and the smith who formed it! So sharp is it! Henceforth, whenever
I go up a hill, I shall have a scant in my breath, and a pain in my
chest, and I shall often loathe my food.” And they went to meat.

And the third day they returned to the palace. And Yspaddaden
Penkawr said tothem, “Shootnotatme again unless you desire death.
Where are my attendants? Lift up the forks of my eyebrows which
have fallen over my eyeballs, that I may see the fashion of my son-
in-law.” Then they arose, and, as they did so, Yspaddaden Penkawr
took the third poisoned dart and cast it at them. And Kilhwch caught
itand threw it vigorously, and wounded him through the eyeball, so
that the dart came out at the back of his head. “A cursed ungentle
son-in-law, truly! As long as I remain alive, my eyesight will be the
worse. Whenever I go against the wind, my eyes will water; and per-
adventure my head will burn, and I shall have a giddiness every new
moon. Cursed be the fire in which it was forged. Like the bite of a mad
dog is the stroke of this poisoned iron.” And they went to meat.

And the next day they came again to the palace, and they said,
“Shoot not at us any more, unless thou desirest such hurt, and harm,
and torture as thou now hast, and even more.” “Give me thy daugh-
ter, and if thou wilt not give her, thou shalt receive thy death because
of her.” “Where is he that seeks my daughter? Come hither where I
may see thee.” And they placed him a chair face to face with him.

Said Yspaddaden Penkawr, “Is it thou that seekest my daughter?”
“Itis I,” answered Kilhwch. “I must have thy pledge that thou wilt
not do towards me otherwise than is just, and when I have gotten
that which I shall name, my daughter thou shalt have.” “I promise
thee that willingly,” said Kilhwch, “name what thou wilt.” “I will
do so,” said he.
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“Seest thou yonder vast hill?” “I see it.” “I require that it be
rooted up, and that the grubbings be burned for manure on the
face of the land, and that it be ploughed and sown in one day,
and in one day that the grain ripen. And of that wheat I intend to
make food and liquor fit for the wedding of thee and my daughter.
And all this I require done in one day.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though this be easy for thee, there is yet that which will not
be so. No husbandman can till or prepare this land, so wild is it,
except Amaethon the son of Don, and he will not come with thee
by his own free will, and thou wilt not be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Govannon the son of Don to come to the headland to rid the iron,
he will do no work of his own good will except for a lawful king,
and thou wilt not be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get;
the two dun oxen of Gwlwlyd, both yoked together, to plough the
wild land yonder stoutly. He will not give them of his own free will,
and thou wilt not be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get;
the yellow and the brindled bull yoked together do I require.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get;
the two horned oxen, one of which is beyond, and the other this
side of the peaked mountain, yoked together in the same plough.
And these are Nynniaw and Peibaw whom God turned into oxen
on account of their sins.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Seest thou yonder red tilled ground?”

“I see it.”

“When first I met the mother of this maiden, nine bushels of
flax were sown therein, and none has yet sprung up, neither white
nor black; and I have the measure by me still. I require to have the
flax to sow in the new land yonder, that when it grows up it may
make a white wimple for my daughter’s head, on the day of thy
wedding.”
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“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Honey that is nine times sweeter than the honey of the virgin swarm,
without scum and bees, do I require to make bragget for the feast.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“The vessel of Llwyr the son of Llwyryon, which is of the utmost
value. Thereisno other vesselin the world that can hold thisdrink. Of
his free will thou wilt not get it, and thou canst not compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The basket of Gwyddneu Garanbhir, if the whole world should come
together, thrice nine men at a time, the meat that each of them desired
would be found within it. I require to eat therefrom on the night that
my daughter becomes thy bride. He will give it to no one of his own
free will, and thou canst not compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The horn of Gwlgawd Gododin to serve us with liquor that night.
He will not give it of his own free will, and thou wilt not be able
to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The harp of Teirtu to play to us that night. When a man desires
that it should play, it does so of itself, and when he desires that
it should cease, it ceases. And this he will not give of his own free
will, and thou wilt not be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The cauldron of Diwrnach Wyddel, the steward of Odgar the son of
Aedd, king of Ireland, to boil the meat for thy marriage feast.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get. It
is needful for me to wash my head, and shave my beard, and I require
the tusk of Yskithyrwyn Penbaedd to shave myself withal, neither
shall I profit by its use if it be not plucked alive out of his head.”
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“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
There is no one in the world that can pluck it out of his head except
Odgar the son of Aedd, king of Ireland.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get. I
will not trust any one to keep the tusk except Gado of North Britain.
Now the threescore Cantrevs of North Britain are under his sway,
and of his own free will he will not come out of his kingdom, and
thou wilt not be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
I must spread out my hair in order to shave it, and it will never be
spread out unless I have the blood of the jet-black sorceress, the
daughter of the pure white sorceress, from Pen Nant Govid, on the
confines of Hell.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
I will not have the blood unless I have it warm, and no vessels
will keep warm the liquid that is put therein except the bottles of
Gwyddolwyd Gorr, which preserve the heat of the liquor that is
put into them in the east, until they arrive at the west. And he
will not give them of his own free will, and thou wilt not be able
to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Some will desire fresh milk, and it will not be possible to have fresh
milk for all, unless we have the bottles of Rhinnon Rhin Barnawd,
wherein no liquor ever turns sour. And he will not give them of his
own free will; and thou wilt not be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Throughout the world there is not a comb or scissors with which I
can arrange my hair, on account of its rankness, except the comb
and scissors that are between the two ears of Twrch Trwyth, the
son of Prince Tared. He will not give them of his own free will,
and thou wilt not be able to compel him.”
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“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
It will not be possible to hunt Twrch Trwyth without Drudwyn the
whelp of Greid, the son of Eri.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Throughout the world there is not a leash that can hold him, except
the leash of Cwrs Cant Ewin.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Throughout the world there is no collar that will hold the leash
except the collar of Canhastyr Canllaw.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The chain of Kilydd Canhastyr to fasten the collar to the leash.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Throughout the world there is not a huntsman who can hunt with
this dog, except Mabon the son of Modron. He was taken from
his mother when three nights old, and it is not known where he
now is, nor whether he is living or dead.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Gwynn Mygdwn, the horse of Gweddw, that is as swift as the wave,
to carry Mabon the son of Modron to hunt the boar Trwyth. He
will not give him of his own free will, and thou wilt not be able
to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Thou wilt not get Mabon, for it is not known where he is, unless
thou find Eidoel, his kinsman in blood, the son of Aer. For it would
be useless to seek for him. He is his cousin.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
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Garselit the Gwyddelian is the chief huntsman of Ireland; the Twrch
Trwyth can never be hunted without him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
A leash made from the beard of Dillus Varvawc, for that is the only
one that can hold those two cubs. And the leash will be of no avail
unless it be plucked from his beard while he is alive, and twitched
out with wooden tweezers. While he lives he will not suffer this
to be done to him, and the leash will be of no use should he be
dead, because it will be brittle.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Throughout the world there is no huntsman that can hold those two
whelps except Kynedyr Wyllt, the son of Hettwn Glafyrawc; he is
nine times more wild than the wildest beast upon the mountains. Him
wilt thou never get, neither wilt thou ever get my daughter.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get. It is
not possible to hunt the boar Trwyth without Gwynn the son of Nudd,
whom God has placed over the brood of devils in Annwvyn, lest they
should destroy the present race. He will never be spared thence.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
There is not a horse in the world that can carry Gwynn to hunt the
Twrch Trwyth, except Du, the horse of Mor of Oerveddawg.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
Until Gilennhin the king of France shall come, the Twrch Trwyth
cannot be hunted. It will be unseemly for him to leave his kingdom
for thy sake, and he will never come hither.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The Twrch Trwyth can never be hunted without the son of Alun
Dyved; he is well skilled in letting loose the dogs.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”
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“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The Twrch Trwyth cannot be hunted unless thou get Aned and
Aethlem. They are as swift as the gale of wind, and they were
never let loose upon a beast that they did not kill him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get;
Arthur and his companions to hunt the Twrch Trwyth. He is a
mighty man, and he will not come for thee, neither wilt thou be
able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get. The
Twrch Trwyth cannot be hunted unless thou get Bwlch, and Kyfwlch
[and Sefwlch], the grandsons of Cleddyf Difwlch. Their three shields
are three gleaming glitterers. Their three spears are three pointed
piercers. Their three swords are three griding gashers, Glas, Glessic,
and Clersag. Their three dogs, Call, Cuall, and Cavall. Their three
horses, Hwyrdydwg,and Drwgdydwg, and Liwyrdydwg. Their three
wives, Och, and Garam, and Diaspad. Their three grandchildren,
Lluched, and Vyned, and Eissiwed. Their three daughters, Drwg,
and Gwaeth, and Gwaethav Oll. Their three handmaids [Eheubryd,
the daughter of Kyfwlch; Gorasgwrn, the daughter of Nerth; and
Gwaedan, the daughter of Kynvelyn]. These three men shall sound
the horn, and all the others shall shout, so that all will think that
the sky is falling to the earth.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not get.
The sword of Gwrnach the Giant; he will never be slain except
therewith. Of his own free will he will not give it, either for a price
or as a gift, and thou wilt never be able to compel him.”

“It will be easy for me to compass this, although thou mayest
think that it will not be easy.”

“Though thou get this, there is yet that which thou wilt not
get. Difficulties shalt thou meet with, and nights without sleep, in
seeking this, and if thou obtain it not, neither shalt thou obtain my
daughter.”

“Horses shall I have, and chivalry; and my lord and kinsman
Arthur will obtain for me all these things. And I shall gain thy
daughter, and thou shalt lose thy life.”

“Go forward. And thou shalt not be chargeable for food or
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raiment for my daughter while thou art seeking these things; and
when thou hast compassed all these marvels, thou shalt have my
daughter for thy wife.”

All that day they journeyed until the evening, and then they
beheld a vast castle, which was the largest in the world. And lo,
a black man, huger than three of the men of this world, came out
from the castle. And they spoke unto him, “Whence comest thou,
O man?” “From the castle which you see yonder.” “Whose castle
is that?” asked they. “Stupid are ye truly, O men. There is no one in
the world that does not know to whom this castle belongs. It is the
castle of Gwrnach the Giant.” “What treatment is there for guests
and strangers that alight in that castle?” “Oh! Chieftain, Heaven
protect thee. No guest ever returned thence alive, and no one may
enter therein unless he brings with him his craft.”

Then they proceeded towards the gate. Said Gwrhyr Gwalstawt
Teithoedd, “Is there a porter?” “There is. And thou, if thy tongue be
not mute in thy head, wherefore dost thou call?” “Open the gate.”
“I will not open it.” “Wherefore wilt thou not?” “The knife is in
the meat, and the drink is in the horn, and there is revelry in the hall
of Gwrnach the Giant, and except for a craftsman who brings his
craft, the gate will not be opened to-night.” “Verily, porter,” then
said Kai, “my craft bring I with me.” “What is thy craft?” “The
best burnisher of swords am I in the world.” “I will go and tell
this unto Gwrnach the Giant, and I will bring thee an answer.”

So the porter went in, and Gwrnach said to him, “Hast thou
any news from the gate?” “I have. There is a party at the door
of the gate who desire to come in.” “Didst thou inquire of them
if they possessed any art?” “I did inquire,” said he, “and one told
me that he was well skilled in the burnishing of swords.” “We
have need of him then. For some time have I sought for some one
to polish my sword, and could find no one. Let this man enter,
since he brings with him his craft.” The porter thereupon returned
and opened the gate. And Kai went in by himself, and he saluted
Gwrnach the Giant. And a chair was placed for him ‘opposite to
Gwrnach. And Gwrnach said to him, “Oh man! is it true that is
reported of thee, that thou knowest how to burnish swords?” “I
know full well how to do so,” answered Kai. Then was the sword
of Gwrnach brought to him. And Kai took a blue whetstone from
under his arm, and asked him whether he would have it burnished
white or blue. “Do with it as it seems good to thee, and as thou
wouldest if it were thine own.” Then Kai polished one half of the
blade and put it in his hand. “Will this please thee?” asked he.



THE WINNING OF OLWEN 133

“I would rather than all that is in my dominions that the whole
of it were like unto this. It is a marvel to me that such a man as
thou should be without a companion.” “Oh! noble sir, I have a
companion, albeit he is not skilled in this art.” “Who may he be?”
“Let the porter go forth, and I will tell him whereby he may know
him. The head of his lance will leave its shaft, and draw blood from
the wind, and will descend upon its shaft again.” Then the gate was
opened, and Bedwyr entered. And Kai said, “Bedwyr is very skilful,
- although he knows not this art.”

And there was much discourse among those who were without,
because that Kai and Bedwyr had gone in. And a young man who
was with them, the only son of Custennin the herdsman, got in
also. And he caused all his companions to keep close to him as
he passed the three wards, and until he came into the midst of the
castle. And his companions said unto the son of Custennin, “Thou
hast done this! Thou art the best of all men.” And thenceforth he
was called Goreu, the son of Custennin. Then they dispersed to their
lodgings, that they might slay those who lodged therein, unknown
to the Giant.

The sword was now polished, and Kai gave it unto the hand of
Gwrnach the Giant, to see if he were pleased with his work. And
the Giant said, “The work is good, I am content therewith.” Said
Kai, “It is thy scabbard that hath rusted thy sword, give it to me
that I may take out the wooden sides of it and put in new ones.”
And he took the scabbard from him, and the sword in the other
hand. And he came and stood over against the Giant, as if he
would have put the sword into the scabbard; and with it he struck
at the head of the Giant, and cut off his head at one blow. Then
they despoiled the castle, and took from it what goods and jewels
they would. And again on the same day, at the beginning of the
year, they came to Arthur’s Court, bearing with them the sword
of Gwrnach the Giant.

Now, when they told Arthur how they had sped, Arthur said,
“Which of these marvels will it be best for us to seek first?” “It
will be best,” said they, “to seek Mabon the son of Modron; and
he will not be found unless we first find Eidoel the son of Aer, his
kinsman.” Then Arthur rose up, and the warriors of the Islands
of Britain with him, to seek for Eidoel; and they proceeded until
they came before the Castle of Glivi, where Eidoel was imprisoned.
Glivi stood on the summit of his castle, and he said, “Arthur, what
requirest thou of me, since nothing remains to me in this fortress,
and I have neither joy nor pleasure in it; neither wheat nor oats?
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Seek not therefore to do me harm.” Said Arthur, “Not to injure
thee came I hither, but to seek for the prisoner that is with thee.”
“I will give thee my prisoner, though I had not thought to give
him up to any one; and therewith shalt thou have my support and
my aid.”

His followers said unto Arthur, “Lord, go thou home, thou canst
not proceed with thy host in quest of such small adventures as
these.” Then said Arthur, “It were well for thee, Gwrhyr Gwalstawt
leithoedd, to go upon this quest, for thou knowest all languages,
and art familiar with those of the birds and the beasts. Thou, Eidoel,
oughtest likewise to go with my men in search of thy cousin. And
as for you, Kai and Bedwyr, I have hope of whatever adventure
ye are in quest of, that ye will achieve it. Achieve ye this adventure
for me.”

They went forward until they came to the Ousel of Cilgwri.
And Gwrhyr adjured her for the sake of Heaven, saying, “Tell
me if thou knowest aught of Mabon the son of Modron, who
was taken when three nights old from between his mother and the
wall.” And the Ousel answered, “When I first came here, there was
a smith’s anvil in this place, and I was then a young bird; and from
that time no work has been done upon it, save the pecking of my
beak every evening, and now there is not so much as the size of a
nut remaining thereof; yet the vengeance of Heaven be upon me,
if during all that time I have ever heard of the man for whom you
inquire. Nevertheless I will do that which is right, and that which
it is fitting that I should do for an embassy from Arthur. There is
a race of animals who were formed before me, and I will be your
guide to them.”

So they proceeded to the place where was the Stag of Redynvre.
“Stag of Redynvre, behold we are come to thee, an embassy from
Arthur, for we have not heard of any animal older than thou. Say,
knowest thou aught of Mabon the son of Modron, who was taken
from his mother when three nights old?” The Stag said, “When
first I came hither, there was a plain all around me, without any
trees save one oak sapling, which grew up to be an oak with an
hundred branches. And that oak has since perished, so that now
nothing remains of it but the withered stump; and from that day
to this I have been here, yet have I never heard of the man for
whom you inquire. Nevertheless, being an embassy from Arthur,
I will be your guide to the place where there is an animal which
was formed before I was.”

So they proceeded to the place where was the Owl of Cwm
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Cawlwyd. “Owl of Cwm Cawlwyd, here is an embassy from
Arthur; knowest thou aught of Mabon the son of Modron, who
was taken after three nights from his mother?” “If I knew I would
tell you. When first I came hither, the wide valley you see was a
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