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For

CONNIE


Forthwith a power of English shall we levy;

Whose arms were moulded in their mothers’ womb

To chase these pagans in those holy fields

Over whose acres walk’d those blessed feet

Which fourteen hundred years ago were nail’d

For our advantage on the bitter cross.

HENRY IV PART I




Contents

Also by Simon Mawer

Copyright

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine


CHAPTER ONE

[image: image]The Grand Prior cleared his throat and spat accurately into the nearby pond. From the murky depths a golden carp rose into view, snatched hopefully at the gob of phlegm on the surface, and then sank back out of sight. The Prior turned away and looked vaguely towards the orchard where bare apple trees stood amongst the long grass. His face was baggy and morose, bordered by unkempt grey hair and a dishevelled beard. Heavy eyebrows overhung his small eyes, a heavy nose overhung his mouth. He had forgotten what he had been talking about.

I look back on that moment as a turning point in my life. It seems far away now, almost the experience of another person; but it is mine sure enough however strange I find that distant youth standing dutifully beside the Grand Prior, watching the silent conjunction of phlegm and fish. It was that moment when I began to understand the reality of the Order of Saint John rather than just the myth. Now, eking out the remainder of my life in the amiable climate of Italy, nothing of the myth remains to me. Perhaps that is the penalty of maturity: at the very time when you need them all the illusions have finally evaporated.

‘Brother Adrian was unwise,’ the Prior mumbled at last. As though to convince himself that Brother Adrian had been the topic of discussion he repeated emphatically, ‘He was unwise.’ But exactly where this lack of wisdom lay was never made clear, although by most standards having your head cleaved from your body implies lack of wisdom somewhere.

I asked ingenuously, ‘Was he not a martyr, my Lord?’

Sir William shrugged. ‘That’s as maybe.’ He summoned his massive body into action and shambled along the path towards the orchard, his mind wandering once more. ‘These trees give good fruit, but of course it’s not the season now. Not the season.’ He shook his head solemnly. ‘And who knows who will gather the next crop?’

Having nothing better to do I followed him. The skirts of the Prior’s habit swept the top of the grass like a broom. The cloth was dark-stained with damp.

‘He was a brave man though. Godly.’ It was Brother Adrian again, Adrian the saint rather than Adrian the fool, Adrian the Knight of Honour and Devotion who had gone to the block on Tower Hill the previous summer. It occurred to me then, without any great experience of such things, that stupidity and bravery often go together. It occurs to me now, with considerable experience, that they almost always do. ‘He went to the block with a smile on his face and a Hail Mary on his lips,’ the Prior continued. ‘You are right, boy, you are right. A martyr, a glorious martyr for the Holy Religion.’

The garden in which we walked was as unkempt as the Prior’s mind. It had become dangerous to work for the Order of Saint John and the gardeners had long since fled, deciding for wisdom rather than bravery. The servitors too. In the Grand Priory only the people with illusions remained; and one of them, a mere eighteen years of age, and bearing, I suppose, a superficial likeness to the wreck that I am now, followed Prior Weston between untrimmed hedges to a space in the midst of the derelict beds. Weston lowered his bulk onto a stone bench and motioned me to sit beside him. The random waverings of his mind finally came back to the subject we had been discussing.

‘So they will allow you not to sign the Act. Is that it?’

‘On condition, my Lord. I am to leave the country and make no claim to lands within the Kingdom.’

Weston sniffed loudly. ‘You have good connections, young man. They can be as dangerous as no connections at all.’

‘Had I had no connections I would still not have signed the Act. No threat would have forced me.’

That is what I said. Quite distinctly in my memory I can hear my voice raised in priggish certainty. I was exactly at the age for stupid heroics. ‘I will remain loyal unto death.’

Weston nodded. ‘I’m sure you mean it. Thomas meant it. And now I have lost a second nephew to our Lord and Master the King.’ He sat staring across the blighted garden towards the Priory buildings, his mind now on Adrian Fortescue, now on his two nephews, Francis Weston and Thomas Dingley, all three of them careless or courageous enough – it depends on your point of view – to lose their heads. But at least you could argue that two had done it for honour: Francis Weston had no other reason than that he dipped his prick into the Bullen whore, which by most standards is a poor enough motive for going to the block.

‘But as long as I am alive there is hope for the Order. That is certain. I have the ear of the King. His Majesty respects me, which is why he has not troubled our Order despite what he has done to the others. All of them now: Glastonbury, Colchester, Reading, all our neighbours here as well. Even the Carthusians.’ He gestured in the approximate direction of Saint John’s Street where the empty buildings of the Charterhouse lay. Sitting close I caught the sour smell of the old man’s body, a mixture of vinegar and ammonia. ‘All the monks hanged, you know that?’

‘I heard, my Lord.’

‘The Prior as well.’ He nodded gloomily; then turning his great head towards me he tried a more optimistic note: ‘But His Majesty has spared the order of Saint John. I will save the Order in England, young Paulet, have no doubt of that. The King will listen to me.’ He nodded again. A broad and innocent smile had materialized within his beard. His mutilated sword hand drummed on his knee. ‘When you return to England young Paulet you will have a fine commandery, mark my words. Maybe you will even be Prior one day. The Knights of Rhodes will not die, young man! You have my word for it.’

‘Knights of Malta, my Lord,’ I reminded him gently.

Sir William glared. The smile had disappeared back into the beard. ‘Of Rhodes, boy!’ he shouted. ‘Of Rhodes! We have not left Rhodes for ever, and certainly not for poxy Malta.’

Like a baited bear he heaved himself up and looked wildly round for tormentors. ‘We’ve not left Rhodes for a barren rock! Malta? Mean, impoverished, unworthy of the Holy Religion. A pox on the place!’ The voice that had once sounded across the decks of the Order’s flagship Santa Anna echoed now round the buildings of the Grand Priory of Clerkenwell. ‘Nothing, young man, nothing is good about that place. As dry as a widow’s cunt. As withered as her paps. That island is no more the home of the Holy Religion than Saint Peter’s is the palace of the Turk!’

He glared, his eyes rheumy and bloodshot but alight with anger. ‘We will return!’ He shook his right fist in my face. I saw the awful waxy slick of scar tissue and three torn and crumpled fingers. ‘With a sword in one hand and a crucifix in the other we will return to Rhodes!’

For a dramatic moment the Prior remained motionless, his fists brandishing imaginary sword and imaginary crucifix, presumably as they had on the walls of Rhodes itself when the Turks had tried, and only just failed, to stick him like a pig. Then he looked round self-consciously, in the manner of one who has been surprised while pulling faces in the mirror. His hands dropped to his sides. Memories of the English Bastion at Rhodes vanished. He was back in the unkempt garden of his Priory.

I breathed again as Sir William dumped his massive bulk back on the stone bench. There was a blessed silence.

‘You’re Sir William Paulet’s son then?’ he asked at last.

‘Cousin, my Lord. I come from the Somerset branch of the family. Hinton Saint George.’

‘Ah. Sir Amyas.’

‘My father, my Lord. God rest his soul.’

‘The enemy of Wolsey.’

I groaned inwardly. There was no avoiding it, in England there was never any way of avoiding it. ‘It was a small incident, my Lord.’

‘But famous.’

‘Wolsey was a newly-ordained priest at the time, my Lord. A nobody. He took up one of our livings without paying the usual courtesies.’

Sir William spluttered with laughter. ‘But to have thrown the Cardinal butcher’s boy into the stocks is quite a triumph.’

‘He was only a curate then. More was made of it than it deserved.’

‘Cardinal in the stocks? Sounds difficult to make too much of it.’

I waited for the laughter to subside. ‘It earned him a year’s house arrest in London, my Lord, fourteen years later. I suppose he was lucky.’

‘I should say so. Bloody lucky.’ He wiped his eyes with the back of his awful, mangled sword hand. ‘Could lose your head for something like that these days. Anyway, I hope you’ve got some of your father’s spirit, and his luck. What about your mother?’

‘A Kellaway of Roebourne, my Lord. She died in childbed.’

The old man nodded. ‘Good stock. Nothing ostentatious, none of these bloody titles, that’s what I like. Those foreigners, they’ve all got titles. Full of bloody titles that don’t mean a thing. And you’re Philip Paulet’s nephew, eh?’ He emitted a few grunts that might have signified anything, from approbation to loathing. ‘Strange man, brother Philip. Used to speak with Jews. I remember one in Rhodes with whom he had some kind of … you can’t call it friendship, can you? Acquaintance. The wretch smelt and lent money. The Jew, not your uncle.’ Weston roared with laughter at his joke. ‘They’re all usurers, you know, and most of them smell. Anyway we put this one to trial for spying for the Turks. Drowned him. Gave him the sack.’ He continued to laugh, his shoulders shaking and his eyes bleary with tears. ‘Can’t think how brother Philip could have put up with the man. Perhaps he borrowed money from him, but in that case he should have been pleased when we drowned him. And he wasn’t pleased. Not at all. In fact he was quite upset.’

The old man’s laughter died away and he examined me closely. ‘Strange fellow, your uncle. Never liked him. More like a bloody Turk than an Englishman. Dressed in silk robes and things. Used perfume. Did you know him well?’

‘I only met him once, my Lord, when I was ten years old. He rarely came to England.’

Sir William grunted again. ‘Good thing. Hope you don’t turn out like him. Stick with your father.’ He spluttered with laughter again. ‘Stick to putting cardinals in the stocks.’

Still chuckling, the Grand Prior rose to his feet and wandered off in the direction of the fish pond. This time I did not follow. I just watched the old man shamble away, and watching I began to understand. Comprehension was not easy for unlike Cefai I had not been educated in the modern manner of enquiry and self-examination. I sat on the stone bench in the Prior’s garden, looking at the buildings of the Grand Priory almost as though I was an adult returning to a place known well in childhood and now seen for the unremarkable thing it really was. Everything seemed smaller and duller: the church beyond the orchard no longer a proud sanctum whose circular form echoed the Temple in Jerusalem, but rather an overblown chapel where old, withered men prayed for things that would never be. The priory itself was a mere hulk beached on the northern littoral of the city amongst the wreckage of Cromwell’s work. It was a place of empty corridors, empty dormitories, empty halls through which a cold wind whistled and met no obstacles. Young men gone, old men remaining only because habit was even stronger than fear. And the baggy figure of the Prior presiding over it all with the confidence of senility: the hero of the past become the gravedigger of the present.

As I rose from that cold stone bench and walked away through the gardens I felt a curious sense of release. I recognised the sensation. I had felt it before as a young child standing at my father’s bedside in Hinton House and watching him die. In England now, in the cruellest month of the year, the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem was dead. But I was still alive.

It all seems long ago. Memory creates its own perspectives. I sit here in the loggia in the spring sunshine and find those days, that distant country to which I have never returned, so far away as to be beyond belief, so near as to seem just round the corner. Now I see that day as the precise moment when the Middle Age, long moribund in England, finally died. You’ll accuse me of obscurity. The term is Cefai’s, of course: il medio evo. I mean that period when men were ruled by illusions of nobility and faith. Now is the modern age, and men are ruled by illusions of progress and reason. It costs two heads – Adrian Fortescue’s and Thomas Dingley’s – and an offer of fat pensions all round to kill the Order of Saint John in England; near enough I saw it die.

CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]At Mass next morning the chaplain omitted to pray for the Pope; he even seemed hesitant to elevate the Host. Heresy, like a plague, was showing its symptoms.

We left the convent immediately afterwards, in one of those bruised, sullen dawns which I am thankful never to see again, the kind of thing that only English weather can conjure up. Outside the Priory in Cow Cross Street we passed an inn sign which showed a grizzled head standing in a dish of blood: The Baptist’s Head. An omen. The horses were fractious, the farewell party terrified, and my travelling companions anxious to be gone as quickly as possible. It was not a happy departure. Whether I should be included amongst the frightened I cannot really say. Perhaps the only memory which time distorts is that of emotion. What I lay claim to is the sensation of almost overwhelming excitement. I am beyond excitement now. I have sailed the length and breadth of the Mediterranean. I have fought Turk and Arab. I have seen ships hull down over the edge of the globe, and even talked with De Villegaignon who crossed the Atlantic Ocean and reached the New World; I myself have stood on the shore of Africa and for a moment felt, almost seen so vivid was the sensation, the vast, unknown continent stretching away from me so far round the rim of the earth that its southernmost tip lay somewhere beneath my feet. I have known these things. But then, on that morning in April when we crossed Smith Field and entered the city by Aldersgate I was but a child who barely even understood that the world was round. Can you wonder at my excitement? My mind was better adapted to imagining the crystal spheres of heaven than the distance between London and Malta.

‘Have you seen Mussulmans?’ I asked Upton, the leader of our party. My mind was filled with fantasies. ‘Have you actually seen them?’

‘Seen them? I’ve killed the fellows.’

Brother Nicholas Upton, worth, I was later to discover, a mere ten pounds in Cromwell’s list of pensions. He had a large, blank face and a mouth that seemed both out of proportion and out of place, small and curved like a woman’s. Compressed by that tight mouth his laugh was forced out through his nose in a series of small explosions. ‘Third rate, fly-blown chaps. Cut their throats, stuck ’em in the chest, anything you like. Sent ’em back to where they came from.’

‘And where do they come from?’

He turned to the other two of the party, the Scotsman Sandilands and a serving brother. ‘Hear that? Where do they come from?’ He snorted again. ‘Who’s been teaching you, eh? Hell, my boy. They’re hounds of hell, and Mahound himself is the pack leader.’

I was allowed to digest this as we crossed Cheapside and headed towards the river. In East Cheap the man leant towards me and whispered, ‘And do you know what they do to a Christian gentleman, if they get the chance?’

I didn’t.

‘They cut off his cock and balls and stuff them in his mouth.’

What of London, my first glimpse of a great city? Maybe you know it. I doubt it is much different now. Then as now it was a hideous stew of rich and poor, a place of palaces, a place of hovels, a place where men and women copulate, spawn, grow, learn a few truths but many more lies, age, die, and go naked to whatever it is that awaits them. Whether gentle or common they did that then just as they do that now, and the two qualities of life seem not so very different when viewed from a chair in a shaded loggia on the Aventine Hill in Rome. But then my child’s eyes saw the city of London as something else, something altogether more apocalyptic. It was Babylon the Great, the Mother of Harlots and Abominations of the Earth, ruled over by Henry the beast whose number is 666, he being born, so people said, on the sixth day of the sixth month of the sixth year of his father’s reign. The mark of the beast. I believed it.

By the time we were crossing the bridge a stinking crowd of people and animals and carts was pushing against us into the city. Men cursed. Hooves skidded on the planking. The morning had turned to rain; drizzle slanted through the gaps between the buildings, blurring the edges of the city back into the hills of Hampstead and Highgate. In the wet the heads on Traitors’ Gate looked surprised and forlorn, as though they had come out expecting sunshine and been disappointed.

Upton pointed. ‘There’s Dingley. D’you see the poor fellow?’

I peered up through the drizzle. It was like a rotten apple on a stick. The eyes had gone. You could see that from down on the road: the crows had picked the sockets clean. Were the Knights of Saint John finally to go the way of their patron, their heads swimming in dishes of blood? I made to cross myself, but Upton’s hand shot out with surprising speed and grabbed my wrist.

‘Not wise here, lad. Not wise at all.’

‘Saint John the Baptist, pray for me,’ I whispered.

We finally got through the press and out into Southwark. Around the stews the harlots were already at work. I remember one of them, a scrawny bitch of indeterminate age and many unpleasant sicknesses, grabbing at my stirrup and imploring me to do things to her which I barely understood. I looked down at her with a mixture of horror and delight.

Sandilands laughed uproariously. ‘Madam,’ he shouted, ‘he’s just a bairn. He’ll not know your bubbies from your quim.’

Reaching down from his saddle he plunged his hand into the front of the girl’s rags. The girl screamed and tried to pull away. ‘Why, she doesn’t have any!’ he exclaimed. ‘There’s nothing whatever to confuse young Paulet.’

Upton’s voice was shrill. ‘Leave her alone man!’

‘I’ve a nipple here, by God! A wee teat!’

The girl writhed. Men came running out of the huts at the side of the road intent on protecting their investment. One of them grabbed at the girl. For a moment there was an absurd tug-of-war in the middle of the street before the Scotsman released his grip and sent the pair of them sprawling on the ground.

‘Bastards!’ she screamed at us. ‘Fucking bastards! Go burn in hell!’

Thus the last knights of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, the last crusaders of England, left London in the rain, cursed by a whore and her pimps. I sound cynical? I have to piss through a silver straw and you accuse me of cynicism? Not knowing where truth ends and lies begin, the brothers here regard me with a mixture of awe and salacious curiosity, and the younger ones compete for the right to serve me so that they can gawp and ask impertinent questions. Is it any wonder that I am cynical? I am part hero, part horror, whole legend and perhaps I enjoy my notoriety; but for God’s sake do not deny me my cynicism.

In Paris, lodging at the great Temple, we finally heard the news. Dithering, frightened George Aylmer, who had crossed over from England after us, announced it in Upton’s room: the Order of Saint John in England was dissolved, all the lands were expropriated to the Crown, all the brethren were offered life pensions. And William Weston was dead. ‘Of grief,’ Aylmer said piously. ‘The poor man, poor man. God rest his soul.’

‘How much was he going to get?’ Sandilands enquired.

‘Does it matter?’

‘But how much?’

‘A thousand pounds.’

The Scotsman whistled. ‘I should think it does matter. It was probably the shock that killed him.’

‘That’s a dishonourable thought,’ Upton protested. ‘You’ve no respect for the dead.’

‘But I’ve respect for a thousand pounds a year, man. And how much are they offering you? Not enough to make it worthwhile, I’ll bet.’

Upton reddened. ‘Ten pounds.’

Sandilands roared with laughter.

I murmured the litany of the Order: ‘Saint Mary Theotokos, pray for the Holy Religion; Saint John the Baptist, pray for the Holy Religion; Saint John the Almoner, pray for the Holy Religion; Blessed Gerard, pray for the Holy Religion; Blessed Raymond de Puy, pray for the Holy Religion.’

Sandiland’s laughter rang in my ears.

What else of those days in Paris? I remember the contrast with Clerkenwell, the power and life of the Temple, the coming and going of brothers from all parts of the kingdom, the talk, the exchange of news, the crowds at prayer, the crowds at table, the sensation of being at the hub of a great and powerful order. And I remember arrogant French knights who laughed at their impoverished and dispossessed brethren from the other side of the channel.

An aged French brother took pity on me. He commiserated with me over the loss of England and congratulated me for being nephew of Fra Philip; and he spent hours telling me about how beautiful Rhodes was, how beautiful Greek boys were, how much I reminded him of them. Had I read Catullus, he wondered?

Surripui tibi, dum ludis, mellite juvenis,

Suaviolum dulci dulcius ambrosia.

I could translate it well enough, although such works were not to be found in Hinton House and I had only ever heard the poet’s name uttered in hushed and scandalised tones. My Latin was the language of the Vulgate rather than the classics.

I snatched from you, at play, O honeyed youth,

A little kiss sweeter than sweet ambrosia.



Yes, memory tells me that the Frenchman slipped juvenis, youth, in place of the name Juventius which I have since discovered in the original poem. It also tells me that he slipped his hand onto my knee. I retorted that I considered the use of a holy language for such profane writing an affront to Our Lord Himself, and would he kindly remove his hand? He thought that perhaps I had got my chronology wrong. It was Saint Jerome who borrowed Catullus’ language, not the other way round; but he did as requested and went away muttering.

And I remember Sandilands coming in drunk one evening, with his pale face slick, his red hair dark with sweat, and his talk full of what he had done to one of the girls from the market nearby. I remember the way he licked his lips as he talked of French women and their skills; and I remember Upton’s high-pitched tones of disapprobation.

‘You’re a disgrace to the Order, my man. A disgrace.’

The Scotsman winked at me. ‘What do ye say, Gerald lad? Would you fancy a try?’

I shook my head. But I saw his hand down the front of the little harlot’s dress again and I heard her screams and I wondered what had he felt there.

Et dixi: Fortisan tenebrce conculcabunt me:

et nox illuminatio mea in deliciis meis.

If I say: Surely the darkness shall cover me:

even the night shall be light about me in my pleasures.

For hours I prayed in the chapel of the Great Temple for things that I was confident of receiving in those days: strength and faith and the power to conquer the flesh. I owned one confused memory of a girl, a blundering incident with a tenant’s daughter in my home village, a memory of dark crevices and hollows, of a pulsing of blood and lymph, of secretions which carried with them a scent beyond the experience of smelling. Guilt had long been purged but the memory was always there, like an ambush. I shivered at the thought of what Sandilands might have done.

Quia tenebrœ non obscurabuntur a te, et nox sicut dies illuminabitur:

Sicut tenebrœ ejus, ita lumen ejus.

For the darkness is not dark to Thee, and the night shineth like day:

The darkness and the light are both alike to Thee.


We left Paris after a week: Upton, Sandilands, Aylmer, myself and two serving brothers. France was a muddle of rain and storm that seemed to go on for ever. The Alps were bitter and blanketed with snow. But south of Genoa the weather changed and quite suddenly we were in a southern land, immersed in a new and brilliant spring light. There were strange scents hanging in the breeze, strange, pagan sensations of age and re-birth about the contours of the countryside and the luminous forms of the buildings. Cypress trees painted the hillsides in solemn brush-strokes of dark green. We rode through a landscape suspended in time and my stunted, northern mind felt party to a heresy far away from the grim tenets of northern Protestantism and altogether more seductive. In this world the scrawny, male form of Jesus gave way to the feminine curves of His mother; and behind her lurked the figures of Juno and Venus. Cefai would laugh at my words.

In Florence we stayed at the Hospice of Saint John and heard Mass in the Church of Santa Trinita beneath Ghirlandaio’s frescoes. The congregation was gaudy and brash, and the pious homily of a Franciscan friar poor competition for the swaggering gossip of the town.

‘No sense of decorum,’ Upton complained of the Italians. In the nearby piazza women paraded in open competition for the attentions of passing males and while we stood there a disagreement, some casual argument between two youths, blossomed into a fight. Knives were drawn, blood had flowed before anyone could intervene. Screams mingled with laughter; and a man crouched down and clutched at his stomach as though the joke was just too much for him.

It was an explosion as abrupt as when light is put to gunpowder, but without any of the logic that, Callus claims, attends chemical reaction. I saw wide-eyed arousal in the eyes of the women standing by. I noticed Upton pale with excitement, and Sandilands breathing as heavily as if he had just been running. I too felt the pull of the irrational. I see it all with different eyes now, but I was a child at the time, a grey northerner with little understanding of anything more than scholastic theology and pig farming. Unable to stand aside from the miserable human condition, I felt only a terrifying sense of sin in the midst of beauty, a confusion which I had no power to resolve.

I remember something else of the city – the sight of a fine palace shuttered and locked and guarded by soldiers; and the name of the family uttered by Upton sotto voce, like an incantation. ‘Strozzi,’ he said. ‘You’ll hear of Strozzi.’

From Florence we travelled through the Maremma to Civitavecchia, where we took passage on a caravel bound for Sicily.

I had met nothing quite so thrilling as that voyage, those days out of sight of land, that constant pressing wind, the brilliance of the spring sunlight. I saw flying fish skimming the waves and dolphins curving amongst the foam. I saw whales as big as fortresses and monsters with a hundred arms and a thousand eyes. The sea boomed throughout the day and the flaming beacon of Stromboli roared into the night; Scylla barked and strained to dash us onto her rocks, Charybdis threatened to pull us down into her maw. Women, both. Oh yes, I have learned from Cefai: I can swap classical allusions and illusions with the best.

In the shadow of the Aetna we passed another borderline on the face of the world as great as that between the north and the south of Europe: somewhere on that journey we had crossed from Europe into Africa. Aetna marked the end of Christendom. The scent which clung to the Sicilian countryside, to the brittle shrubs and the yellow stone, to the flat-topped houses and the churches with their tiled domes, was the scent of the Orient; I felt the thousand miles between Sicily and Somerset as though they were the distance to the moon.

In Syracuse we passed one flea-bitten night in the commandery of the Order and rose before dawn like pilgrims at the end of their journey. Low Mass was celebrated in the chapel, and then we gathered our bundles and walked silently down to the harbour. It was damp and cold. At the water’s edge there was the muffled urgency of our felucca being prepared for sea, the muttered orders, the clump of block and tackle, the stamp of impatient, chilled feet. The still waters of the great lagoon were black as tar, as black, if you like, as the Styx.

‘Fucking cold for the time of year,’ Sandilands mumbled as he settled beside me in the bows. ‘We’d be better off in fucking Edinburgh.’

Lanterns cast a watery light on the flagstones and threw large, unsteady shadows against the quayside buildings. I crouched down and pulled my cloak around me while the helmsman uttered some unintelligible command and the crew cast off. Under oars the vessel moved forward into the lagoon, sliding the dark bulk of the sea wall back like a shutter to uncover half the night sky: a million stars glittered. I crossed myself. ‘Saint John the Baptist, pray for me; Blessed Gerard, pray for me; Blessed Raymond de Puy, pray for me.’

‘Felucking felucca,’ muttered Sandilands.

Later the dawn painted Aetna’s distant summit a pale pink. Light edged forward into the blackness, rinsing sea and sky with the colour of opal and discovering a flat and empty coastline a mile away to starboard. Sand-yellow and dust-white were the limiting colours as the sun got up; low spits and shallow cliffs were the limiting shapes. And the sea itself had borrowed from the land and become a desert as well: south of Syracuse no other vessel sailed the pitching, glittering surface.

Cape Passero was the dreary end of everything, a blunt finishing, an abrupt cutting off of any semblance of civilization or security. Suddenly the coastline was running away to the east and Sicily lay behind us, Europe lay behind us, Christendom, whatever or wherever that was, lay behind us and our boat was out in the open sea, heading for an empty horizon. I glanced back to see Upton and Aylmer making the sign of the cross and murmuring a prayer; and, which seemed equally to the point, the helmsman taking a bearing.

For most of that day the boat ran before the northerly breeze with her lateen sails goose-winged and her bows pitching into the waves. The dash of cold spray in my face did something, but not quite enough, to keep the contents of my stomach down. Sandilands laughed at my misery.

‘Ye’d not cross from Kirkcaldy to Leith without puking,’ he claimed.

It was long after noon that a subtle change took place on board the little felucca. The empty sea still stretched all around us just as it had ever since leaving Cape Passero, but now a sailor clambered over the passengers in the body of the boat and scrabbled up the rigging like a monkey. For an age he clung to the tiny platform above the lateen yard searching the horizon ahead. Then he shouted down. The words meant nothing to me then. There was nothing of the latinate ring of Spanish or Italian, just the barbaric gutturals of the Arabic dialect which the natives of the island speak. Only one word of what he said was intelligible, pronounced flat and hard, and heard throughout the vessel with a stir of anticipation:

‘Malta!’

I suppose that until then it had been half-real, a dream like any other childhood fantasy. Reality was the great house at Hinton Saint George where I was reared, or the Commandery of Templecombe where I had passed my novitiate, or the Grand Priory of Clerkenwell. Even Europe had been real in its way, France and Italy conforming to some kind of pattern which I had in my mind, an amalgam of the little reading and impoverished learning which I had acquired over the years. But Malta had no more substance than a dream. It was a magic castle set in a crystal sea and beset by all the demon forces of darkness. From its highest battlements flew the banner of Saint John: a red field bearing a white crusader cross. From within its walls the courageous heroes of Christendom, the paladins of Christ, sallied forth to do battle against the devil and all his works. And now I could see the place for myself across the bows of the felucca, at first no more than a mark on the horizon dipping and rearing with the motion of the waves, then a bar of limestone whose limits I could still contain within my hand, and then a bulky rock which displayed low hills and shallow depressions, and not a hint of human habitation.

I stood, gripping the fore-stay in one hand, to watch the edges of the island spread across our path until we had crossed that invisible boundary which marks the open sea and once again become a small boat sailing in coastal waters. There was white foam breaking along a bare shore and dry scrub growing amongst boulders. There was a solitary watchtower on a rocky promontory. Nothing else. I felt a mixture of emotion: a child waking from a dream, a pilgrim reaching a shrine, a youth confronting his future. And of course I offered up a prayer. Doesn’t one always do that?

Then the captain of the little boat was shouting orders. The helm went up. Sailors pulled on the sheets and the lateen yard came swinging round. There was a dash of spray as the felucca turned.

‘Il Porto Grande,’ someone said.

On one side of the entrance was a promontory with a watchtower; on the other a headland with gallows and tattered corpses swinging in the wind. Then we were through the gap and the water round us was as calm as a pond, spreading away from the boat’s advancing bow like fine blue silk, running up to white cliffs on the right and down a narrow creek on the left. Directly ahead in the centre of the expanse of water stood Castel Sant’ Angelo like a fist planted on a blue cloth. I barely saw the jumble of buildings on the arm of land behind it, the flat-roofed houses which owe more to Africa than to Europe, the long line of the Holy Infirmary, the walls of the town. All I saw as the felucca slid across the harbour was the banner which flew at the highest point of the fortress, the white cross of peace on the blood-red field of war, the single part of the fantasy which took root in hard fact.
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