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Praise for Arthur: The Seeing Stone

‘… as bright and as vivid as the pictures in a Book of Hours. Deep scholarship, high imagination, and great gifts of storytelling have gone into this; I was spellbound’ – Philip Pullman, award-winning author of His Dark Materials


‘This is astonishing … a world so real that you can run your fingertips over its walls, feel its morning frost bite at your throat, and remember the people who lived there for a lifetime’ – Anne Fine, Children’s Laureate, 2001–2003


‘This book is a thing of beauty’ – The Sunday Times


‘This is truly a cross-over book … These 100 tightly-written chapters of crisp dialogue and razor sharp detail bring the medieval world … crackling into life’ – The Times


‘… a style which is at once plain and poetic, lively and lyrical’ – The Irish Times


‘… a fascinating story, rich in historical detail’ – Booktrust


‘The Seeing Stone is another sparkling tale from this master storyteller … Its vigour and sensitivity make it irresistible and a perfect read for ‘doers’ and ‘dreamers’ alike’ – The Bookseller


‘This is a story about life and legend, good and evil, dreams and duty: about truth, courage and loyalty; about, in other words, all the things that make a story, and a person, great’ – Karen Cushman, Newbery Medal winner
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THE CHARACTERS

AT CALDICOT

Sir John de Caldicot

Lady Helen de Caldicot

Serle, their eldest son, aged 16

Arthur, aged 13, author of this book

Sian, their daughter, aged 8

Luke, their son who dies in infancy

Nain (pronounced nine), Lady Helen’s mother

* * *

Ruth, the kitchen-girl

Slim, the cook

Tanwen, the chamber-servant

* * *

Oliver, the priest

Merlin, Sir John’s friend and Arthur’s guide

Brian, a day-worker

Cleg, the miller

Dusty, Hum’s son, aged 7

Dutton, the pig-man

Gatty, Hum’s daughter, aged 12

Giles, Dutton’s assistant

Howell, a stable-boy

Hum, the reeve

Jankin, Lankin’s son, a stable-boy

Joan, a village woman

Johanna, the wise-woman

Lankin, the cowherd Macsen, a day-worker

Madog, a village boy

Martha, Cleg’s daughter

Wat Harelip, the brewer

Will, the bowyer

AT GORTANORE

Sir William de Gortanore

Lady Alice de Gortanore

Tom, Sir William’s son, aged 14

Grace, Sir William’s daughter, aged 12

* * *

Thomas, a freeman and messenger

AT HOLT

Lord Stephen de Holt

Lady Judith de Holt

* * *

Miles, a Scribe

Rider

OTHER

Sir Josquin des Bois, Marcher knight

Sir Walter de Verdon, Marcher knight

Fulk de Neuilly, friar

King John’s messenger

King Richard, Cœur de Lion

King John

ANIMALS

Anguish, Sir John’s horse

Brice, a bull

Grey, a mare

Gwinam, Serle’s horse

Harold, an old bull

Matty, Joan’s sheep

Pip, Arthur’s horse

Sorry, Merlin’s horse

Spitfire, Sian’s cat

Storm and Tempest, two running-hounds (or beagles)

IN THE STONE

King Vortigern

The Hooded Man

King Uther

Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall

Ygerna, married first to Gorlois and then to Uther

Sir Jordans

Sir Ector

Kay, Sir Ector’s son and squire

Sir Pellinore

Sir Lamorak

Sir Owain

Walter, a Saxon leader

Anna, daughter of Uther and Ygerna

The Archbishop of Canterbury

The Copper-coloured Knight

The Spade-faced Knight

The Knight of the Black Anvil

Arthur, boy and king
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It is fifteen years since I began to think about reworking Arthurian legends within a fictional framework, and I would like to thank Gillian Crossley-Holland, Deborah Rogers, Richard Barber, Nigel Bryant, James Carley and my father, Peter Crossley-Holland, for giving me great encouragement on the first steps of my journey.

To write a book set in time past calls for a good deal of research, and I am extraordinarily fortunate in having for a stepmother a distinguished medievalist who has not only helped direct my footsteps but given my first draft a meticulous and perceptive reading. To her the first part of this trilogy is dedicated.
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Hemesh Alles has drawn the splendid endpaper maps. Readers will discover that my imaginary Caldicot appears to be a predecessor of Stokesay Castle: it combines elements of that castle with Wingfield College in Suffolk, the home of Ian and Hilary Chance. The book’s woodcut illustrations come from a number of medieval sources.

In Judith Elliott I have a superb editor/publisher and friend. She commissioned this book, commented in detail on every aspect of it, and has excited some interest in it. I thank you so much, Judith, and, finally, I thank my wife Linda. You helped me to dream this book, put up with me while I was writing it, read the drafts with a keen American eye, and helped to name the chapters and select the illustrations. My name alone appears on the title page but many other people have given me thoughtful advice and imaginative support.

Burnham Market 3rd April 2000


1 ARTHUR AND MERLIN

Tumber Hill! It’s my clamber-and-tumble-and-beech-and-bramble hill! Sometimes, when I’m standing on the top, I fill my lungs with air and I shout. I shout.

In front of me, I can see half the world. Far down almost underneath my feet, I can see our manor house, the scarlet flag dancing, the row of beehives beyond the orchard, the stream shining. I can see Gatty’s cottage and count how many people are working in the two fields. Then I look out beyond Caldicot. I gaze deep into thick Pike Forest, and away into the wilderness. That’s where the raiders would come from, and where Wales begins. That’s where the world starts to turn blue.

When I’m standing on top of Tumber Hill, I sometimes think of all the people, all the generations who grew up on this ground, and grew into this ground, their days and years . . . My Welsh grandmother Nain says the sounds trees make are the voices of the dead, and when I listen to the beech trees, they sound like whispering spirits – they’re my great-uncles and great-great-aunts, my great-great-great-grandparents, green again and guiding me.

When I climbed the hill this afternoon, I saw Merlin already sitting on the crown, and the hounds bounded ahead of me and mobbed him.

Merlin tried to swat them away with the backs of his spotty hands, and scrambled to his feet. ‘Get away from me!’ he shouted. ‘You creatures!’

‘Merlin!’ I called out, and I pointed to the sky’s peak, towering above us. ‘Look at that cloud!’

‘I was,’ said Merlin.

‘It’s a silver sword. The sword of a giant king.’

‘Once,’ said Merlin, ‘there was a king with your name.’

‘Was there?’

‘And he will be.’

‘What do you mean?’ I demanded. ‘He can’t live in two times.’

Merlin looked at me. ‘How do you know?’ he asked, and his slateshine eyes were smiling and unsmiling.

I don’t know exactly what happened next. Or rather, I don’t know how it happened, and I’m not even quite sure it did happen. First, Tempest pranced up to me with a rock in his mouth; I grabbed the rock and pulled it, and Tempest growled, and the two of us began a tug-of-war. Tempest was so strong that he pulled me over, and I slithered across the cropped grass.

When I let go and looked round again, Merlin wasn’t there. He wasn’t on the crown of the hill, and he wasn’t in the little stand of whispering beeches, or behind the old mound and the raspberry bushes. There was nowhere for him to go, but he wasn’t anywhere.

‘Merlin!’ I shouted. ‘Merlin! Where are you?’

Merlin is strange and I sometimes wonder whether he knows some magic, but he has never done anything like this before.

High on the hill I felt quite giddy. The clouds tossed and swirled above me and the ground heaved under my feet.


2 A TERRIBLE SECRET

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ I said.

My aunt Alice snapped off the head of a flower. ‘Now look what I’ve done,’ she cried. ‘An innocent cowslip!’

‘I swear by Saint Edmund,’ I said. ‘I won’t tell anyone.’

‘I should never have told you,’ my aunt said in a low voice. She twisted one of her light brown curls, and then she tucked it under her wimple. ‘You’re too young.’

‘I’m thirteen,’ I protested.

‘You must try to forget I ever told you.’

A bumblebee, the first of the season, droned into our herb garden and threshed the air in front of us. Its wings glittered.

I shook my head. ‘It’s dreadful,’ I said.

‘I can’t tell anyone else at all,’ Lady Alice said. ‘If people ever found out, there would be terrible trouble. You do understand that?’

‘Will you and Grace and Tom be all right?’ I asked.

Lady Alice closed her eyes, which are the colour of ripe hazelnuts, and breathed deeply. Then she opened her eyes again, smiled and stood up. ‘I must go or it will be dark before we get back to Gortanore,’ she said.

My aunt took both my hands between her small hands, and kissed me on the right cheek. Then she looked solemnly at me, turned and hurried out of the herb garden.

I wish there had been more time to tell Lady Alice about how Merlin disappeared from the top of Tumber Hill. And I wish I could have asked her whether she knows anything about my father’s plans for me. What I hope with all my head and heart is that he does mean me to be a squire, and that he will send me away into service. Nothing in my life matters as much to me as this.
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3 INTO THE BULLRING

My mother says I’m clean enough to come back into the house, but I can still smell the manure.

My little sister Sian says she can too. ‘You stink, Arthur!’ she keeps shouting.

This afternoon my brother Serle and I went over to the Yard, wearing our mail-shirts and carrying lances.

‘Three times round,’ said Serle. ‘And this time, no short cuts!’

There’s a track right round the Yard, behind the archery butts at each end, and it has five obstacles. There are two ditches, one shallow, and one really deep with steep sides, and that’s the muddy one; there’s a low hurdle made of wattle, and a gravel-pan that’s almost always full of water; and worst of all, there’s an upright ladder with nine rungs, and big gaps between them. You have to climb up one side and down the other.

It’s difficult to run round the track wearing a mail-shirt. As soon as I’m at all off balance, its weight pulls me further sideways or forwards. And when I’m carrying a lance as well . . . Mine isn’t at all heavy but unless I’m holding it exactly right, it drags behind me or swings in front of me, or the point sticks into the ground.

It was very hot, and I started to sweat before we reached the starting-post.

Serle smiled his curling smile. ‘You’re useless at this,’ he said. ‘God made a bad mistake with you.’

I showed both my fists to Serle, and my mail-shirt squeaked and clinked.

‘How much start do you want?’

‘None,’ I said.

‘Because I’ll beat you anyhow.’

‘Stop it, Serle!’ I shouted.

What stopped Serle was a distant roar. Then a scream and yells.

‘The fallowfield,’ said Serle. ‘Quick!’

We pulled off each other’s mail-shirts, and ran back to the stone bridge, then down to the church and across the green.

Wat Harelip was looking over the hedge into the fallowfield. So were Giles and Joan and Dutton, still holding their scythes and twig-brooms.

Then I saw for myself. Somehow, both our bulls had got into the same field, and Gatty was standing between them. I could see she was talking to Harold – he’s our old bull – but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. She kept shaking her head, and the curls of her fair hair jumped and danced like impatient water.

‘Gatty!’ bawled Wat Harelip.

‘Come on!’ shouted Dutton. ‘Come out!’

Harold ignored Gatty. He was glaring at Brice, our other bull, and Brice was glaring at Harold. Both bulls roared, and began to scrape the ground. Then they charged at each other. Their horns clashed, and they rushed past each other so that Gatty was left standing between them again.

‘Look!’ cried Joan. ‘Harold’s got a rip over his right shoulder.’

‘Gatty!’ shouted Wat Harelip again. ‘Wait for your father.’

‘The bulls won’t wait,’ said Joan.

‘He was here in the field, Hum was,’ said Wat. ‘I saw him take off his jacket. Go on, Dutton! Go and find him. I can’t run no more.’

Dutton gave one last look at Gatty and the bulls, and then he barrelled off across the green, calling for Hum.

‘Lankin was here too,’ said Wat Harelip.

‘I saw him sneak off,’ Joan said. ‘The thieving weasel!’

‘What’s he up to now?’ said Wat. ‘He should be in there, herding the cows.’

Our whole herd of cows are folded in the fallowfield, but they were standing well out of harm’s way, some on their own, misty-eyed and mooing, some jostling each other, stamping and farting.

Gatty turned her back on Brice, and walked past Harold, and started talking to him again. Then she held up her father’s maroon jacket, the one my father gave him on the day he appointed Hum reeve of Caldicot manor.

Harold didn’t like the sight of it at all. He lowered his horns and charged, and everyone gasped. But at the last moment, still holding up the jacket and waving it, Gatty stepped to one side. Harold caught the jacket, he drove one of his horns right through it; then he shook his head and tossed it away.

At once Gatty picked it up, she ran after Harold and twenty paces beyond him.

‘What’s she up to?’ asked Giles.

‘What does it look like?’ said Wat Harelip.

‘She’s drawing him away from Brice,’ I said.

That didn’t work, though, because Brice didn’t want to be left out. Suddenly he came charging up behind Harold and butted him in the rump. Harold roared to heaven, and I saw that Gatty would never be able to separate the beasts on her own.

‘Serle,’ I said in a low voice. ‘We must help.’

‘Are you mad?’ said Serle.

‘But we must.’

‘You’d be ripped to pieces.’

‘We must, though.’

‘It’s not your duty,’ Serle replied. ‘And it’s not my duty.’

‘I know,’ I said, ‘but I have to help Gatty.’

‘Fieldwork,’ said Serle contemptuously. ‘Squires and pages don’t tangle with bulls.’

‘Squires and pages are young bulls,’ murmured a voice at my shoulder. ‘Aren’t they?’

‘Merlin!’ I cried. ‘You’ve come back. Gatty needs us.’

Serle shuffled and planted his feet more firmly on the ground. But then I felt the flat of Merlin’s hand in the small of my back, gently encouraging me.

‘I will then,’ I said loudly. And I ran along the hedge to the stile, and into the fallowfield.

‘That’s the boy!’ shouted Joan.

‘Careful, Arthur!’ yelled Wat Harelip.

God’s bones! I ran straight into it, a sloppy pool of first-day dung. I slithered, I slipped and fell flat on my back.

Seeing this, Harold at once trotted over to have a closer look. Still lying on my back, I saw the strings of saliva hanging from his mouth, and the points of his horns. Then Gatty came running past Harold. ‘Get up!’ she panted. ‘Get up!’ She pulled me to my feet, and at once Harold lowered his head. He pointed his horns at us.

I think I closed my eyes. Then I heard the thunder, and I felt it. And when I dared to look again, Harold had charged right past us, and Wat Harelip and Joan and Giles and Merlin were clapping and cheering.

‘Now get out!’ shouted Gatty.

‘No!’ I yelled.

Gatty looked at me with her river-green eyes, and they were shining.

‘Come on! You come out!’ I said, and I clutched at Gatty.

‘Keep your hands off me,’ said Gatty, grinning.

Then she looked at her father’s jacket. She found the tear Harold had made, pulled it apart, and ripped the whole jacket in two.

‘You do Harold,’ she said. ‘Keep him in this corner. I’ll do Brice.’

I walked towards Harold, slowly. His right shoulder was bleeding and his rump was bleeding. His eyes were bloodshot.

‘Come on then, Harold,’ I heard myself saying. ‘Are you coming?’

Harold looked at me. He looked at the red half-jacket. Then I did what I’d seen Gatty do. I flexed my knees, I raised the jacket and waved it and, as Harold ran at me, I stepped to one side.

I could hear more clapping and cheering and shouting from the hedge.

‘Again!’

‘Go on, Arthur!’

Gatty, meanwhile, made short work of Brice. First I saw her draw him across to the far side of the field, and then she waved him right into the bullpen. As soon as she had closed the gate, she ran back across the field to join me.

‘Come on!’ she gasped.

But now that Brice was in the bullpen, Harold completely lost interest in Gatty and me. He snorted and turned away, and then tried to look at the wound on his right shoulder.

Gatty and I staggered across the fallowfield to the stile.

‘Disgusting . . . you . . .’ she gasped.

‘Why were they both in the field together?’

‘I fenced the pen wrong,’ said Gatty. ‘Brice barged out. My father will be furious.’

‘And mine,’ I said.

Gatty was right and she didn’t have long to wait because Hum, followed by Dutton, came running down to the fallowfield while we were still talking. Hum was upset at Harold’s wounds; he was angry when he saw what remained of his precious red jacket; and he was furious with Gatty for being careless.

Hum glared at Wat Harelip and Dutton and Giles and Joan. ‘And I suppose you lot encouraged them,’ he said.

‘No,’ said Merlin. ‘We encouraged the bulls.’

First Hum cuffed Gatty’s right ear. Then he grabbed Dutton’s twig-broom, told Gatty to bend over and thrashed her six times.

Gatty didn’t make a sound. Slowly and stiffly she stood up, and she looked at me. Her eyes were glistening. Then she lowered her head. I could tell Hum was minded to say something to me as well, but he must have thought better of it because he just glared at me.

‘I told Arthur not to,’ Serle said. ‘I told him.’

Hum said nothing to Serle either. He just turned his broad back on both of us. ‘Come with me!’ he told Gatty and, without lifting her head, Gatty slowly limped after him.

‘That man!’ said Wat Harelip darkly.

‘I’d like to break every bone in his body,’ Dutton said. ‘He weren’t fair to Gatty, and he’s never fair to us.’

After that, I walked over to the millpond on my own, and my legs were shaking. I washed off as much of the filth as I could, but my clothes were still soiled, and my hair was sticky.

My mother was waiting for me in the hall, and as soon as I walked into the house, she ordered me straight out again.

‘Go on!’ she yelled. ‘Get your clothes off! Into the moat! Wash yourself all over, you horrible dung-beetle!’

That’s just like my mother: she’s Welsh, and often sounds much more angry than she really is.

I took off all my clothes and slipped into the cold water. Then Sian and Tanwen, my mother’s chamber-servant, came out of the house with a whole pot of soap and clean clothing.

‘Wash your hair!’ Tanwen called out. ‘Wash yourself all over.’

‘You dung-beetle!’ cried Sian joyfully. ‘How cold is it, Arthur?’

The mutton-fat smelt bad but the wood-ash smelt good, and both smelt much better than the cow-glue. But now my mother has allowed me back into the house, I can smell the manure again.

‘Serle has told me what happened,’ said my mother.

‘He doesn’t even know,’ I said indignantly. ‘I’ll tell you.’

‘I’ve heard quite enough,’ said my mother. ‘You can tell your father, and he will punish you. He’ll talk to you tomorrow.’

I pressed my lips together.

‘Well?’

‘Yes, mother.’

‘That’s better. Always acknowledge your parents when they speak to you.’

‘Yes, mother.’

‘Serle says you left your lance and mail-shirt in the Yard. Run and bring them in before dew falls.’

‘Let’s run together,’ Sian said. ‘Three-legged. You stink, Arthur!’
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