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| INTRODUCTION |

Each of us must have a dream 

to light our way through this dark world.

How utterly amazing that, many cen-

turies before anything ever went viral, 

King Arthur was recognized through-

out Europe and beyond as the greatest 

of all heroes—so great that from the 

west of Wales to Syria and from Iceland 

to Sicily, and just about everywhere in 

between, hundreds and hundreds of sto-

ries and poems were written about him.

These stories and narrative poems, 

sometimes called romances, were 

inventions by medieval writers, and 

they have next to nothing to do with the 

obscure Celtic leader known as Artos 

or Arthur who lived during the sixth 

century. Between them, they show us 

each stage of the legendary Arthur’s 

life, beginning with his magical con-

ception at Tintagel; his charmed child-

hood with his elder brother, Kay, in the 

west of England; his feat pulling the 

sword from the stone; and, when he was 

only fifteen, his crowning as the true-

born king of England.

The stories about Arthur are just as 

popular today as they were eight hun-

dred years ago, and so you may already 

know some of them. They describe how 

the young King Arthur assembled the 

finest knights in the kingdom to sit 

at the Round Table, where the names 

of their companions were Kindness, 

Friendship, Courtesy, Humanity, and 

Chivalry. At the heart of the Arthurian 

romances is the king’s dream that there 



| 3 |

could be a Golden Age such as the world 

had never seen before, so I have shaped 

this book to tell one story illustrating 

each stage of Arthur’s dream, and the 

idea behind it. 

We share each step in the king’s 

quest: how he fought single-handed 

against the appalling giant of Mont-

Saint-Michel; how he fell in love with 

beautiful Guinevere; and how the 

ageless magician Merlin counseled 

the young king, encouraged him and 

warned him, before destroying himself. 

There are romances about the incredi-

ble bravery of individual knights, such 

as Sir Gawain in his thrilling encounter 

with the Green Knight; passionate love 

matches; and the vital quest for the Holy 

Grail. All this, and then Sir Lancelot 

and Queen Guinevere’s dramatic love 

aΩair, and the ghastly enmity of King 

Arthur with his own son.

The glory of Arthur’s dream is that 

it’s about human beings, not about 

gods or supermen and superwomen, 

but that is also its tragedy. These 

breathtaking, sometimes rollicking, 

sometimes lyrical, sometimes thought-

provoking, and often witty stories 

are about us. Indeed, each romance 

says so much about ourselves that, 

like each generation, we need our own 

retelling and reshowing. Each of us 

will experience these stories in new, 

old ways: word and image working in 

harmony. Our dreams, our ambitions 

and limitations, our passions, our 

frustrations and disappointments, our 

resilience, they are all here. And each 

tale springs from a strong moral sense 

of what’s right, what’s wrong, and how 

we’re all part of it.

After battling his own son, King 

Arthur vanishes, but he does not die. 

Combining so many insights into the 

medieval world with high imagination, 

these are the stories of a king and of a 

glorious dream still very much alive, 

alive for all generations and all times. 

That’s why I’ve called this book Arthur, 

the Always Kingthe Always Kingthe Always King

Kevin Crossley-Holland
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| ARTHUR’S CHILDHOOD |

Murk. Mud.

Flecks and pads of salt foam 

whisked up from the roaring ocean. 

They flew over the jagged sea cliΩ.

In the almost dark, a man who 

may have been young, maybe old, and 

probably both carefully picked his way 

along the path leading from the castle 

on the cliΩtop toward the little vil-

lage of Tintagel. Just one slip or trip 

and he’d have been food for the fishes. 

Then the man tramped up the path 

from the village leading to the manor 

of Sir Ector, two miles inland.

Merlin—is carrying something very, 

A swaddled baby no more than two 

or three days old.

A baby called Arthur.
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where Merlin was taking him, or who 

was looking after him, or even whether 

the child was still alive.

Merlin spirited the baby away from 

sobbing Ygerna and carried him, pink and 

small as a shrimp, to his foster parents.

So that is how this story really begins.

Or did it begin long before that? Was 

it a gleam in the magician’s eye? 

Merlin tramped through the dark 

hours when nightmares galloped 

through the starless sky, snorting and 

neighing.

Outside Sir Ector’s gate, a lantern 

swung in the wind, like a shining truth 

assailed by the swarming dark.

A trustworthy knight, Sir Ector, 

with a capable wife, Margery, and a 

little son, Kay. A chunk of a farming 

man with an open smile who had a 

way of whistling back at the whistling 

choughs and curlews. A man who had 

learned to read and loved nothing more 

than to surround himself with candles 

and open a manuscript across his lap 

and tease out an old story.

The magician made a fist of his right 

hand and knocked at the hefty oak door.

Sir Ector and Lady Margery were 

ready. They had been waiting for this 

hour. Lady Margery herself swung open 

the door. At once, Merlin passed her 

the little parcel, and she cradled it and 

hurried away to Kay’s nursery. She had hurried away to Kay’s nursery. She had 

decided not to farm the new baby out decided not to farm the new baby out 

to a wet nurse in the village but to to a wet nurse in the village but to 

feed him herself.

But a world away, in a drafty But a world away, in a drafty 

castle room overlooking the well-

ing and snatching sea, a voice was 

singing and sobbing:

“My son! My son!

Almost unbegun.”

Little Arthur didn’t know that. As he 

began to grow up, what he knew was that 

he was Sir Ector and Lady Margery’s 

second son. Kay’s younger brother.

Sir Ector’s manor sat at the top of a 

tight valley between two hills, late to 

see the sunlight, quick to lose it. Some-

times the mist had a way of wrapping 

around it and clinging to it all day. 
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A stranger could strain his eyes, unsure 

whether or not he could make out the 

manor.manor.

“We’re in this world and out 

of it,” Sir Ector pronounced with of it,” Sir Ector pronounced with 

satisfaction.

“Or in this world and in  

another,” his friend Merlin sug-

gested with a smile. gested with a smile. 

“Between worlds,” said Sir Ector.

“If I really had to live in any 

single place and time,” Merlin told 

him, “I would choose your manor.”

Outside roamed the huge black 

dog who howled at night and gal-

loped away over the moorland, yes, 

and screeching night-hags, and the 

prowling ghost who patrolled the cliΩ 

path beyond the castle: beings living 

between times, and between waking 

and dreams.

But inside the manor house, with 

its mighty oak beams and moorstone 

walls, Arthur and Kay felt safe, and the 

magician often visited them there.

“What’s what,” the cook Jolly 

often told the two boys before they 

understood what she meant. “Yes, you 

two need to know what’s what.”

But as soon as they could understand 

anything, Arthur and Kay learned the 

diΩerence between can and can’t and n’t and do 

and don’t, and the rules and rhythms of n’t, and the rules and rhythms of 

the manor. 

When Arthur was six and his brother 

almost eight, Sir Ector told his sons, 

“What I want is to see you two work-

ing at your skills so that you’ll become 

well-trained squires. Your fencing. Your 

tilting. Your wrestling. You haven’t even 

ridden to hounds yet. And your archery. 

Most of your arrows not only miss the 

bull; they miss the target altogether. 

And talking of bulls, I want you both to 

share the work of everyone here in this 

manor and in our village.”

“Like blacksmithing,” said Arthur.

“Cooking,” said Kay, sucking in his 

cheeks.

“Shearing.”

“Mucking out the stables.”

“Felling.”

“Wringing the necks of chickens,” 

said Kay. “I know—and if we hear a 
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cock crowing, after noon, it’s a death-

omen and we have to kill him at once.”

“Why?” asked Arthur. “Why do we 

have to do diΩerent kinds of work?”

“I’ll tell you,” said Sir Ector. 

“Think of a row of seven people with 

five people standing on their shoulders 

and three people standing on their 

shoulders, and—”

“I see,” Arthur said. He flexed his 

knees and began to bounce.

“We all depend on each other,” their 

father continued, wagging his finger at 

them. “And God assigns to each of us 

our responsibilities. You must learn 

what they are if you want to be squires, 

and that includes understanding what 

other people have to do.”

“When will I become a squire?” Kay 

asked.

“When I see that you’re ready to 

be,” his father replied. “And Arthur 

too. When you’ve improved your skills 

and learned your duties. When you’re 

fit in body and mind.”

“When I’m eleven?” Kay pressed him.

“Maybe.”

“Is it true,” Kay asked his father, 

“that your sister, Lady Laudine, owns 

a townhouse in the City of London?”

“It is.”

Then the boys started to yap 

around Sir Ector and beg him to take 

them to see her and the house and all 

the sights of London, but he would 

have none of it.

“Enough!” he said. “Now, then. 

Have either of you seen Merlin today? 

I need to speak to him.”

No one ever knew where Merlin 

was. Not for long, anyhow. He had a 

way of entering or leaving a room with-

out anyone noticing, and his idea of 

time was not the same as anyone else’s.

“Time is what you make it,” he told 

Arthur. “You can speed it up. Slow it 

down.”

“You can’t delay the sun rising,” 

said Arthur. “Can you?”

Merlin just smiled.

Once, the boys asked Merlin 

whether he had ever ridden to 

London and met Lady Laudine.

“Have you really?”
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“You’ve never told us.”“You’ve never told us.”

“Are the streets made of gold?”“Are the streets made of gold?”

“Did you see a dancing bear?”“Did you see a dancing bear?”

“Is it true some houses are five “Is it true some houses are five 

evels high?”levels high?”

“What were you doing there?”“What were you doing there?”

When the boys sang in tune—When the boys sang in tune—

nstead of getting in each other’s way, instead of getting in each other’s way, 

s they often did—Merlin felt as if as they often did—Merlin felt as if 

e were being pelted with snowballs so he were being pelted with snowballs so 

hick and fast that he had no time to thick and fast that he had no time to 

hrow one himself.throw one himself.

He held up his hands.He held up his hands.He held up his hands.He held up his hands.

“London shall mourn the death of “London shall mourn the death of “London shall mourn the death of 

enty thousand and the Thames will twenty thousand and the Thames will twenty thousand and the Thames will 

e turned to blood,” he announced in a be turned to blood,” he announced in a be turned to blood,” he announced in a 

d solemn voice.loud solemn voice.

Arthur and Kay looked up at him, Arthur and Kay looked up at him, 

rtled.startled.

“What is the Thames?” Arthur “What is the Thames?” Arthur 

asked.

“I will tell you about the giant hedge-“I will tell you about the giant hedge-

g loaded with apples, and the heron, hog loaded with apples, and the heron, 

d the snake encircling London with and the snake encircling London with 

s long tail. I will, but not today.”its long tail. I will, but not today.”

“Merlin!” cried the boys.“Merlin!” cried the boys.

“You know your father,” Merlin “You know your father,” Merlin 

said. “He needs to see me, and he 

believes time never waits.”

“But what do you mean? Twenty 

thousand . . . a giant hedgehog.”

“I can tell you old prophecies,” Mer-

lin replied. “I can’t tell you meanings. 

If you need to know meanings, you’ll 

have to find them out for yourselves.”

The two boys were as curious as they 

were eager, and usually they were good 

companions. By the time Arthur was 

seven and Kay was nine, they some-

times played hooky and risked the con-

sequences. More than once, they 

trekked toward the far moors and 

stuΩed their leather shoulder bags with 

their findings—stones so perfectly 

round they could play marbles with 

them, bones of stoats and weasels and 

little birds, crystals as small as their 

fingertips. Once, they found a deserted 

stone chamber, half underground, and 

crawled into it, and frightened them-

selves with horrible stories. Then the 

mist came down like a sopping blanket. 
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The boys peered into it, trying to decide 

which way to go. That was no good, 

though. They had to huddle in the 

stone chamber all night, and Kay tried 

to hide his own fear by taunting his 

younger brother and accusing him of 

being afraid. When they got back to the 

manor next morning, they saw their 

mother weeping for the first time, and, 

angry because they’d left the manor 

without his permission, their father 

thrashed them.

What Arthur and Kay liked to do 

most of all was what Sir Ector had abso-

lutely forbidden: cliΩ-fishing. They used 

to walk along the cliΩtop path beyond 

the castle. There they tied hooks to their 

lengths of line and baited the hooks 

with scraps of raw meat they had begged 

oΩ Jolly. Then they wedged themselves 

between two rocks and lowered their 

lines fifty feet, one hundred feet, one 

hundred and forty-three feet down to 

the water. And each boy threaded his line 

between his big toe and second toe or 

gripped it between his teeth, so that he 

would feel it the moment he had a bite.

Oh, what glory! The colored but-

terflies fluttering around them, the 

field birds singing and the sea birds 

squawking . . . and then the bite and the 

long haul, and peering over the edge to 

see what they had caught, and feeling 

quite dizzy at the sight of the sea sway-

ing and fizzing so far beneath them. 

Mackerel, herring, sea trout, green and 

gold and gaping . . . 

teeth suddenly tightened and whipped 

Kay yelped. His blood spurted up into 

his eyes and pumped over his right ear, 

down his chin and neck. Then he became 

frightened and tried to stand up without 

being able to see, but Arthur hauled him 

down again, wiped away the blood with 

his sleeves, and shepherded him back 

along the cliΩ edge path to safety.
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understand.

Sir Ector was mightily disapprov-

ing of Kay for disobeying him and for 

causing his own injury. 

“There’s an old story about that,” 

he grumbled. “About a squire who 

tried to run before he could walk. Yes, 

and about a dwarf and a very strange 

beast. I’ll tell you, one day.” 

“Kay would have done the 

same,” Arthur replied.same,” Arthur replied.

Sir Ector glared at his elder 

son. “Would you, Kay?” he son. “Would you, Kay?” he 

demanded. “Well, that scar demanded. “Well, that scar 

is with you for life.”is with you for life.”

thought Sir Ector had thought Sir Ector had 

been unfair or too heavy-handed, they 

sometimes turned to Lady Margery, 

not for kisses or caresses—she had 

none of those—but for brisk good 

cheer.

In the way some people come to 

look like their faithful dogs or the 

horses they have ridden for many 

years, Lady Margery’s face was like 

a ripe pink pear growing on one of 

her pleached fruit trees: beneath her 

braided golden topknot, her forehead 

was somewhat narrow while her jowls 

were rather baggy.

But the boys soon learned to be 

careful when their mother walked 

them out into her beloved garden, and 

both knew what it was to be snared 

into spreading manure or hoeing or 

weeding for hour after hour.

“Do you know that bees sleep on the 

wing?” she asked them. “And do you 

know how to go to war with ants, and 

how to drive them out of the garden? 

And what about germinating rose-

mary?” She veritably bubbled around, 

singing little snatches as she went:
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“I turned to wander at mine ease

Beneath the burgeoning  

mulberry trees . . .”

Lady Margery laughed. “Not that 

there’s much ease or wandering in my 

garden,” she said. “I know! Now, you 

two, have I told you how to find a pearl 

inside one of these apples? Ah! And 

look at this lily . . . There’s a story about 

every plant and tree. Dozens of old sto-

ries!” 

While both boys came to under-

stand a great deal about the magic of 

everyday wonders, the language of the 

birds and colors of their eggs, and the 

astonishing gossamer spun by spiders 

across cropped grass before dawn, 

and how there were magic charms 

you could whisper in a horse’s ears 

to quiet or excite it, and hundreds of 

such things, they really knew very lit-

tle about the world beyond Sir Ector’s 

manor and the nearby village.

By the time they were nine and 

eleven, there was little they hadn’t 

heard about carving game—how to 

tame a crab and splat a pike and unjoint 

a bittern, disfigure a peacock and unlace 

a rabbita rabbita rabbit but apart from one day-long 

journey with Sir Ector to swear loyalty 

to Leodegrance, King of Camelerd, 

they almost never strayed far from 

Arthur first met the king’s only daugh-

ter, who was a year younger than he was. 

And for the first time in his life, he felt 

his heart quicken because of a girl.

On their way back from Camelerd, 

Sir Ector told his two sons about 

Lyonesse, the sunken land between 

Cornwall and the Scilly Isles, and 

how it had all been drowned during 

an enormous sea surge, and how you 

could still hear the bells of its churches 

pealing beneath the waves.

“Have you heard them?” asked 

Arthur.

“I have,” Sir Ector replied. “They 

sounded far, far away, like memories.”

The boys were all for turning 

their horses around there and then, 

and riding west to the land’s end 

so they could hear the bells for 
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themselves. But Sir Ector was having 

none of it.

As the months and seasons passed, 

Merlin continued to come and go, 

and twice he galloped into the manor 

courtyard accompanied by a posse of 

knights, to talk with Sir Ector, but 

their father had no intention of telling 

the boys why, and soon enough they 

forgot about the visits. Thrice the boys 

accompanied Lady Margery to the 

Lammas Fair, where they dodged to 

and fro between the animal pens and 

vegetable stalls, sat at the feet of a man 

playing the hurdy-gurdy, and marveled 

at all the wonders for sale: the woad 

and wine and sacks of wool, the furs 

of kids and cats and squirrels, linen 

spun from flax, and canvas and leather 

gloves and purses. And more than four 

times Arthur and Kay rode over to the 

monastery where the monks opened 

ancient manuscripts telling the history 

of Britain, written in Latin, and trans-

lated sentences from them, recounting 

how Brutus the Trojan became King 

of Britain, or Albion as it used to be 

called, and how Princess Cordelia truly 

loved her father, Leir, unlike her two 

loathsome sisters, Goneril and Regan. 

into a kind of sticky golden glue and dec-

accompanied their parents to the chapel 
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Nevertheless, Arthur and Mor-

gan were attracted to each other, and 

when he was fourteen and she was six-

teen, their desire to meet was stronger 

than any obstacles in their way. Sev-

eral times, Arthur went out riding on 

his own, and Morgan went out riding 

on her own, and they met secretly, not 

knowing they were half brother and 

half sister.

“You were there,” repeated Sir Ector.

“King Uther gasped. ‘That is the law 

and custom of our land,’ he said. ‘Let 

him claim the crown. I give my trueborn 

son God’s blessing.’ Those were his last 

words.”

Kay.

Arthur persisted.
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for human life, and the contempt even 

for God Himself.

“Britain is tearing herself to 

pieces,” he told his sons. “She is turn-

ing herself into a wasteland. And the 

wrongs are so widespread, so terrible, 

that they can never be righted until 

our country has a new king.”

During the middle of October, the 

Archbishop of Canterbury dispatched 

riders north and east and west, car-

rying a message summoning all the 

knights in the country to London. He 

instructed them to come at midday on 

Christmas Eve to the church of Saint 

Paul’s, where Jesus himself would per-

form a miracle to reveal to them their 

rightful king.

When he heard this message, Sir 

Ector said to Merlin, “Well, magician, 

you stood beside King Uther while he 

was dying and when he declared that his 

trueborn son must claim the crown.”

“I did,” Merlin agreed.

“So now I suppose you’ve been 

“Many simple questions have no 

simple answers,” Sir Ector said, and he 

shook his head.

During King Uther’s lifetime, 

the men and women of Britain had the men and women of Britain had 

been of one mind and heart in repel-been of one mind and heart in repel-

ling the invaders who declared ling the invaders who declared 

it was nothing but a rebellious it was nothing but a rebellious 

island and that they meant 

to reclaim it for the Roman to reclaim it for the Roman 

Empire. Those were years Empire. Those were years 

of peace. But soon after the of peace. But soon after the 

king’s death, the dukes and king’s death, the dukes and 

earls and counts and lords earls and counts and lords 

and knights began to squab-

ble, and there was no one to 

stop them.

All over the country, 

innocent travelers were innocent travelers were 

murdered and armed groups murdered and armed groups 

of men stole gold and silver of men stole gold and silver 

plate from monasteries.plate from monasteries.

Sir Ector did his utmost 

to shield his manor from to shield his manor from 

all of it—the greed, the all of it—the greed, the 

lust for power, the hor-lust for power, the hor-

rible disregard rible disregard 
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whispering in the Archbishop of 

Canterbury’s right ear—”

“Left ear,” Merlin corrected him. 

“He’s deaf in his right ear!”

Both boys looked at Merlin, startled.

Sir Ector pursed his mouth and 

shook his head. “What a storyteller 

you are, Merlin,” he said, and he burst 

out laughing. “Anyone who didn’t 

know you might really believe you.”

Merlin compressed his lips. “Those 

most close to us are often the most 

blind,” he replied. “At any rate, I pre-

sume you’ll ride to London.”

“We will, won’t we?” chimed the 

boys.

“I know my duty,” Sir Ector said.

“And it’s my duty to accompany 

you,” Merlin told him.

“If we’re really going to have to 

ride up to London,” Sir Ector said, “at 

least we can go to the New Year’s tour-

nament.”

“Jousting!” shouted Kay. “And tilt-

ing and—”

“Not so fast!” his father said. 

“You’re not allowed to take part unless 

you’re a knight . . .” Sir Ector sniΩed. 

He turned away from the boys, glanced 

out of the little window, and scratched 

the top of his head. “Well, Kay,” he 

said, and turned to face his elder son 

again, “I have been thinking for some 

months that it’s about time I knighted months that it’s about time I knighted 

you.”

Kay threw up his arms for joy.

“You know all the responses, “You know all the responses, 

don’t you?” his father asked.

“You’ve taught them to me.”“You’ve taught them to me.”

“And you’re sixteen, aren’t 

you?”

“Rising seventeen.”

“Just so,” said Sir Ector.

“I’ll be turning fifteen on our 

way up to London,” Arthur added.

Kay’s face was very pink—all 

except the dark-purple scar across 

his right cheek. He drew himself up 

to his full height, a little shorter actu-

ally than his younger brother, and 

smirked at Arthur.

“You can be my squire,” he told him.

“No,” Sir Ector said sharply, “No,” Sir Ector said sharply, 

“Arthur is my squire, and a very “Arthur is my squire, and a very 
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good one too. You’ll only be entitled 

to your own squire after five years.” 

Sir Ector smiled at his elder son. “All 

right, Kay! We must send for Lady 

Ygerna’s priest to lead us to the chapel 

and to stand witness and bless you.”

And that’s what Sir Ector did. 

Jolly’s old husband, Lovel, who was 

in charge of Lady Margery’s vege-

table garden, trundled down to the 

castle to fetch the priest, and in the 

meantime Jolly sharpened her sharp-

est carving knife and shaved oΩ all 

the hair on the top of Kay’s head, so 

that he had a bald spot almost as big 

as a kneecap.

By the time Lovel returned with 

Lady Ygerna’s priest, Lady Mar-

gery had found the dusty white and 

rusty-red cloak in which Sir Ector 

himself had been knighted more than 

thirty years before, had given it a 

fearful shaking, and had dressed Kay 

in it.

white belt.

“You’re not as . . . sturdy as your 

father,” she told him, shaking her head.

said.

Ector began.

Kay inclined his head. “I wish to fol-

low my father’s example,” he said. “To 

protect the people here in this manor 

and in the village of Tintagel, who can-

not protect themselves. To say what I 

believe to be right and to oppose what I 

believe to be wrong, wherever I ride. To 

serve Jesus with my head, heart, and 

body for as long as I live.”

Then Kay got down onto his left 

knee. Sir Ector grasped the sword 

lying on the altar and tapped his son’s 

right shoulder with it three times. 
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then he turned to Sir Ector. “London!” 

“Lady Laudine.”

Sir Ector said.  
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II

| MER LIN AND THE SWOR D IN THE STONE |

A gentle west wind helped them on 

their way, and the soft sun warmed 

their backs.

“I never knew,” said Arthur, “that 

Britain was so large. I didn’t know 

there were so many hamlets and vil-

lages. Woods and hills and sandy 

heaths . . . I never knew about the old 

cobbled roads. Did you know there 

were so many bridges?”

“And tolls,” Sir Ector added sharply.

“I never knew it was all so diΩerent,” 

Arthur went on. “I never knew!”

“And so wonderful!” Arthur 

exclaimed, throwing his arms as wide 

as the world.

“Christmas at home,” Sir Ector 

grumbled. “That’s what’s wonder-

ful.” He sniΩed. “My sister lives alone. 

There’ll be no boar’s head. No wassail. 

No kissing bough. I only hope Margery 

remembers the holly.”

“You reminded her often enough,” 

Merlin said.

“I don’t want the manor overrun with 

witches. Rats and mice are bad enough.”

The four travelers only reached the 

townhouse belonging to Lady Laudine 

on the afternoon of the day before 

Christmas Eve.

And what with stabling their 

horses, and washing away the worst 
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of the journey with rags and buckets 

of cold water, and eating, and sleep-

ing, and dressing himself, and then 

airing his father’s clothing in front of 

the fire and dressing him in his socks 

and leggings and doublet and breeches 

and cloak, and all the time trying to 

answer Lady Laudine’s dozens and 

dozens of questions about Corn-

wall and their journey, Arthur could 

later remember only half of what had 

happened before they left for Saint 

Paul’s on Christmas Eve morning.

It wasn’t at all far to the great church, 

but such a crowd of people was converg-

ing on it that Sir Ector and his sons and 

Merlin had to shu√e along at the same 

slow pace as everyone else.

Kay kept smoothing down his cloth-

ing and proudly grasping the pommel of 

his new sword, now and then half draw-

ing it and inspecting it.

“Why do you keep doing that?” 

Arthur asked him.

“Because . . .” Kay replied airily. 

“Because I can, Arthur!”

Arthur was much too fascinated by 

all the people around him to be put out. 

There were dukes and earls and counts 

and lords and knights and squires, as 

well as all the commoners of London, 

men and women and their sons and 

daughters, and he kept breaking his 

step to look at them. Then he saw a 

man carrying a large bunch of mistle-

toe and turned around to ask Merlin 

what the mistletoe was for . . .

appeared.

“Where is he?” Arthur exclaimed.

Sir Ector and his sons tried to spy the 

magician over the bobbing heads and 

caps of everyone around them.

“Drat!” complained Sir Ector in a 

gruΩ voice.

“He’s done this before,” Arthur said, 

“but when I ask him where he’s been, he 

just smiles.”

“No,” said Kay. “No one can just dis-

appear.”

“Merlin lives by diΩerent rules 

from us and everyone else,” Sir Ector 

observed. “You should know that by now. 

But really! Where is he?”
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“Mistletoe! Mistletoe!” called the 

“Can we?” asked Arthur. 

“Certainly not,” Sir Ector replied. 

“We can’t take mistletoe into a church.”

“It’s a heathen plant, Arthur,” his 

brother told him. “My mother said so.”

Saint Paul’s was cavernous and 

gloomy and thick with sweet incense. 

And by the light of hundreds and hun-

dreds of candles, Arthur could see 

that the press of people inside was even 

greater than outside.

All around him, men were hoist-

ing banners and brandishing shields: 

blood orange and jasmine, gold, royal 

blue, sky blue and midnight blue, 

scarlet and black, celadon. And then 

Arthur saw that each raised shield 

and waving colored banner had its 

own design: three zigzags of sizzling 

lightning, or two swords, or five silver 

stars, or a harp, or a heart, or a golden 

lion rampant.

“and because of them, you can recog-

“In battle, you mean,” said Sir Kay.

“Why are your shield and banner 

blue?” Arthur asked his father.

“We call it azure, the French word, 

and it stands for piety and sincerity.”

“Why has it got keys on it?” asked 

Sir Kay.

“They signify good stewardship,” 

his father replied, “and the keys of 

heaven. It was my father’s before me, 

and it can be yours too.”

Everywhere there was a humming: 

like a great swarm of honey bees in 

a wildflower meadow. It rose above 

Arthur’s head and hovered over him.

“Here,” said Sir Ector in his younger 

son’s right ear, “you see the power and 

might of all Britain.”

said. 

“It makes me tremble,” his father 

replied.

Whenever Sir Ector recognized a 

banner or a shield, he pointed it out to the 
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boys. “There! That’s Sir Lancelot’s—

the one with three scarlet stripes.”

“Why the stripes?” asked Arthur.

“Because he’s as strong as three 

strong men. He’s been the champion strong men. He’s been the champion 

of many tournaments and he’s the of many tournaments and he’s the 

strongest, most skillful swordsman strongest, most skillful swordsman 

in Britain. And there, that one with in Britain. And there, that one with 

a falcon. That’s Sir Geraint. His 

manor’s in Devon, not so far from manor’s in Devon, not so far from 

ours. And over there, can you see ours. And over there, can you see 

that older man with only one arm? that older man with only one arm? 

That’s Sir Bedivere. A great man! That’s Sir Bedivere. A great man! 

A loyal man. The very best of A loyal man. The very best of 

companions!”

Under his breath, Arthur 

began to mouth the words “or, 

argent, gules, sable, vert, azure, 

purpure.”purpure.”

“What’s that?” asked Kay.

“The seven tinctures.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you remember? The monks 

taught us their names: the seven colors 

used by the knights for the pictures and 

patterns painted on their shields and 

sewn on their banners?”

“Yes,” said Kay. “To declare who they 

are and what they stand for.”

“And on their horses’ trappings too,” 

Arthur added. “Or is gold and it stands 

for ambition, and argent is silver and it 

stands for peace, and gules is red and . . .”

“Yes, Arthur,” Kay said impatiently. 

“I remember as well as you do.”

Now and then, in one quarter of 

the church or another, the humming 

rose to an angry buzzing, then slowly 

died down again, but it only stopped 

completely when the Archbishop of 

Canterbury, robed in white, climbed 

into the pulpit and repeatedly pounded 

its oak paneling with his fist.

“How dare you bring your argu-

ments and disagreements into this 

sacred space?” he demanded. “Ever 

since King Uther was buried, you’ve 

been tearing our island to pieces. Yes, 

all you powerful and mighty men 

of Britain. Arguing, stealing, skir-

mishing, murdering. Why? You know 

why.” The archbishop angrily clapped 

his hands. “Because of your greed. 

Because you want more. More land. 
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More money. More followers. More 

power.”

The archbishop’s voice boomed and 

echoed around the vast church.

“You know why I’ve summoned you 

all to London,” the archbishop con-

tinued. “We must find our new leader. 

Our rightful king. We owe it ourselves, 

we owe it our children, and we owe it to 

God to heal Britain and make our coun-

try whole again. And I believe”—

the archbishop drew himself up, raised 

his right arm and slowly made the 

sign of the cross—“I believe Christ 

Himself will help us. I believe He’ll 

help us with a miracle. Amen.”

With a great deal of creaking and 

clanking, the great men of Britain 

got down onto their knees on the 

cold December stone and made their 

confessions. And then the mass priests 

walked among them, giving them wafers 

of bread and red wine—the body and 

blood of Jesus Christ.

As soon as Arthur and his brother 

and Sir Ector emerged from Saint 

Paul’s, screwing up their eyes at the 

bright early-afternoon light, they heard 

shouting and then they got caught in a 

press of people surging around the side 

of the church.

Close to the east wall, there was a 

plinth of shining white marble. On the 

middle of the plinth stood a massive 

steel anvil. And sticking into the anvil 

was a sword.

When Arthur balanced himself on the 

stone footing of the church wall, he was 

able to make out the lettering, enriched 

with gold, cut into the side of the plinth: 

WHOSO PULLETH OUT 

THIS SWORD FROM 

THIS STONE AND 

ANVIL IS RIGHTWISE 

KING TRUEBORN OF 

ALL ENGLAND

In slack-jawed silence, the 

great men of the country great men of the country 

stared at the shining plinth, stared at the shining plinth, 

wondering where it had wondering where it had 

come from and who had 

placed it there.
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The birds of London cried out with 

hoarse voices.

One thought after another chased 

through the men’s minds like the little 

clouds scudding high above them, try-

ing to catch up with each other. Oppor-

tunity, risk, trickery, magic, danger . . .

Arthur didn’t think any of those 

things. He simply stared at the gold let-

tering. RIGHTWISE KING TRUE-

BORN. TRUEBORN . . . 

“Well!” exclaimed a voice. “Who 

dares never loses. Who dares some-

times wins.”

The voice belonged to Sir Lancelot.

Everyone considered him the strong-

est of them all. He was not only the most 

skillful swordsman but also the most 

generous to friend and enemy and the 

quickest to come to the aid of the power-

less. No one disputed his right to be first.

Sir Lancelot stepped up onto the 

plinth. “Nothing comes of nothing,” 

he announced. Then he grasped the 

pommel of the sword, braced himself, 

and pulled. But he couldn’t shift the 

sword. Not one inch.

Sir Lancelot growled. “Again!” he 

muttered.

But the sword remained buried in 

the anvil.

“Again!” shouted Sir Lancelot.

For the third time, the greatest 

knight in Christendom tried with all his 

might to draw the sword from the anvil. 

But he could not.

TRUEBORN, thought Arthur. 

Wouldn’t that mean the king’s own son? 

Blood of his blood? It can’t just mean a 

man as brave and strong as King Uther 

was, else Lancelot would have easily 

freed the sword.

Nevertheless, following Sir 

Lancelot, one knight after another 

tried his hand. One-armed Sir 

Bedivere and his brother 

Sir Lucan and the great 

jouster Sir Lamorak and 

eager young Sir Geraint 

from Devon and Sir Accolon 

of Gaul and Sir Balin from 

Nor thumberland—but 

not one  of them was able to shift the 

sword.
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“You’ve all been waiting for me,” a 

voice called out. It was the jester, Sir 

Dagonet, who had never once fought in 

the field and mocked everyone who did.

Everyone laughed and cheered.

Sir Dagonet dusted himself oΩ. 

“You windbags!” he called out. “You 

pretenders and popinjays! Well, at least 

you know how to laugh.”

Then an old knight, wearing a raggy 

black coat several sizes too large for 

him, shu√ed forward.

“That’s Sir Breunor le Noir,” Sir 

Ector told Arthur. “He’s strong, all 

right. Muscular. Strong enough to have 

killed a lion.”

“I recognize that voice,” Sir Ector said.

“I might have known,” Sir Ector 

said with a sigh, and knitted his shaggy 

eyebrows.

“Trueborn is what the words say, at 

least to those of you who can read,” the 

magician continued, loud and scornful. 

“So how can any knight here claim to 

be the son of King Uther?”

After Sir Breunor had tried and 

failed, the Archbishop of Canterbury 

appointed a guard of ten knights to 

stand watch day and night over the 

sword in the stone and to permit any 

knight to step up on the marble plinth 

to try his hand. Many did try, but not 

one of them could shift the sword.

On the day after Christmas, the 

feast of Saint Stephen, the first Chris-

tian martyr, many of the knights wor-
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shipped again at Saint Paul’s, and then 

they hurried around to the sword in the 

stone. Some knights and their squires 

ranged through the city streets, fol-

lowing the wren hunters; some drank 

from wassail bowls in dingy taverns, 

and laughed and boasted, and sang car-

ols; some crossed the great bridge built 

by the Romans and viewed the City 

of London from the other side of the 

river; some watched plays performed 

in the streets by masked actors playing 

the parts of the devil Beelzebub and 

Old Man Winter and Saint George 

and a dragon; and on the following 

day almost all of them fasted before 

returning again to Saint Paul’s on Chil-

dermas to remember how cruel King 

Herod had murdered all the innocent 

babies in Bethlehem, wrongly believ-

ing that Jesus would be one of them.

“I’ve told you about jousting before,” 

Sir Ector said to his sons. “It’s a dan-

gerous game in which you fight and try 

to capture another knight’s horse or a 

piece of his armor while he’s trying to 

capture yours.”

“I’ll do that,” Arthur said at once.

knight.”

Kay smiled a superior smile. “I am,”  

he said. “I’ll joust.”

Such were the crowds of knights and 

their retinues, and all the commoners, 

that Arthur and Kay were soon sepa-

rated  from their father, and then they 

lost sight of him altogether.
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excitement.

“You look like an owl,” Arthur told 

him. “You’ll screw your head right oΩ if 

you’re not careful.”

“I’m going to joust,” Kay said in a 

loud voice. He filled his lungs. “I’m 

going to joust!” Then he reached for his 

sword and looked around.

“What?” asked Arthur. “What’s wrong?”

“Where is it?” Kay anxiously looked 

to left and right and then right under 

his horse as if he could have dropped it. 

“My sword. I must . . . I must have left 

it behind.”

“How could you have?” said Arthur. 

“You slept with it lying alongside you.”

can.”

So Arthur galloped all the way 

back to Lady Laudine’s house, but she 

wasn’t there, nor were any of her serv-

ants. They had gone to the tournament 

to drink mulled wine, eat minced meat 

pies, and enjoy the fighting and joust-

ing, so all the doors were locked.

“No!” Arthur heard himself saying. 

“My brother can’t do without a sword. 

He cannot and he shall not.”

Arthur dismounted and tied his horse 

to the churchyard gate.

He stepped up onto the marble 

plinth. And then, watched only by half 

a dozen curious pigeons and a couple of 

hares, he grasped the shining pommel. 

He gripped the cross guards. Lightly 

and fiercely, he pulled the sword out of 

the anvil.

The moment Kay saw the sword, he 

knew it was not his own. 
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He knew it was the sword in the stone.

At once, he rode around and around 

the tournament field until he found 

his father.

“Look!” he shouted. “Father! The 

sword in the stone! I’m the king—

the trueborn king.”

Sir Ector looked Kay in the eye.

“Follow me!” he instructed his son, 

and he spurred his horse.and he spurred his horse.

Sir Ector rounded up Arthur 

and led both his sons straight 

back to Saint Paul’s and strode back to Saint Paul’s and strode 

into the church.into the church.

Then Sir Ector told Kay to 

lay his right hand on the Bible.

“How did you get this 

sword?” Ector demanded.sword?” Ector demanded.

Kay hesitated. “I . . . 

well, Arthur gave it 

to me.”

Sir Ector looked 

Arthur in the 

eye. “And you? 

How did you get this 

sword, Arthur?”sword, Arthur?”

“I went to Lady Laudine’s 

house to find Kay’s sword but there 

was no one there. So I said to myself, 

‘My brother can’t do without a sword. 

He cannot and he shall not.’ So I 

rode here, straight from your sister’s 

house . . .”

“And then?” asked Sir Ector.

“I pulled this sword out of the stone.”

“Was anyone here?” 

Arthur half smiled. “Well, only lots of 

pigeons and a couple of hares.”

Sir Ector led his sons out of the 

church and over to the marble plinth.

“Now, Arthur,” he said. “Let me see 

you sheathe this sword and we will try to  

draw it out again.”

Arthur sheathed the sword in the 

anvil.

“I’ll try first,” Sir Ector said, then he 

seized the sword and gave it such a tug that 

Arthur and Kay could hear his muscles 

cracking, but he couldn’t shift it at all.

Sir Ector turned to Kay. “Now you 

try.”

But Kay couldn’t shift the sword 

either.

Then it was Arthur’s turn. He stepped 
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up onto the plinth and firmly grasped the 

sword. He drew it lightly and fiercely 

from the anvil and held it up for them all 

to see. He waved the blade at high heaven. 

At once, Sir Ector and Kay got down on 

their knees.

“No!” said Arthur. “No!” And he 

pulled them back to their feet again.

“You are the trueborn king,” Sir 

Ector told Arthur. He filled his old lungs 

with air and slowly, very slowly, let it all 

out again. “I am not your father,” he 

explained, “but your foster father. Lady 

Margery is your foster mother. You and 

I are not of one blood.”

Arthur felt flushed. He felt feverish.

Then Sir Ector told the boys how the 

magician Merlin had brought Arthur 

to the manor as a tiny baby, dressed in 

a cloth of gold, when he was only two 

or three days old. “I’ve never known for 

sure,” he said, “but I’ve often wondered.”

Tears welled in Arthur’s eyes. “But you 

and Lady Margery . . .” he began. “You’ve 

fed me and loved me and taught me. I 

owe you more, much more, than anyone 

else in this wide world. And even if all this 

is true, even if I’m crowned king, you can 

always and always ask me whatever you 

wish, and I’ll never fail you.”

“One thing only, sire,” Sir Ec“One thing only, sire,” Sir Ector said. 

“Will you make Sir Kay, my own“Will you make Sir Kay, my own son, the 

steward of all your lands and eststeward of all your lands and estates?”

Arthur looked at Kay, who Arthur looked at Kay, who slightly 

lowered his head.

“I will,” he said. “Of cour“I will,” he said. “Of course I will. 

For better, for worse, Sir Kay wFor better, for worse, Sir Kay will be my 

steward for as long as I live.”

When all the dukes and earls aWhen all the dukes and earls and counts 

and lords and knights returned and lords and knights returned from the 

tournament field and heard tournament field and heard what had 

happened, they were scornful ahappened, they were scornful and angry.

“Impossible!” they shouted.“Impossible!” they shouted.

“Out of the question.”

“A beardless boy.”

“He’s not even a knight.”

“It’s a trick.”

But seeing Arthur so calmBut seeing Arthur so calmly pull the 

sword from the stone again asword from the stone again and again, 

and unable to do so themselveand unable to do so themselves, a few of 

them accepted that he was inthem accepted that he was indeed their 

trueborn king.
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Merlin counseled Arthur to be patient. “Time solves 

many mysteries. And reasonable people do change their 

minds.”

After three days, the Archbishop of Canterbury made 

it known that he intended to knight and then to crown 

Arthur. Hearing this, many more knights decided to 

give him their support, including some of the greatest 

in the kingdom—Sir Lancelot, Sir Lamorak, Sir 

Bedivere, Sir Baudwin, Sir Ulfius, Sir Brastias. For all 

that, almost as many returned north and east and south 

and west, resentful and rebellious.

“You’re going to need me, sire,” Sir Dagonet told 

Arthur.

“Why is that?” Arthur asked his jester.

“You, our king? Aged fifteen. What a joke!”

Arthur made as if to clout the jester around the head 

but intentionally missed.

“I’m only fifteen,” Arthur told the messenger. “My 
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beard is still too soft to make a good trimming. Tell King 

Rience to come and get down on his knee bones and do me 

homage, or I’ll have him dragged here to Camelot and cut oΩ 

his beard, and his head as well.”

“Well said!” Merlin told Arthur. “But as it begins, so it will 

go on. There will be many men who try to depose you. But you 

are the trueborn king of all Britain and must learn to lead your 

people as your father led them.”

After his coronation, King Arthur asked Merlin to tell him 

the truth about his being trueborn.

“Yes,” said Merlin, “you’re right to ask, and it is right that “Yes,” said Merlin, “you’re right to ask, and it is right that 

you should know.”

mother.

“That’s impossible,” Arthur said at once. 

“No,” said Merlin. “It’s not impossible.”

“She was.”

“And their three daughters are Morgan and her “And their three daughters are Morgan and her 

older sisters, Morgause and Elaine.”

“That’s true as well.”

herself.”

So the following month, soon after So the following month, soon after 

the young king had moved to Camelot 


