Praise for Edward Rutherfurd
The Forest
“Not all good things come in small packages. If you like books that are big,
Edward Rutherfurd is your man. He writes wonderful sagas, tales that cover
centuries, always keeping these long stories lively by telling us about the
events and conflicts of people’s lives. Rutherfurd does the painstaking
research; the reader has all the fun.”
—Seattle Times
“Many of the most memorable characters are women—Adela the Norman,
bold in the face of injustice; her descendant Alice Albion, almost brave
enough to defeat the hatred of the civil war; tough old Adelaide, so loyal to
ancient grievances that she can’t let her sweet niece Fanny take hold of love.”
—The Kansas City Star
“The novel covers 10 centuries, tracking a half-dozen or so families and their
fates, their fortunes, and intrigues moving the stories along. But the trees have
tales to tell, too. As fiction, it works like a charm.… English majors will love
this, and so will almost anyone else who starts page 1 and follows Puckle,
Godwin Pride, Cola the Huntsman and their descendents along Rutherfurd’s
twisting road.”
—New York Daily News
The Forest
“Rutherfurd has captivated millions of readers in historical novels such as
Sarum and London.… The Forest masterfully unfolds the tale of nine turbulent
centuries on England’s southern coast.”
—Daily Herald (Palatine, Illinois)
“Rutherfurd has once again combined absorbing historical information with
enviable narrative skill and a real gift for creating credible representative
characters. Popular fiction at its best.”
—Kirkus Reviews
Sarum
“Bursting with action, supremely well crafted and a delight to read.”
—Chicago Tribune
“Sarum immediately invites comparison with Hawaii and The Source.”
—The New York Times Book Review
“A richly imagined vision of history, written with genuine delight.”
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—San Francisco Chronicle
“Remarkable … Grand.”

London
—The New York Times

“Rutherfurd is a skilled storyteller with respect for his readers.… No tourist
will look at London through quite the same eyes after following its history
through two millennia.”
—The Washington Post Book World
“Hold your breath suspense, buccaneering adventure, and passionate tales of
love and war.”
—The Times (London)
“Engrossing … Real people dance across the pages, as multidimensional as
Rutherfurd’s invented characters.”
—Miami Herald
“A tour de force … London tracks the history of the English capital from the
days of the Celts until the present time.… Breathtaking.”
—The Orlando Sentinel
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Preface

THE FOREST is a novel. The families whose fortunes the story follows are
fictitious, as are their parts in the historical events described. I have tried,
however, at all times to set their stories amongst people and events that either
did exist or might have done.
Albion House, Albion Park and the hamlet of Oakley are invented. All other
places in the book are real. Most of these New Forest place-names have
remained constant for a thousand years: where they have changed, I have
used the names by which they are known today. Similarly, though I have tried
to avoid anachronisms, it has occasionally been necessary to use a modern
term where a historical one would only confuse the reader.
The family of Albion is invented. Cola the huntsman did exist, however,
though Walter Tyrrell’s cousin Adela did not. The name of Seagull is pure
invention; Totton and Furzey are local place-names. The element Puck is often
found in southern English place-names, from which I have constructed Puckle.
Martell appears both in place-names and in medieval records and suggests a
knightly origin. Grockle is a pejorative New Forest term for an ignorant
outsider, from which I have derived Grockleton. Finally, the name of Pride,
though found in many parts of England, I have chosen to suggest the intense
and justifiable pride which the ancient Forest families take in their heritage.
The description of Godwin Pride, the archetypal Forest commoner, was
suggested by a photograph of the late Mr Frank Kitcher; but the same physical
type is to be found in photographs of members of many ancient Forest
families including those of Mansbridge, Smith, Stride and Purkiss. I suspect
that the Forest roots of these old families go back to pre-Roman times.
A few historical notes may be appropriate.
KING WILLIAM RUFUS: No one will ever know the exact truth about the
killing of Rufus; but we probably do know where it took place. I have
followed the arguments set out by the distinguished New Forest historian, Mr
Arthur Lloyd, which place the killing down at Througham and not at the site
of the Rufus stone. As to the part played by the family of Purkiss, I have
followed Mr Lloyd and Mr David Stagg in suggesting that the legend of
Purkiss carting the body away derives from a later date. The conversation
between Purkiss and King Charles is my own invention; the enterprise of this
ancient family is attested today by a notable food emporium in Brockenhurst,
without a visit to which no trip to the Forest would be complete.
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WITCHCRAFT: The New Forest has long been associated in many people’s
imagination with the practice of witchcraft. We cannot know what form this
might have taken in past centuries. I have no personal experience of
witchcraft, nor any desire to have; but there is nowadays such an extensive
available literature on the subject of Wicca, as it is usually termed, that I have
drawn upon this to create a tale that I hope will seem plausible. I note with
interest that many of the ingredients of the witch’s cauldron of fable are in
fact hallucinogens.
THE BISTERNE DRAGON: I am most grateful to Major General G. H. Mills for
explaining to me what this dragon really was.
ALICE LISLE: This famous trial is well recorded. For the purposes of this novel
I have allowed myself to interpose the fictitious families of Albion and Martell
into the historical families of Lisle and Penruddock at this point of the story,
but not in a way that does any violence to history. Research also showed that
there are inconsistencies in the usual version of the legend. John Lisle did not
in fact sentence Colonel Penruddock; and the legend confuses the two
branches of the Penruddocks living in the area. I believe that the slightly
amended version given in this novel is very much closer to historical truth.
Alice Lisle’s daughters existed, as stated, except for Betty whom I have
invented.
THE MIRACULOUS OAK TREES: I am grateful to Mr Richard Reeves for
drawing the existence of the three miraculous oaks to my attention.
THE SPANISH TREASURE SHIP: There seems to be no official record of this
ship, yet local evidence strongly suggests that it did exist. The connection of
Hurst and Longford castles is unproven; though I believe it.
BATH: It may interest readers to know that the story of the theft of lace in
Bath is based upon a real accusation made against Jane Austen’s aunt.
LORD MONTAGU: The scenes involving Lord Henry (the first Lord Montagu
of Beaulieu) are invented; but the part he played in saving the New Forest
was very real, as indicated in the story.
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The Rufus Stone

April 2000
High over Sarum the small plane flew. Below, the graceful cathedral with its
soaring spire rested on the sweeping green lawns like a huge model. Beyond
the cathedral precincts, the medieval city of Salisbury lay peacefully in the
sun. Earlier that morning there had been an April shower, but now the sky
was clear, a pale washed blue. A perfect day, thought Dottie Pride, to fly a
reconnaissance mission. Not for the first time, she was grateful for the fact she
worked in television.
Say what you like about her boss – and there were those who said John
Grockleton was a brute – he was good about things like chartering planes. “He
just wants to get on the right side of you,” one of the cameramen had
remarked. She couldn’t help that. The main thing was that she was in the
Cessna now, and it was a beautiful morning.
From Sarum, the beautiful Avon valley continued due south through lush
green meadows for over twenty miles until it reached the sheltered waters of
Christchurch harbour. On its western side lay the rolling ridges of Dorset; to
the east, the huge county of Hampshire with its ancient capital of Winchester
and great port of Southampton. Dottie glanced at the map. There were only
two small market towns on the Avon between here and the sea.
Fordingbridge, eight miles south, and Ringwood, another five beyond that. A
few miles below Ringwood, she noted, there was a place called Tyrrell’s Ford.
They had not even reached Fordingbridge before the plane banked and
turned towards the south-east. They passed a low ridge, crested with oak
trees.
And there it was below them; huge, magnificent, mysterious.
The New Forest.
It had been Grockleton’s idea to do a feature on the Forest. There had been
controversy in the area recently: angry public meetings; local people starting
fires. Television cameras had already been down there a few months before.
But it was another news item that had sparked off Grockleton’s interest. An
historical surprise. A piece of ancient pageantry.
“We’ll cover this at least,” he had decided. “But there may be something
larger here: a full feature, in depth. Have a look at it, Dottie. Take a few days.
It’s a beautiful place.”
He really was trying to get on the right side of her, Dottie mused.
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Perhaps there was something else in it for her boss, though. It had come out
the day before.
“Do you have any connections with the Forest?” he had asked her.
“Not that I know of, John,” she replied. “Why, do you?”
“Funnily enough, I do. My family was pretty big down there in the last
century. There’s a whole wood named after us, I believe.” He gave her a
smile. “You might like to work that in, perhaps. If it fits, of course.”
“Yes, John,” she had said wryly. “I’ll see what I can do.”
They flew over plantations and brown heather heath for ten miles. The terrain
was wilder and barer than she had expected; but as they came to Lyndhurst,
at the Forest centre, the landscape changed. Groves of oak, green glades, open
lawns cropped by stocky little New Forest ponies; pretty thatched cottages
with brick or whitewashed walls. This was the New Forest she knew from
picture postcards. They followed the line of the old road that led south
through the middle of the Forest. The oak woods were thick below them. In a
glade, she caught sight of some deer. They passed over a village in a huge
clearing, its open green lawns dotted with ponies. Brockenhurst. A small river
appeared now, flowing south, through a lush valley with steep sides. Here and
there she saw pleasant houses with paddocks and orchards. Prosperous. On a
high knoll on the valley’s wooded eastern side, she saw a squat little parish
church, obviously ancient. Boldre church. She should visit that.
A minute later they were over the harbour town on Lymington and its
crowded marina. To the right, on the edge of some marshes, a sign on a large
boathouse proclaimed: SEAGULL’S BOATYARD.
The English Channel lay a few miles away to the west. Beneath them was
the pleasant stretch of the Solent water with the green slopes of the Isle of
Wight beyond. As they flew eastwards now she looked from the map to the
coastline.
“There,” she said with satisfaction. “That must be it.”
The pilot glanced across at her. “What?”
“Througham.”
“Never heard of it.”
“Nobody has. You will, though.”
“Do you want to fly over Beaulieu?”
“Of course.” This would be the setting for the opening sequence. Far below
them the lovely old abbey precincts lay tranquil in the sun. Behind, screened
by trees, was the famous Motor Museum. They circled it once, then headed
north again towards Lyndhurst.
They had just passed Lyndhurst and were flying north-west towards Sarum
when Dottie asked the pilot to circle again. Peering down, it took her a few
moments to locate her target; but there could be no mistaking it.
A single stone, set near the edge of a woodland glade. A couple of cars were
parked in the little gravel car park nearby and she could see their occupants
standing by the small monument.
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“The Rufus stone,” she said.
“Ah. I’ve heard of that,” said the pilot.
Few of the hundreds of thousands who went to wander or camp in the New
Forest each year failed to pay the curious site a visit. The stone marked the
spot where, according to the nine-hundred-year-old tale, King William Rufus,
the Norman king – called Rufus on account of his red hair – had been killed
by an arrow in mysterious circumstances while hunting deer. After
Stonehenge, it was probably the most famous standing stone in southern
England.
“Wasn’t there a tree there once?” asked the pilot. “The arrow glanced off it
and hit the king?”
“That’s the story.” Dottie saw another car make its way into the gravel car
park. “Only it seems,” she said, “that he wasn’t shot there at all.”
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The Hunt

1099
The deer started. She trembled for a moment, then listened. A grey-black
spring night still lay like a blanket over the sky. Along the edge of the wood,
in the damp air, the peaty scent of the heath beyond mingled with the faint
mustiness of last year’s fallen leaves. It was quiet, as if the whole island of
Britain were waiting for something to happen in the silence before the dawn.
Then suddenly, a skylark started singing in the dark. Only he had seen the
hint of paleness on the horizon.
The deer turned her head, not satisfied. Something was approaching.
Puckle made his way through the wood. There was no need to move silently.
As his feet brushed the leaves or snapped a twig, he might have been
mistaken for a badger, wild pig or some other denizen of the Forest.
Away on his left, the screech of a tawny owl careened through the dark
tunnels and sweeping arches of the oaks.
Puckle: was it his father, or his grandfather, or someone further back who
had been known by the name of Puckle? Puck: it was one of those strange old
names that grew, mysteriously, out of the English landscape. Puck Hill: there
were several along the southern shores. Perhaps the name came from that. Or
perhaps it was a diminutive: little Puck. Nobody knew. But having got one
name, the family had never seemed to bother with any more. Old Puckle,
young Puckle, the other Puckle: there was always a certain vagueness about
which was which. When he and his family had been kicked out of their
hamlet by the servants of the new Norman king, they had wandered across
the Forest and finally set up a ramshackle camp by one of the streams that ran
down to the River Avon at the Forest’s western edge. Recently they had
moved several miles south to another stream.
Puckle. The name suited him. Thickset, gnarled like an oak, his powerful
shoulders stooped forward as though he was pulling some great weight, he
often worked with the charcoal burners. Even to the Forest people his
comings and goings were mysterious. Sometimes, when the firelight caught
his oaken face in its reddish glow, he looked like a goblin. Yet the children
would cluster round him when he came to the hamlets to make gates or
wattle fences, which he did better than anyone else. They liked his quiet
ways. Women found themselves strangely drawn to some deep inner heat they
sensed in the woodsman. At his camp by the water, there were always pigeons
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hanging, and the skin of a hare or some other small creature neatly stretched
on pegs; or perhaps the remains of one of the trout who ventured up the little
brown streams. Yet the forest animals hardly troubled to avoid him, almost as
if they sensed that he was one of them.
As he moved through the darkness now, a rough leather jerkin covering his
torso, his bare legs thrust into stout leather boots, he might have been a figure
from the very dawn of time.
The deer remained, head raised. She had wandered a little apart from the rest
of the group who were still feeding peacefully in the new spring grasses near
the woodland edge.
Though deer have good vision, and a highly developed sense of smell, it is
on their hearing – their outer ears being very large in relation to the skull –
that they often rely to detect danger, especially if it is downwind. Deer can
pick up even the snap of a twig at huge distances. Already, she could tell that
Puckle’s footsteps were moving away from her.
She was a fallow deer. There were three kinds of deer in the Forest. The
great red deer with their russet-brown coats were the ancient princes of the
place. Then, in certain corners there were the curious roe deer – delicate little
creatures, hardly bigger than a dog. Recently, however, the Norman
conquerors had introduced a new and lovely breed: the elegant fallow deer.
She was nearly two years old. Her coat was patchy, prior to changing from
its winter mulberry colour to the summer camouflage – a pale, creamy brown
with white spots. Like almost all fallow deer, she had a white rump and a
black-fringed white tail. But for some reason nature had made her coat a little
paler than was usual.
To another deer she would, almost certainly, have been identifiable without
this peculiarity: the hindquarter markings of every deer are subtly different
from those of every other. Each carries, as it were, a coded marking as
individual as a human fingerprint – and far more visible. She was, therefore,
already unique. But nature had added, perhaps for man’s pleasure, this
paleness as well. She was a pretty animal. This year, at the autumn rutting
season, she would find a mate. As long as the hunters did not kill her.
Her instincts warned her still to be cautious. She turned her head left and
right, listening for other sounds. Then she stared. The dark trees turned into
shadows in the distant gloom. A little way off a fallen branch, stripped of its
bark, glimmered like a pair of antlers. Behind, a small hazel bush might have
been an animal.
Things were not always what they seemed in the Forest. Long seconds
passed before, satisfied at last, she slowly lowered her head.
And now the dawn chorus began. Out on the heather, a stone chat joined in
with a whistling chatter from its perch on a gorse bush – a faint spike of
yellow in the darkness. The light was breaking in the eastern sky. Now a
warbler tried to interrupt, its chinking trills filling the air; then a blackbird
started fluting from the leafy trees. From somewhere behind the blackbird
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came the sharp drilling of a woodpecker, in two short bursts on a bark drum;
moments later, the gentle cooing of a turtle dove. And then, still in the
darkness, followed the cuckoo, an echo floating down the woodland edge.
Thus each proclaimed its little kingdom before the time of mating in the
spring.
Over the heath, rising higher and higher, the lark sang louder still, above
them all. For he had glimpsed the rising sun.
Horses snorted. Men stamped their feet. The hounds panted impatiently. The
smell of horse and woodsmoke permeated the yard.
It was time to go hunting.
Adela watched them. A dozen men had already gathered: the huntsmen in
green with feathers in their caps; several knights and squires from the area.
She had pleaded hard to be allowed to ride with them, but her cousin Walter
had only grudgingly agreed when she reminded him: “At least I shall be seen.
You are supposed, you know, to be finding me a husband.”
It was not easy for a young woman in her position. Only a year had passed
since that cold, blank time when her father had died. Her mother, pale,
suddenly rather drawn, had entered a convent. “It preserves my dignity,” she
told Adela as she entrusted the girl to her relatives, thus leaving her with
nothing but her good name and a few dozen poor acres in Normandy to
recommend her. The relations had done their best for her; and it had not been
long before their thoughts had turned to the kingdom of England where, since
the Norman Duke William had conquered it, many sons of Norman families
had found estates – sons who might be glad of a French-speaking wife from
their native land. “Of all your kinsmen,” she was told, “your cousin Walter
Tyrrell is the best placed to help you. He made a brilliant marriage himself.”
Walter had married into the mighty family of Clare: their estates in England
were huge. “Walter will find you a husband,” they said. But he hadn’t so far.
She was not sure she really trusted Walter.
The yard was typical of the Saxon manors in the region. Large timber, barnlike buildings with thatched roofs surrounded it on three sides. Their walls
were made of great darkened planks. In the centre, the great hall was marked
by an elaborately carved doorway and an outside staircase to reach the upper
floor. The manor was sited only a short distance from the clear and quiet
waters of the River Avon, as it flowed down from the chalk ridges by the
castle of Sarum, fifteen miles to the north. A few miles upstream lay the
village of Fordingbridge; downstream the little town of Ringwood and, eight
miles beyond, the Avon entered the shallow harbour protected by its
headland and thence out to the open sea.
“Here they come!” A shout went up as a movement of the door of the hall
indicated that the leaders of the party were about to emerge. Walter came
first, looking cheerful; then a squire; and behind them, the man they were
waiting for: Cola.
Cola the Huntsman, lord of the manor, master of the Forest: he was silver16

haired, now; his long, drooping moustache grey. But he was still a splendid
figure. Tall, broad-chested, his athletic frame might not be lithe any longer,
but he walked with the grace of an old lion. He was every inch a Saxon noble.
And if, perhaps, there was something about him that suggested that, deep
within, he felt some loss of dignity since the Normans came, Adela guessed
that his old eyes could still flash fire.
It was not Cola, however, at whom she found herself staring. It was his sons
who followed just behind him. There were two of them, both in their twenties
but one, she estimated, three or four years older than the other. Tall and
handsome, with their long blond hair, short beards and bright blue eyes, she
supposed that each must be a replica of the man their father once had been.
They walked lightly, athletically, with such an air of noble breeding that she
instinctively felt glad that these Saxons, at least, had kept their manor, unlike
the many others who had lost out to her own people. As her eyes continued to
rest upon them she even had to check herself with an inward smile. Dear God,
she realised what she had been thinking: in their natural state these young
men must be … absolutely beautiful.
A few moments later, just as the sun was tipping over the oak trees on the
horizon, the whole party, some twenty of them, moved off.
The valley of the River Avon, which they were about to leave, was a
delightful region. Across the broad coastal plain, which lies below the bare
chalk ridges of Sarum, past geological ages had left a swathe of gravel beds.
Since then the descending river had carved a broad, shallow path southwards,
its banks becoming low gravel ridges clothed with trees, into which, over
countless centuries, it had gently deposited a rich alluvium. Between
Fordingbridge and Ringwood the valley was about two miles wide; and if the
placid river which now made its way through the lush fields was only a
trickle compared with its former state, it would sometimes, after the spring
rains, overflow its banks and cover all the surrounding meadows with a sheet
of sparkling water as if to remind the world that it was still the ancient owner
of the place.
Adela had never ridden out with a hunt like this and she felt excited. She
was also curious. Their destination, she knew, lay just over the eastern ridge
of the Avon valley; and part of the reason why she had begged to go that day
was the chance to explore this wild region about which she had often heard.
It was not long before they came to the foot of the ridge, passing a little
stream and a huge old oak tree standing alone. They walked their horses up a
winding track with oak and holly trees and scrub on either side. She noticed,
as they got higher, that there were patches of exposed gravel on the track.
Yet it still caught her unawares and made her give a little gasp of surprise
as, coming out over the top of the ridge, the wood abruptly ended and then,
suddenly, the horizon and the sky burst open all around her and she entered
another land entirely.
It was not what she had expected. Before her, as far as the eye could see,
lay a vast tract of brown heath. The sun, still low on the horizon, was starting
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with a yellowish stare to disperse the trails of morning mist that stretched like
strands of cobweb across the landscape. The bracken and heather-clad ridge
on to which they had emerged swept down long slopes on each side into
broad, shallow bottoms: a bog on the left; on the right, a gravelly stream with
grass verges. All around, the heather was dotted with bushes and brakes of
gorse in yellow flower. On another ridge, a mile away, a clump of holly trees
stood out against the skyline. And, past that, the next ridge was covered by
oak woodland, like the fringe behind her.
There was something else about the landscape too. As she glanced down at
the peaty topsoil by her horse’s hoofs, noticed the gravel stones there, which
were an almost luminous white, and then looked up again and sniffed the air,
she had a curious sense that, even though she could not see it, she was
somewhere near the sea.
Were there human habitations in this great wild waste? Were there hamlets,
isolated farmsteads or cottages? There must be, she supposed; but there were
none in sight. All was empty, quiet, primitive.
So this was King William the Conqueror’s New Forest.
Forest: a French term. It did not mean woodland, although huge woods lay
within its borders, but rather an area set apart – a reservation – for the king’s
hunting. Its deer, in particular, were protected by savage forest laws. Kill one
of the king’s deer and you lost your hand, even your life. And since the
Norman conqueror had only recently taken the region for his own, the New
Forest – Nova Foresta, in the Latin of official documents – the place was now
called.
Not that anything in the medieval world was supposed to be new. Ancient
precedent was sought for every innovation. Certainly the Saxon kings had
gone hunting in the area since time out of mind. So according to the Norman
conqueror the place had already been under a stern forest law two
generations earlier, in the good old days of King Canute, and he even
produced a charter to prove it.
The area he took for his New Forest was a huge wedge: from west to east it
stretched from the Avon valley almost twenty miles across to a great inlet that
came in from the sea. From north to south it descended gently for over twenty
miles in a series of gravelly shelves, from the chalk ridges east of Sarum all
the way down to a tract of wild marshland on the coast of the English
Channel. It was a mixed terrain, a great patchwork of heath and woodland,
grassy lawn and bog, over which little bands of men had wandered, settled,
made clearances and departed for so many thousands of years that it was no
longer possible to decipher with certainty whether any patch of the landscape
was fashioned by the design of God or the cruder hand of man. Most of the
land was peaty and acidic, and therefore poor; but here and there were tracts
of richer soil, which could be cultivated. The greatest oak woods lay in the
southern basin, often by boggy ground, and had probably not been disturbed
for over five thousand years.
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And then there was the other feature of the New Forest that Adela had
correctly sensed: the presence of the sea. Often the warm south-westerly
breezes carried a faint hint of salt air even to the northern parts of the Forest.
But the sea itself was nearly always hidden until one came out of the oak
woods on to the coastal marshes. One visible sign there was, however. For
opposite the eastern part of the Forest’s shore and divided from it by a threemile channel known as the Solent water, rose the friendly hump of the chalky
Isle of Wight. And from numerous vantage points, even from the high downs
below Sarum, one could look right across the whole basin of the Forest to see
the island beyond, misty and purple across the sea.
“Stop daydreaming! You’ll get left behind.”
Walter was facing her, looking embarrassed, and she realised that, to take
in the view, she had unconsciously pulled up and let the rest of the party
draw ahead.
“Sorry,” she said and they went forward, Walter trotting officiously at her
side.
She looked at him critically. With his small, curling moustache and slightly
stupid pale-blue eyes, how did Walter manage to insinuate himself
everywhere? Probably because, even though he had no special talent, it was
clear that he was doggedly determined to make himself useful to the powers
that be. Even his powerful in-laws might feel pleased that, if he was on their
side, he must think they were winning. Not a bad fellow to have in the family
in these uncertain times.
There were always political intrigues going on in the Norman world. When
King William the Conqueror had died a dozen years before, his inheritance
had been divided between his sons: red-haired William, known as Rufus, had
got England; Normandy had gone to Robert; a third son, Henry, received only
an income. But as even Adela knew, the situation was always uneasy. Many of
the great nobles had estates in both England and Normandy; but while Rufus
was a competent ruler, Robert was not and it was often said that Rufus would
take over Normandy one day. Yet Robert had his admirers. One great Norman
family who held some of the lands along the New Forest coast was said to like
him. And what of young Henry? He seemed contented with his lot, but was
he? The situation was further complicated by the fact that so far, neither
Rufus nor Robert had married and produced an heir. But when she had
innocently asked Walter when the King of England would marry, he had only
shrugged. “Who knows?” he had answered. “He prefers young men.”
Adela sighed to herself. Whatever turn events might take in the future, she
supposed Walter would be sure to know which was the winning side.
The party was making swift progress across the heath. Here and there she
noticed small groups of sturdy ponies eating grass or gorse. “They’re all over
the Forest,” Walter explained. “They look wild but many of them belong to
the peasants in the hamlets.” They were pretty little creatures and, judging by
the numbers she could see, there must be thousands of them in the Forest.
Cola and his sons led the way. If the king had reserved the New Forest for
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his deer, this was not only for his amusement. Of course, the sport was
excellent. Not only deer, but wild boar could be hunted. There were a few
wolves to be killed, too. When the king went hunting with his friends they
normally used bows. But the underlying need for the Forest was much more
practical. The king and his court, his men at arms, sometimes even his sailors,
had to be fed. They needed meat. Deer breed and grow rapidly. The venison
meat they produce is delicious and very lean. It could be salted – there were
salt beds by the coast – and sent all over the kingdom. The New Forest was a
deer farm.
It was a very professional one. Run by several foresters – some of them
Saxons like Cola, left in place because of their intimate knowledge of the area
– the Forest kept a stock of about seven thousand deer. When one of the royal
huntsmen led a party out to kill deer for the king, as Cola was doing today,
they would not rely on bows, but on a far more efficient method. Today
would be a great drive, or drift, with this and other parties fanning out over a
wide area and expertly driving the game before them towards a huge trap.
The trap, which was being set up at the royal manor of Lyndhurst in the
centre of the Forest, consisted of a long curving fence, which would funnel the
deer down towards an inclosure where they could be shot with bows or
caught in nets in large numbers. “It’s like a spiral seashell in the middle of the
Forest,” Walter had told her. “There’s no escape.”
Though cruelly efficient, it conjured up an image in her mind that was
magical and strangely mysterious.
They began to descend a slope towards a wood. On her right, she heard a
skylark singing and looked up at the pale-blue sky to find it. As she did so, she
realised Walter was speaking to her. “The trouble with you,” she heard him
start, before she closed her mind to the sound of his voice.
There was always so much the matter with her, according to Walter. “You
should try to walk more elegantly,” he would say. Or smile more. Or wear
another gown. “You’re not bad looking,” he had been good enough to tell her
the week before. “Even if some people would say you should be slimmer.”
This was a new fault. “Do they say that?” she had gently asked.
“No,” he had replied after consideration. “But I should think that they
might.”
Underlying all these criticisms, though, and the faint embarrassment her
presence clearly caused him, was the one great shortcoming she was
powerless to correct. I’m sure, she thought wryly, that if I had a huge dowry,
he would think me beautiful.
She could see the lark now: a tiny speck high over the ridge, its voice
descending, full-throated, clear as a bell. She smiled, then turned, as
something else caught her eye.
The figure riding over the heath was catching up with them rapidly. He
rode alone. He was wearing a hunting cap and was dressed in dark-green; but
even before she could see more of him, it was clear from the magnificent bay
he rode that this was no ordinary squire. With what an easy, powerful stride
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