OF ARTHUR'S BIRTH AND HOW HE BECAME KING
Retold by Beatrice Clay
Long years ago, there ruled over Britain a king called Uther Pendragon. A mighty prince was he, and
feared by all men; yet when he sought the love of the fair Igraine of Cornwall, she would have naught
to do with him, so that, from grief and disappointment, Uther fell sick, and at last seemed like to die.
Now in those days, there lived a famous magician named Merlin, so powerful that he could change his
form at will, or even make himself invisible; nor was there any place so remote that he could not reach
it at once, merely by wishing himself there. One day, suddenly he stood at Uther's bedside, and said:
"Sir king, I know thy grief, and am ready to help thee. Only promise to give me, at his birth, the son
that shall be born to thee, and thou shalt have thy heart's desire." To this the king agreed joyfully, and
Merlin kept his word: for he gave Uther the form of one whom Igraine had loved dearly, and so she
took him willingly for her husband.
When the time had come that a child should be born to the king and queen, Merlin appeared before
Uther to remind him of his promise; and Uther swore it should be as he had said. Three days later, a
prince was born, and, with pomp and ceremony, was christened by the name of Arthur; but immediately
thereafter, the king commanded that the child should be carried to the postern-gate, there to be given to
the old man who would be found waiting without.
Not long after, Uther fell sick, and he knew that his end was come; so, by Merlin's advice, he called
together his knights and barons, and said to them: "My death draws near. I charge you, therefore, that
ye obey my son even as ye have obeyed me; and my curse upon him if he claim not the crown when he
is a man grown." Then the king turned his face to the wall and died.
Scarcely was Uther laid in his grave before disputes arose. Few of the nobles had seen Arthur or even
heard of him, and not one of them would have been willing to be ruled by a child; rather, each thought
himself fitted to be king, and, strengthening his own castle, made war on his neighbors until confusion
alone was supreme, and the poor groaned because there was none to help them.
Now when Merlin carried away Arthur—for Merlin was the old man who had stood at the postern-gate
—he had known all that would happen, and had taken the child to keep him safe from the fierce barons
until he should be of age to rule wisely and well, and perform all the wonders prophesied of him. He
gave the child to the care of the good knight Sir Ector to bring up with his son Kay, but revealed not to
him that it was the son of Uther Pendragon that was given into his charge.
At last, when years had passed and Arthur was grown a tall youth well skilled in knightly exercises,
Merlin went to the Archbishop of Canterbury and advised him that he should call together at
Christmas-time all the chief men of the realm to the great cathedral in London; "for," said Merlin,
"there shall be seen a great marvel by which it shall be made clear to all men who is the lawful king of
this land." The archbishop did as Merlin counselled. Under pain of a fearful curse, he bade the barons
and knights come to London to keep the feast, and to pray heaven to send peace to the realm.
The people hastened to obey the archbishop's commands, and, from all sides, barons and knights came
riding in to keep the birth-feast of Our Lord. And when they had prayed, and were coming forth from
the cathedral they saw a strange sight. There, in the open space before the church, stood, on a great
stone, an anvil thrust through with a sword; and on the stone were written these words: "Whoso can
draw forth this sword is rightful King of Britain born."
At once there were fierce quarrels, each man clamoring to be the first to try his fortune, none doubting
his success. Then the archbishop decreed that each should make the venture in turn, from the greatest

baron to the least knight; and each in turn, having put forth his utmost strength, failed to move the
sword one inch, and drew back ashamed. So the archbishop dismissed the company, and having
appointed guards to watch over the stone, sent messengers through all the land to give word of great
jousts to be held in London at Easter, when each knight could give proof of his skill and courage, and
try whether the adventure of the sword was for him.
Among those who rode to London at Easter was the good Sir Ector, and with him his son, Sir Kay,
newly made a knight, and the young Arthur. When the morning came that the jousts should begin, Sir
Kay and Arthur mounted their horses and set out for the lists; but before they reached the field, Kay
looked and saw that he had left his sword behind. Immediately Arthur turned back to fetch it for him,
only to find the house fast shut, for all were gone to view the tournament. Sore vexed was Arthur,
fearing lest his brother Kay should lose his chance of gaining glory, till, of a sudden, he bethought him
of the sword in the great anvil before the cathedral. Thither he rode with all speed, and the guards
having deserted their post to view the tournament, there was none to forbid him the adventure. He
leaped from his horse, seized the hilt, and instantly drew forth the sword as easily as from a scabbard;
then, mounting his horse and thinking no marvel of what he had done, he rode after his brother and
handed him the weapon.
When Kay looked at it, he saw at once that it was the wondrous sword from the stone. In great joy he
sought his father, and showing it to him, said: "Then must I be King of Britain." But Sir Ector bade him
say how he came by the sword, and when Sir Kay told how Arthur had brought it to him, Sir Ector bent
his knee to the boy, and said: "Sir, I perceive that ye are my king, and here I tender you my homage;"
and Kay did as his father. Then the three sought the archbishop, to whom they related all that had
happened; and he, much marvelling, called the people together to the great stone, and bade Arthur
thrust back the sword and draw it forth again in the presence of all, which he did with ease. But an
angry murmur arose from the barons, who cried that what a boy could do, a man could do; so, at the
archbishop's word, the sword was put back, and each man, whether baron or knight, tried in his turn to
draw it forth, and failed. Then, for the third time, Arthur drew forth the sword. Immediately there arose
from the people a great shout: "Arthur is King! Arthur is King! We will have no King but Arthur;" and,
though the great barons scowled and threatened, they fell on their knees before him while the
archbishop placed the crown upon his head, and swore to obey him faithfully as their lord and
sovereign.
Thus Arthur was made King; and to all he did justice, righting wrongs and giving to all their dues. Nor
was he forgetful of those that had been his friends; for Kay, whom he loved as a brother, he made
seneschal and chief of his household, and to Sir Ector, his foster father, he gave broad lands.

THE SWORD EXCALIBUR
By Sir Thomas Malory
Merlin took up King Arthur, and rode forth with him upon the knight's horse. As they rode King Arthur
said, "I have no sword." "No matter," said Merlin, "hereby is a sword that shall be yours, Sir King." So
they rode till they came to a lake, which was a fair water and a broad; and in the midst of the lake King
Arthur was aware of an arm clothed in white samite, that held a fair sword in the hand. "Lo," said
Merlin unto the king, "yonder is the sword that I spake of." With that they saw a damsel going upon the
lake. "What damsel is that?" said the king. "That is the Lady of the Lake," said Merlin, "and within that
lake is a reach, and therein is as fair a place as any is on earth, and richly beseen; and this damsel will
come to you anon, and then speak fair to her that she will give you that sword." Therewith came the
damsel to King Arthur and saluted him, and he her again. "Damsel," said the king, "what sword is that
which the arm holdeth yonder above the water? I would it were mine, for I have no sword." "Sir king,"
said the damsel of the lake, "that sword is mine, and if ye will give me a gift when I ask it you, ye shall
have it."—"By my faith," said King Arthur, "I will give you any gift that you will ask or desire."
"Well," said the damsel, "go ye into yonder barge, and row yourself unto the sword, and take it and the
scabbard with you; and I will ask my gift when I see my time." So King Arthur and Merlin alighted,
tied their horses to two trees, and so they went into the barge. And when they came to the sword that
the hand held, King Arthur took it up by the handles, and took it with him: and the arm and the hand
went under the water, and so King Arthur came to the land, and rode forth. * * * Then the king looked
upon the sword, and liked it passing well. "Whether liketh you better," said Merlin, "the sword or the
scabbard?" "Me liketh better the sword," said King Arthur.—"Ye are more unwise," said Merlin; "for
the scabbard is worth ten of the sword; for while ye have the scabbard upon you ye shall lose no blood,
be ye never so sore wounded; therefore keep well the scabbard alway with you."
* * * Then Arthur proclaimed that all the lords, knights, and gentlemen of arms, should draw unto a
castle, that was called in those days Camelot, and the king would have a council-general and a great
joust. So when the king was come thither, with all his baronage, and lodged as them seemed best, there
came a damsel, sent on message from the great Lady Lily, of Avilion; and, when she came before King
Arthur, she told him from whom she came, and how she was sent on message unto him for these
causes. And she let her mantle fall, that was richly furred, and then she was girded with a noble sword,
whereof the king had great marvel, and said, "Damsel, for what cause are ye gird with that sword? It
beseemeth you not." "Now shall I tell you," said the damsel. "This sword, that I am gird withal, doth
me great sorrow and remembrance; for I may not be delivered of this sword but by a good knight; and
he must be a passing good man of his hands and of his deeds, and without villany or treachery. If I may
find such a knight that hath all these virtues, he may draw out this sword of the scabbard. For I have
been at King Rience; for it was told that there were passing good knights, and he and all his knights
have assayed it, and none can speed."
"This is a great marvel," said King Arthur, "and if besooth, I will myself assay to draw out the sword;
not presuming upon myself that I am the best knight, but that I will begin to draw at your sword, in
giving example to all the barons, that they shall assay every one after other, when I have assayed."
Then King Arthur took the sword by the scabbard and girdle and pulled at it eagerly, but the sword
would not out. "Sir," said the damsel, "ye need not pull half so hard; for he that shall pull it out shall do
it with little might." "Ye say well," said King Arthur: "now assay ye, all my barons; but beware ye be
not defiled with shame, treachery, nor guile."—"Then it will not avail," said the damsel; "for he must

be a clean knight, without villany, and of gentle stream of father's side and mother's side." Most of all
the barons of the Round Table, that were there at that time, assayed all in turn, but none might speed.
Wherefore the damsel made great sorrow out of measure, and said, "Alas! I weened in this court had
been the best knights, without treachery or treason." "By my faith," said King Arthur, "here are as good
knights as I deem any be in the world; but their grace is not to help you, wherefore I am greatly
displeased."
It happened so, at that time, that there was a poor knight with King Arthur, that had been prisoner with
him half a year and more, for slaying of a knight, which was cousin to King Arthur. The knight was
named Balin le Savage: and by good means of the barons he was delivered out of prison; for he was a
good man named of his body, and he was born in Northumberland. And so he went privily into the
court, and saw this adventure, whereof his heart rose, and would assay it as other knights did; but for
because he was poor, and poorly arrayed, he put him not far in press. But in his heart he was fully
assured (if his grace happened him) as any knight that was there. And, as that damsel took her leave of
King Arthur and the barons, this knight, Balin, called unto her, and said, "Damsel, I pray you of your
courtesy, to suffer me as well to assay as these lords; though I be poorly clothed, in mine heart
meseemeth I am fully assured as some of these other lords, and meseemeth in my heart to speed right
well." The damsel beheld the poor knight, and saw he was a likely man; but, because of his poor array,
she thought he should be of no worship without villany or treachery. And then she said to the knight
Balin, "Sir, it is no need to put me to any more pain or labour; for beseemeth not you to speed there as
others have failed." "Ah, fair damsel," said Balin, "worthiness and good graces and good deeds are not
all only in raiment, but manhood and worship is hid within man's person; and many a worshipful knight
is not known unto all people; and therefore worship and hardiness is not in raiment and
clothing."—"By God!" said the damsel, "ye say truth; therefore ye shall assay to do what ye may."
Then Balin took the sword by the girdle and scabbard, and drew it out easily; and when he looked upon
the sword, it pleased him well. * * * Anon after Balin sent for his horse and his armour, and so would
depart from the court, and took his leave of King Arthur.
The meanwhile that this knight was making him ready to depart, there came into the court a lady, which
hight the Lady of the Lake, and she came on horseback, richly beseen, and saluted King Arthur, and
there asked him a gift that he had promised her when she gave him the sword.
"That is sooth," said King Arthur, "a gift I promised you; but I have forgotten the name of the sword
which ye gave me." "The name of it," said the lady, "is Excalibur; that is as much to say cut-steel."—
"Ye say well," said King Arthur. "Ask what ye will, and ye shall have it, if it lie in my power to give it."
"Well," said the Lady of the Lake, "I ask the head of the knight that hath won the sword, or else the
damsel's head that brought it. And though I have both their heads I care not; for he slew my brother, a
full good knight and true, and the gentlewoman was causer of my father's death."—"Truly," said King
Arthur, "I may not grant you either of their heads with my worship; therefore ask what ye will else, and
I shall fulfil your desire." "I will ask none other thing of you," said the lady. When Balin was ready to
depart, he saw the Lady of the Lake there, by whose means was slain his own mother, and he had
sought her three years. And when it was told him that she demanded his head of King Arthur, he went
straight to her, and said, "Evil be ye found. Ye would have my head, and therefore ye shall lose yours!"
And with his sword lightly he smote off her head, in the presence of King Arthur. "Alas! for shame,"
said the king. "Why have you done so? You have shamed me and all my court. For this was a lady that I
was much beholden unto; and hither she came under my safe conduct. I shall never forgive you that

trespass." "My lord," said Balin, "me forethinketh much of your displeasure; for this lady was the
untruest lady living; and by her enchantment and witchcraft she hath been the destroyer of many good
knights, and she was the causer that my mother was burnt, through her falsehood and treachery." Then
King Arthur and all his court made great dole, and had great shame of the death of the Lady of the
Lake. Then the king full richly buried her.
* * * "My time hieth fast," said King Arthur unto Sir Bedivere; "therefore take thou Excalibur, my
good sword, and go with it unto yonder water-side; and when thou comest there, I charge thee, throw
my sword into that water, and come again and tell me what thou shalt see there." "My lord," said Sir
Bedivere, "your command shall be done, and lightly bring you word again." And so Sir Bedivere
departed, and by the way he beheld that noble sword, where the pommel and the haft were all of
precious stones. And then he said to himself, "If I throw this rich sword into the water, thereof shall
never come good, but harm and loss." And then Sir Bedivere hid Excalibur under a tree; and as soon as
he might, he came again unto King Arthur, and said he had been at the water. "What sawest thou
there?" said the king. "Sir," said he, "I saw nothing but waves and wind."—"That is untruly said of
thee," said King Arthur. "Therefore go thou lightly, and do my command; as thou art to me life and
dear, spare not, but throw it in." Then Sir Bedivere returned again, and took the sword in his hand; and
then he thought it sin and shame to throw away that noble sword: and so after he hid the sword and
returned again, and told the king that he had been at the water and done his command. "What saw ye
there?" said the king. "Sir," said he, "I saw nothing but the water lap and waves wan."—"Ah! traitor
untrue," said King Arthur, "now hast thou betrayed me two times, who would have weened that thou
that hast been unto me so self and dear, and thou art named a noble knight, and wouldest betray me for
the rich sword. But now go again lightly, for thy long tarrying putteth me in great jeopardy of my life,
for I have taken cold; and but if thou do as I command thee, and if ever I may see thee, I shall slay thee
with mine own hands, for thou wouldest for my rich sword see me dead." Then Sir Bedivere departed
and went to the sword and lightly took it up and went to the water's side, and there he bound the girdle
about the belts. And then he threw the sword into the water as far as he might, and there came an arm
and a hand above the water, and met it and caught it, and so shook it thrice and brandished. And then
the hand vanished away with the sword in the water.
So Sir Bedivere came again to the king, and told him what he had seen. "Alas!" said the king, "help me
from hence; for I dread me I have tarried over long." Then Sir Bedivere took King Arthur upon his
back, and so went with him to the water's side; and, when they were at the water's side, even fast by the
bank hovered a little barge, with many fair ladies in it: and among them all was a queen, and they all
had black hoods; and they wept and shrieked when they saw King Arthur.
"Now put me into the barge," said the king. And so he did softly, and there received him three queens
with great mourning; and so these three queens sat them down, and in one of their laps King Arthur laid
his head. And then that queen said: "Ah! dear brother, why have ye tarried so long from me? Alas! this
wound on your head hath taken overmuch cold." And so then they rowed from the land; and Sir
Bedivere cried, "Ah! my lord Arthur, what shall become of me now ye go from me, and leave me here
alone among mine enemies?" "Comfort thyself," said King Arthur, "and do as well as thou mayest; for
in me is no trust for to trust in: for I will into the vale of Avilion, for to heal me of my grievous wound;
and, if thou never hear more of me, pray for my soul."
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