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King Arthur and the Knights
of the Round Table



I KING ARTHUR AND THE KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE

Introduction

The legends about King Arthur are very old. We think they
started as stories about a real Celtic war leader who fought
against the Anglo-Saxons landing in Britain between the years
400 and 600. A historian, Nennius, wrote about him three
hundred years later, when the story-tellers had already had
time to add to the truth.

It was perhaps from Nennius that Geoffrey of Monmouth
got any facts that there may be in his “history” of Britain (about
1100). But we think the legends were already mixed with the
romantic dreams of the story-tellers. Geoffrey of Monmouth
added some of his own dreams, we believe.

The stories about King Arthur were told in the west of
England, in Wales, and in Brittany. Those are the parts of Europe
that the Celts were driven to by people from the north and east.

In the Middle Ages, about 1000 to 1500, there was great
interest in romantic stories of the kind the Arthurian legends
had become. Writers and story-tellers in several European
countries added their own colour. They described the knights
and ladies of their own time. Even the castles, armour, lances
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| KING ARTHUR AND THE KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE

and shields they described were those of the Middle Ages, not
those of a war leader of a thousand years before their time.

Wace of Jersey, a French writer, added the “Round Table”.
And legends about other men and women, gods and goddesses,
magicians and fairies got changed to make them fit into the
King Arthur “cycle” of romances.

People in France and Britain, and in other parts of Europe,
began to think up and write their own stories about the knights
and ladies of King Arthur’s court, One of the best-known British
stories of this kind is Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. We don’t
know who wrote it. It was written before 1400 in very fine
poetry.

The first book of stories of King Arthur and the knights
of his Round Table to be printed was the Morte d’Arthur of Sir
Thomas Malory. Caxton printed it in 1484 (he had set up the
first printing house in England in 1476). It is not in poetry but
in very good clear English of the time. It is a putting together
of the best-known Arthurian stories of Malory’s time. Most of
them were translated by him from the French.

The stories in this book are taken from Malory’s book. We
have made some changes for readers of modern English, and
you may be interested to see (with only the spelling moder-
nised) a sentence:

Whoso pulleth out this sword of this stone...
is rightwise King born of all England.
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Whoso pulleth out this sword of this stone.. . .
is rightwise King born of all England.
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CHAPTER 1

Arthur and Merlin

» QUESTIONS BEFORE READING -

What was Uther?

What was Merlin?

Who married Igraine?

Who gave Arthur to Sir Ector?

What was in the stone, and what was on the stone?

What could none of the great men do?

What did Sir Kay and Arthur want to do?

How many times did Arthur take the sword from the
stone?

» Who became King Arthur’s wife?

» What would happen if a bad man sat in the Seat Perilous?
L ' )
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I KING ARTHUR AND THE KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE

Once there was a king in Britain called King Uther. He was a
great and good king. He loved the beautiful Princess lIgraine,
and he wanted to marry her, but she did not love him. He was
very sad, and everyone thought that he would die.

There was a magician named Merlin. He could change
himself into any animal or bird; he could change so that no one
could see him. He could go from place to place by magic. One
day Merlin came to King Uther. He said, “King Uther, | will help
you. You shall marry Princess Igraine, and she will have a son. |
will help you if you will give that son to me.”

“I will give him to you,” said the king.

So King Uther married Igraine, and they had a son. They
named the son, Arthur. When Arthur was three days old, a very
old man was seen at the door of the king’s house. It was Merlin.
Then King Uther took the child in his arms and went out and
gave him to Merlin.

Soon after that, King Uther became very ill. He knew that
he was going to die. Then Merlin said, “Call all your knights and
great men and tell them, ‘My son, Arthur, will be king after me!””
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I KING ARTHOR AND THE KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE

King Uther did that before he died. But all the knights and
great men began to fight: each wanted to make himself king.
Merlin took Arthur away. He gave the child to a good knight
named Sir Ector. Arthur grew up with Sir Ector’s son, Kay, and
became a man.

When Arthur was a man, Merlin went to the archbishop
(the head of the Church) and said, “Call all the great men of
Britain to London. Then they shall see the man who will be their
king.”

All the great men came to London. They went into the
church, and the archbishop spoke to them. When they came
out of the church they saw in front of the church door a great
stone. There was a sword in the stone, and there was writing on
the stone:

THE MAN WHO CAN TAKE THIS SWORD OUT OF THE

STONE IS THE KING OF BRITAIN
All the knights tried, one after another, to take the sword out of
the stone, but none of them could do it. The sword would not
come out.

At the same time there was a great joust in London. All
the great knights jousted in it. They began on their horses with
spears. They rode quickly, and met—CRASH! Some knights fell
off their horses, and then they fought on foot with swords.

Sir Ector went to the joust with Sir Kay and Arthur. The two
young men wanted to joust, but Sir Kay had no sword. Arthur
said, “There is a sword in a stone outside a church. | saw it on
the way here. I'll get it and fight with it, and you can have my
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I KING ARTHUR AND THE KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE

sword, Sir Kay.”

They rode to the church. Arthur got off his horse; he took
the sword in his hand—and it came out of the stone.

They went back to the field. When Sir Ector saw the sword,
he kissed Arthur’s hand and said, “You are my king.”

They went to the archbishop. Then the archbishop called
all the knights.

The archbishop said, “Put the sword back into the stone.”
Arthur put the sword back into the stone. All the knights tried
again to take it out, but it did not move.

Arthur took it out again. So they cried out, “Arthur is king!
Arthur is king!”

They all went into the church, and the archbishop made
Arthur King of Britain.

So Arthur became king. He married, the most beautiful
lady in England, Princess Guinevere, and she became his queen.

Then Merlin made the Round Table.

There were one hundred and fifty places at the table.
Each knight had his name written in his place. There were one
hundred and twenty-eight knights at the table. As time went on
other brave and good knights carhe, and King Arthur gave them
places. One place was not filled for a long time. That place was
for a knight who had never done any bad thing to anyone. It was
called the “Seat Perilous”: if a bad man sat in it, he would die.
After many years Sir Galahad came and was given that place.
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