Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

Long ago, in a place called Camelot, the great King Arthur was celebrating Christmas. Sharing the King's celebrations were the Knights of the Round Table, the most honourable men in all the lands. They were known far and wide for their bravery and courage. The youngest of these knights was Arthur’s own nephew, Sir Gawain.


During the feast, as the king raised his cup he wished aloud that they might have some wonderful mystery or adventure. Before he had time to put his cup back on the table, the knights all gasped in astonishment as there rode into the hall the strangest man they had ever seen. The visitor was extremely tall and his face was fierce. His red eyes glowered like beacons from beneath great bristly eyebrows and over his broad chest hung a green beard, as big as a bush. His coat, hood and trousers were green as was his horse. In one hand he held a green holly bough and in the other, a huge razor sharp axe. The axe handle was richly decorated in gold and green. The knights were dumbfounded. The king invited the stranger to join them at the table but he replied that he had not come to feast but to prove, once and for all, the courage of the famous knights before him. “If it is battle you seek," replied the king, “I will gladly accept your invitation.” 
"No Sire," said the Green Knight, "I come not to fight but to challenge. I want to know if any man here is bold enough to fetch one blow at me with this axe, on condition that, in a year and a day, he shall stand a blow from my hand.” 
All the knights were silent; no one cared to offer him an exchange of blows. The Green Knight looked scornfully around those assembled.  Stung by shame, the King cried out that he would take up the challenge. 

The Green Knight leapt like a cat from his horse and put the axe in Arthur’s hand but the Knights pulled him away saying it was no adventure for a king. “Give me the chance,” begged Sir Gawain. The young man was keen to help his king. The others backed him and, reluctantly, Arthur withdrew his challenge. “Nephew," said the king, "take care that you put all your heart and strength in the stroke, so he can never repay you." The Green Knight smiled grimly. “It suits me well," he said, "to take a blow from thee, but first you must swear that you will seek me out in twelve months and a day, so I can give back what I received from you." Sir Gawain gave his word and the giant pulled loose his hood and pushed aside his hair to expose his neck. Stroking his great beard he awaited, unconcerned, what was to come.

The young man grasped the heavy axe, heaved it high and delivered it with all the strength of his arm. The razor sharp axe came down on the brawny neck with a swoosh, sheering through skin and bone so the heavy head fell to the floor. But the giant stood firm and, without flinching, picked up his head and sprang onto his horse. The king gasped in amazement, the queen screamed and the knights fell into a sudden stunned silence. As he rode from the hall, head in his hands, his eyes fixed themselves on Sir Gawain. "I have thy word," he said. "Do not fail to seek me out; you will find me at the Green Chapel.” 


After a year had passed, Sir Gawain went in search of the Green Chapel, he climbed many a hill and crossed muddy marshes and raging rivers; he battled bears, wolves and serpents but kept travelling. It was a harsh, spiteful winter and the brave knight often had to sleep in the open, pelted by sleet and rain. He stopped regularly to ask after the Green Knight but none had heard of such a man. Finally, on Christmas Eve, he found himself lost in a great mossy forest. He prayed that he may be guided to a place to rest. As he opened his eyes he saw, in the glow of the setting sun, a noble castle appear like an oasis on a distant hill. Spurring on his weary horse, he galloped towards the fortress. The lord of the castle met Sir Gawain with a hearty welcome. Sir Gawain was shown to a beautiful chamber full of rich tapestries. After he had dressed in his best attire, he joined the Christmas gathering. At the table was the lord, his beautiful lady, many knights and dames and, at the far end of the table, sat a wrinkled old crone. 

For three days he enjoyed the festivities. Then he went to his host to say his farewells. He explained he must be on his way for he needed to find a place known as the Green Chapel. His host, however, assured him it was near at hand. Gawain was pleased to hear his journey was nearly at an end and readily agreed to stay for a further three days.

During the next three days, the lady of the castle who had grown to like Sir Gawain offered him her green silk scarf. When he refused, she said, "My knight, you must face many foes. This is a magic scarf; it has the power to protect whoever wears it against any weapon." So he accepted the gift. He spent the rest of the day in the company of the old crone. But he felt uneasy, it was as if her eyes could see right through him. Gawain’s heart was heavy, for the time was drawing near when he must leave the castle. He slept ill that night. As the cock’s crow heralded the new day, he dressed carefully, taking care to wrap around him the green scarf. He waved goodbye to his host and set out in into the dark stormy morning. A bitter, unforgiving wind howled and danced around him, taking his breath away. A servant had been provided to guide his way. Together they went by rugged cliffs and dark moors.

Eventually he came to a crag and saw in front of him the overgrown mouth of a dark cave. Sharp teeth jutted out dangerously from the opening and he shuddered as he tethered his horse to a tree and went inside. Immediately, there was a fearful clattering of rock and standing in front of the young man was the enormous figure of the Green Knight bearing an axe - his huge, hairy head firmly back on his shoulders.
"Welcome to my home, you have timed your travels well," said the Green Knight. "Now prepare to make good our bargain."
Sir Gawain bravely removed his helmet and bent forward but, as the axe was raised, he could not help but flinch. 
"Ha," said the Green Knight, "he flinches before he is hurt."
"When my head comes off I cannot put it back," said Gawain. "But I gave my word and will not flinch again." 
Once more the giant brandished the axe.
"Strike and be done," said Gawain.
"Have patience," jeered the Giant and he heaved the heavy axe up into the air. This time the knight did not flinch or cry out as the sharp axe whistled through the air and onto his neck splitting the skin. 

It was a few moments before a stunned Gawain realised that, apart from a few drops blood, he was unharmed. He turned to see, leaning on his axe, not the Green Knight but the Lord of the Castle. "My brave knight, I came to see if you were a man of your word. The cut on your neck is for the scarf that you took but did not tell me about”. 
Sir Gawain stood confused by his own weakness and the generosity of his host. Unfastening the scarf, he offered it to his host. "Keep the scarf," said the Knight, "as a token of this adventure. The debt is cleared."


The knight introduced himself as Sir Berblake. "Morgan le Fay, your own aunt, gave me the magic charms to challenge Arthur’s court," he said. "She was disguised as the old crone you saw." He bid Gawain return to the castle to get better acquainted with his aunt but Gawain politely refused, he had experienced enough magic for the moment.
He made his way home and was greeted with great joy. The scar on his neck remained as the only evidence of his adventure. 


As for the lady's green scarf, he wore it as a reminder, should he ever get too proud, of his faint heartedness. And all the knights agreed, for Gawain’s sake, to wear also a green belt as, even the bravest man alive, they felt, would have shrunk from such a fate.
