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      El Doncel




 The Knight Who Loved Words

My name is Rodrigo
My story begins in Siguenza, a small village in Aragon; small, yes, but very important because it is home to Martin Vasquez de Arce, El Doncel. His tale is as noble as any you might hear from one of his own books. For you see words and knowledge were a dangerous, even deadly game, to be played out in secret in this country of ours, this country of book burners.

That morning as Martin and I prepared for one of our most pleasurable duties at the palace, we listened to the sound of the cathedral bells chiming noon.

“Rodrigo, do you remember the first day we gazed upon the royal library?”  


“Yes, My Lord,” I replied combing his stallion’s coat to a high gloss.  “Four hundred volumes, more than any library in Aragon.”


“But remember our secret, Amigo.”  Martin commanded as he turned and placed a beautiful leather-bound codex in my hand. “Now read this for me.”

“Of course, My Lord.” In a hushed voice, I read the words that had taken me many months to pronounce.

To Martin-Reader and Lover of Words



From-Queen Isabella of Aragon-1486


I placed the book in my master’s hand and turned to lead his stallion back into the stall. The horse nuzzled my hand for a carrot and Martin smiled. 

“Rodrigo, you can do such magic with the animals, even that nasty little spaniel of the queen’s. He will let only you touch him.”

“Yes, my lord. My mother told me before she died that my father had been a royal groom. I did not know him, but I am told I have his touch.”  


Martin extended his book once more, “And you, my friend have a doncel’s mind. Yes, a true scholar’s mind.  Teaching you to read is a great honor.” When he continued,  his voice was cautious. “Someday you will be able to reveal our secret. But not here. Not now. These are dangerous times, my friend.”

Now as we hurried along the steep cobbled streets of Siguenza, passing the city cathedral, there was yet another tension in the air.  War with the Moors was raging all around us, and Muslim manuscripts were being put to the torch. Hands that once held books now were busy with trowels, mud and clay. My master, only twenty-six years of age, was a commander. I was proud to be his armor bearer, but even prouder to be a listener to his tales, for he was a magician with words. 

“What book will you read to the queen today?” I asked excitedly as we neared the castle gates. Her majesty, Queen Isabella, was serious and devout about her duties to her country, but in other things, such as manuscripts and her favorite page, she showed much gaiety.


“A book of heroic quests,” Martin’s voice echoed as he brandished an invisible sword, “of knights and damsels in distress, and of adventurers bold.”

Queen Isabella of Aragon welcomed us into the royal rose garden where an illuminated manuscript glistened on the courtyard bench. Martin studied the book’s cover and his brow lifted, a slight smile on his lips.


“This one, Martin, something from ‘The Book of Hours,’ ” commanded the queen. Her blue eyes sparkled like periwinkles, while the tiny dog hidden inside her sleeve growled with displeasure.

My master knew all the tales to entertain the queen and make her laugh. I had watched them many days among her roses pour over words and solve riddles together.  This afternoon, he whispered in my ear as I watched the solemn queen walk among her prize roses.

“King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella have told me that I can read any of the books from their library. And I believe all knowledge is for the good no matter the religion.” 

“Your Majesty,” Martin began, “we have only just started this one and I must report to the Duke of the Infantry soon.”

“But you will finish the tale before then. Yes, Martin, you will finish or we will have to put you in the dungeon,” she answered with a sly smile. “?Vale?”

Martin bowed deeply then took the queen’s hand to kiss. “Sus deseos son ordenes, Su Majestad,” he answered with mock seriousness. Whatever her Majesty ordered. That was what Martin would do. But what would he do if the king gave an order for books to be burned? It had happened before.

Today, however as the raspberry scent of Spanish roses filled the air my master read to the queen, and she laughed.


As we walked home through the darkened streets of Siguenza Martin’s voice grew cautious once more. “Father has heard further rumors of war from the Mendoza family in Guadalajara. Our studies will have to stop for now. We must be vigilant.” 

Without warning, bright torches blazed in the alleyway behind the de Arce house. Then the rattle of armor and raised voices surrounded us as king’s men clamored through the courtyard, flinging open doors.

“Vamanos, we must hide the book.” Martin shouted as I dodged the soldiers and raced through the barn door. From the hay loft, I watched as soldier’s tossed volumes onto a hungry fire. A secret smile crossed my lips now, for safe inside my groom’s weskit, Martin’s precious words, warmed my skin. 

Outside in the dancing shadows of the roaring blaze stood my master, his sword drawn. One of the king’s men approached. Martin’s sword hilt, the very sword I had polished with pride earlier, came crashing down on the officer’s helmet. Queen Isabella, her red hair glowing in the firelight, rode from the shadows. 


“Alto!” she shouted in their direction. Martin turned and bowed to the queen as ashes and smoke from many volumes filled the night air.  

 “Andale, Rodrigo, we must save as many as we can.” His voice roared into the silence of the barn as I watched the king’s men ride back into the shadows. Our swords now became pitchforks reaching and stabbing at the singed pages.


“Here, My Lord,” I coughed through the smoke, “here is your book. It is safe for now.” But what would the future bring? 

The next morning Martin met me in the barn and this time his eyes were filled with concern, his brow furrowed. 


“My friend, I am afraid the rumor is true. I must be off with the duke. The Moors have begun to ambush Bishop Osorio and other Christians on their pilgrimage to Elvira. We need all our reinforcements.” 


 The clank of armor surprised me as I reached for Martin’s chain mail. “Commander de Arce!”  Now the duke, in full battle armor, stood before us. Four knights, on restless chargers appeared behind him like fierce mountains. 

 “My squire will accompany me,” Martin called in my direction. “We will report to our station immediately. With shaking hands I rushed to help Martin assemble his armor.  I was afraid. Afraid for the queen, afraid for our secret to be revealed, afraid for Siguenza, but most of all afraid for Martin. 


“You will guard our secret, Rodrigo,” whispered Martin as I handed him his sword and lance, “and tell no one yet.”

He turned and I set my hands to give him a leg up, his battle charger prancing under my hands. The Red Cross of Santiago blazed across his shield. His broad jaw set defiantly, he said bravely. “It is my honor to guard Bishop Osorio through the Vega.” 

And as his armor bearer my duty lay with my master. “My Lord, I wish to accompany you on the battlefield. I have trained for many years. This battle is mine too.” 


Looking down at me with his pale, battle-weary eyes, Martin at last replied, “Yes, it is time for you, Rodrigo. The Vega awaits.” 

 Martin and I galloped along with his small battalion of riders bringing up the rear to guard the bishop. As the Duke of the Infantry and his two groups of well-armed men passed along the river Guadaxenil all seemed peaceful. A beautiful day for a battle, I thought.


Suddenly a red Moorish lance grazed Martin tearing apart the chain mail of his shoulder. Two Red Cross knights fell as arrows pierced their armor. 

My master wheeled around and slew the captain of the Moorish janassaries as their company rushed past on fleet Arab steeds. His lance pierced the side of a second and shattered. His stallion fell. I watched in astonishment as he wrapped his hand in the mane of another and threw himself aboard. Men and horses screamed. The flash of swords above my head were like bright deadly lighting bolts.

At the river crossing the Moors attacked again. They had cut a circular ditch to trap the bishop’s party by water.  I soon realized that we were all trapped by the invaders. Trapped and outnumbered! Finally, my sword found its voice. Dodging a Moorish lance, I swung my sword down on the neck of a janassarie, all the while trying to locate my master. 

I could not take my eyes from the scene before me. There on a craggy hill stood Martin and a giant Moor with the fiercest face I had ever seen. Before I could toss Martin my sword the Moor gave him a blow to the chest that I knew would be his last.


“Martin!” I shouted as I struggled across the battlefield to reach his side. My master’s face was calm although blood poured from his wound. “Rodrigo, my friend,” his voice whispered, “my wise frie….” With great effort he tried to reach something beneath his armor. I put my hand inside and drew out a bound package, not yet blood soaked. 


“Rodrigo, you must take this off the battlefield. It is yours now. You must take it. Take it away from war and hate. You must…..you must…” 
……………………………………………………………………………………………


In my steady hand I held Martin’s book.  I stood once again in the castle rose garden. This time I was not afraid. Softly at first, I began to read the words, words learned in secret, words only a knight was allowed to pronounce. A knight’s book: a book that escaped the battlefield to comfort a queen.

Although my voice was not musical like Martin’s, I continued.  I stumbled over a word here, a phrase there.

 Gradually, the queen’s tears stopped. It was silent as I, Rodrigo, read the magnificent words. Yes, magical powerful words, words that could illuminate and comfort. 

My tears could wait for I would honor my master- El Doncel-my master-The Knight who loved words.    

