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Family Journey, A.D. 781

USK WAS coming down as the head of the long
train of men and horses and baggage mules
reached the summit of the pass. A strong wind blew
up there, whistling across the roof of Europe, whirl-

ing the sudden snow into blinding spirals that pow-
dered the thick fur cloaks and hoods of the travelers,
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2 SON OF CHARLEMAGNE

lay upon their shoulders, and whitened even their
eyelashes. The King’s fair beard sparkled where the
snowy particles had frozen diamond-hard.

Everyone had dismounted long ago. The horses
had to be cajoled along the narrow slippery tracks
that were barely tracks at all. Only the mules went
blithely; many had had their packs removed because
the bulk was too great, and these were being man-
handled over this worst section of the mountain jour-
ney. There was a great deal of shouting and swearing
and praying among the men. But the end of the
journey was in sight. Soon they would be dropping
down into the plain of Lombardy. The last part of
the route would be child’s play. By the time the re-
turn journey was made flowers would have replaced
the snow.

Carl found it difficult to walk, the snow was so
deep here at the head of the pass. He would have
liked to catch hold of his father’s cloak to help himself
along, but he was ashamed to appear so babyish. He
glanced back over his shoulder, his breath making a
thick misty cloud about his head, and saw that his
sister Bertha was being carried by Anghilbert; they
were laughing and talking together and Berthas cheeks,
whipped by the cold air, shone like apples. Behind
them strode the tall Duke Eric, the King’s close friend,
with Carloman held high against his shoulder. Carl
waved to his brother, and young Carloman waved back.
There was no sign of Rhotrud, the elder sister. She
was probably much farther back, helping their mother
with Lewis, the youngest child, who was only three
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years old. Pepin would be there too; he was the eldest
of all, half brother to the rest, but he never managed
very well on journeys of this kind.

Just before the summit was reached the King looked
back to Carl, who was panting a bit as he plowed
along. The tall, striding man paused and held out
his hand.

“We’ll do better if we give one another a hand,
my son,” he said, smiling over his frosty beard. “This
is enough to tax the strongest of us.”

Carl said nothing, but he glanced up gratefully at
his father, then clasped his hand in its great fur mitt.

“We shall soon be in shelter,” the King said. “Be-
low that great mound of stones the ground drops
away and we shall be out of the wind. We will camp
there for the night.”

Still breathless, young Carl only nodded. He looked
toward the pile of stones that reared up out of the
snowy twilight, standing harsh and black against the
purple sky.

“Look the other way as you pass,” his father told
Carl. “This is where men once worshiped Jupiter, the
pagan god of the ancient Romans. That mound of
stones is a place of prayer and sacrifice. One day we
will come here in fair weather and scatter the stones
and we will raise the Cross in its place.”

As they skirted the mighty pile, the King drew
Carl within the shelter of his blue cloak, holding its
folds against his cheek, as though he would protect
his son against an evil which might still linger in

that desolate place.
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Soon, as the King had promised, they came to shel-
ter. A score of men were there already, knowing the
camping ground of old. They were preparing a resting
place and they had fires burning. In the increasing
dusk the flames leaped comfortingly against the snow.
The cold wind, the threatening stone mound, the sin-
ister crags of the mountain’s head were left behind.
Gradually the whole party assembled. More and more
fires sprang into life and the air hummed with the
cheerful sound of men busy about making themselves
secure against the night. Soon the smell of roasting
meat added to the feeling of rest and relaxation.

Against the convenient shelter of rocks six or seven
feet high, a tent of skins had been pitched for the
King’s wife and children; he himself would sleep out-
side, rolled in his cloak by the fire, a soldier among
soldiers. Carl, who had been dodging about among
the men and amusing himself with the idea that he,
too, was one of them, went at last to find his mother
and his brothers and sisters.

“We thought you were lost,” his mother said as
he strode in and stamped his feet boldly, scattering
the snow, so that Rhotrud shrieked and drew aside
her skirts. “Come into the warm, my darling. We shall
soon have our supper.”

It was snug in the tent, with skins on the snowy
floor and a brazier by the door. Bertha stood warm-
ing her feet and chattering.

“Anghilbert told me a story as we came up the
mountain.”

“He was lucky to have breath enough—since he
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was carrying you!” Carl taunted, and ducked as she
kicked off one of the warm slippers she had just pulled
on and sent it sailing toward his head.

“About a princess in a tower,” Bertha went on, “and
how she was rescued by her bold lover. Anghilbert is
a wonderful storyteller, Mother.”

“Well ask him for another tale presently,” their
mother said.

She was busy with the two little boys. She had
piled up rugs of fur to make a bed for them. Lewis,
the baby, was already asleep. Carloman was protest-
ing against being bundled in beside him, but his
mother was firm. On the far side of the tent, the half
brother, Pepin, sat and watched the rest. He laughed
at Carloman’s antics, encouraging him in his disobe-
dience. The child threw off the covers and rushed to
Pepin. Rhotrud was after him in a flash. She dragged
him back. Her patience was fast going. At last she
cried out angrily and slapped Carloman, so that he
shouted in fury. Lewis woke and began to cry. Bertha
ran to the baby and began to croon over him ex-
travagantly. Carl taunted Carloman for minding what
Rhotrud did, and Pepin joined in. Rhotrud, her tem-
per still high, began to cry in her turn.

The din brought the King to the tent.

“Be silent!” he said, standing tall and stern in the
opening.

And they were silent, even Lewis, the baby.

“Are these my children?” the King demanded. “Or

a pack of wolves?”
Their mother laughed and held out her hand to



6 SON OF CHARLEMAGNE

the King. His sternness left him as he went toward
her.

“Hildegarde,” he said, shaking his fist at her, “have
you no care that your sons and daughters behave like
wild animals?”

“You bring them to forage in the snow,” she told
him, still laughing. “They are certain to grow a little
like the creatures who live in these wild places. If
you prefer a tame and docile family you must leave
us all behind in the palace at Aachen. I daresay we
should behave ourselves better there.”

“No,” he said, his arm firm about her shoulders,
“I shall always take my pack with me and accept the
consequences. Snapping and snarling are better than
separation.”

“Be thankful you have a wife who is not too dainty
to tramp over the mountains with you, my dear,”
Hildegarde said. She took his hand and held it for
a moment against her cheek.

“I am thankful,” he assured her seriously. “I praise
God seven times a day for my Hildegarde.”

At that moment the servants came in with food
and wine. The family gathered round thankfully, for
the cold air and the long day’s journey had given
them sharp appetites. Lewis sank off to sleep again,
and the King took Carloman on his lap and fed him
the choicest bits of meat. The other children looked
a little resentful at this favoritism, but their mother
watched with a soft and contented expression. This
was one of the moments she most enjoyed, when
her husband forgot all the cares of his kingdom and
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settled down with his growing family as easily as any
peasant. Charles, King of the Franks, was a great
warrior, a great ruler, a great scholar, a great Chris-
tian; but it was by his simplicity that Hildegarde his
wife knew him to be a great man.

King Charles of the Franks was on his way to
Rome. This was no military expedition, such as he
had conducted for many years throughout Europe,
where man was at last emerging from the dreadful
night of the Dark Ages. When the Roman Empire
collapsed, much of Europe slipped back into savagery
and paganism. Christianity had seemed almost on
the point of extinction. But in the lonely and often
threatened monasteries, the monks diligently work-
ing kept a little flame of faith and learning burning
steadily. Gradually the darkness lifted. And Charles
of the Franks was the champion who had arisen to
reawaken and restore the Church, and order in civil
things, and the precious knowledge of books and the
things of the mind. They had called his grandfather
Charles the Hammer because of his strength and in-
domitable power. He it was who had founded the
new line of Christian kings of whom the Frankish
King Charles was the greatest yet. The greatest man,
some said, who had ever ruled an earthly kingdom.

Charles of the Franks, successor and soon supe-
rior of his powerful grandfather, had thrust his way
about Europe subduing race after savage race, con-
verting them to Christianity and making them his
vassals. Yearly his kingdom grew wider and more






