
        
            
                
            
        

    A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court

by Mark Twain
(Adapted book. Beginner level)

 
CHAPTER ONE

King Arthur's Court

I was at Warwick Castle in England when I met a stranger. He told me many stories about the past. I liked them very much. Then we saw some very old armour. There was a bullet hole in the armour.
"This hole is later. It comes after the invention of firearms," said the guide.
"I did it," said the stranger, and smiled.
I was very surprised. The stranger was staying at my hotel. He came to my room and gave me a manuscript. His name was Hank Morgan. This is his story.
I was in my factory in Connecticut. A worker hit me on the head and I fell down. I woke up under a tree and saw a strange man in armour on a horse. He said I was his prisoner. His name was Sir Kay. I went with him to a village. He said it was Camelot. I was sure it was a lunatic asylum.
I thought all the people were mad. They all looked at my clothes. They thought I was strange.
I started to talk to a page. His name was Clarence.
"Where am I?" I asked.
"King Arthur's Court, in the year 513," he answered. "You are a prisoner. They are going to kill you. But I will come and visit you in prison."
Then some people took me to the King at his round table. There were lots of knights sitting round the table eating. Lots of people served them food. Beautiful ladies watched from a balcony. Musicians played on another balcony. The room was very big and made of stone. The knights' and ladies' clothes were beautiful.
An old man stood up and told a story. Everyone was bored and fell asleep. The old man was Merlin. Then Sir Kay told the story of my capture. He told a lot of lies and said I was very dangerous. He presented me to Queen Guenever. He said my clothes were magic. They took away my clothes and then put me in prison. I fell asleep.
When I woke up, I thought it was all a dream. Then I realized it was true: I was a prisoner at King Arthur's court. Clarence came to visit me.
"Help me to escape," I said to him.
"I can't," he answered. "There are lots of guards. And Merlin has put a spell on this prison. No one can escape. Tomorrow at noon they are going to burn you."
I was very miserable but I had an idea.
"I am not afraid," I said. "I am a very powerful magician. Is today the 20th of June?"
"Yes, it is," said Clarence.
"Then go and tell the king that if he burns me, tomorrow the world will end in darkness. I'll end light and warmth. Everyone will die."
I knew from my studies that on 21st June 513 there was a total solar eclipse. That was my magic: to make the sun disappear!
The next day they came to get me and tied me to a big tree. People sat to watch all around. Everyone wanted to see. I was afraid. And if my calculations were wrong? Then everyone looked up. The eclipse was beginning!
"Burn him," shouted Merlin.
"Stop!" shouted King Arthur. "Have mercy! Do not destroy the sun. What do you want? I can give you anything!"
I said I wanted to be his minister and help him, and he agreed. The solar eclipse was now total, everything was dark. So I pointed to the sun and shouted, "Pass away and do not harm us!" The sun started to come out again and everyone was happy.
I became the first minister and the most powerful man in Camelot. Clarence was my assistant. I had beautiful but very uncomfortable clothes and the best rooms after the king. People came from all over the country to see me. I was famous, but they wanted another piece of powerful magic from me.
Merlin was in prison. He was my enemy, so I said I wanted to explode his tower with fire from the sky. His tower was an old Roman one and very solid. One stormy night I filled it with gunpowder and attached a metal stick to it. Then I told everyone to gather, and we watched as the lightning hit the tower and it exploded. Everyone was afraid. They thought I was a very powerful magician.
As time passed, I realized that the people in Camelot were like children. They were very simple. They couldn't read or write and they were not logical. They believed everything they heard. I started to open secret schools and a secret military academy. I put down telephone wires to have telephones. I wanted to create newspapers. I taught Clarence to be a journalist. The king and the nobles believed they were better than me because I was not noble, but they respected my intelligence. I thought I was better than them because I was intelligent, but I liked them. No one admitted all this and we got on very well.
After four years, King Arthur was very happy with my work. He was richer because I managed his money well. I also distributed it better, and the people of Camelot were happier. They started to call me 'The Boss'. I liked it.
The main entertainment at Camelot was jousting. Hundreds of knights took part and many were injured. Sometimes the knights went to save princesses from dragons. They believed in dragons and giants.
One day a girl came to Camelot. Her name was Alisande la Carteloise. She said her mistress and forty-four girls, many of whom were princesses, were captive in a castle. The guards were three huge men with four arms and one eye. At Camelot, they decided I had to rescue them. I decided it was time for a holiday so I agreed.
I asked Alisande questions. She couldn't tell me anything.
"Where is the castle?"
"Many miles away," she answered.
"How many," I asked.
"I don't know," she said. "They all look the same."
I got up early and had breakfast. Then I put on my armour. It took a very long time. There were many pieces and I couldn't move or do anything. They had to carry me out and lift me onto the horse. I felt like a ship going to sea. Then Alisande climbed onto the horse behind me. She had to show me the way to the castle. We started out and everyone waved good bye to us.






 

CHAPTER TWO

Freemen!

We were immediately in the countryside. It was lovely and pleasant, very green, there were a lot of trees, fields and rivers. Then it started to get hot. Sweat ran into my eyes. My armour got heavier and heavier.
Finally, Alisande took off my helmet, filled it with water and poured it into my armour. I felt better. Alisande never stopped talking. I told her to take a rest and not use up all the air.
Night approached. It got dark fast. I found a place for Alisande to sleep and then one for me. It got very cold, and lots of insects climbed inside my armour. I couldn't sleep. In the morning, I was cold, tired and hungry. Sandy was bright and fresh.
We set off. Suddenly we met a group of poor, ragged people. I had breakfast with them and saw they were very happy. They were Freemen. They were farmers and artisans, about seven tenths of the population. They were the only useful part of the population but they could do nothing without the permission of their lords or the church. They couldn't sell anything without paying tax. They had to give part of their produce to the lords and bishops and work for them.
These men were free, but they were repairing the bishop's roads as part of their duty. I asked them: 'If you had a vote tomorrow, would you vote for a king?' They didn't understand, except for one man. He said, in a nation with a vote there are no kings or bishops. I decided to send him to my Man Factory, a school where Clarence was teaching people to read and write.
I gave the men three pennies for my breakfast. It was a lot of money but they deserved it. Then I lit my pipe.
The next day we were crossing a meadow when Sandy shouted, "Defend yourself! Danger!"

Six armed knights were in the shade of a tree. They attacked me. I lit my pipe. They suddenly stopped. Sandy said they thought I was a dragon. Then she told them to go to King Arthur's court and surrender, becoming my knights.

Sandy told me the story of the knights. It was very long. While she was speaking, I remembered the girl I loved in Connecticut and I was sad. But then we saw a big castle.
Outside the castle, I met one of my knights. He was my soap missionary. He went about selling soap because I wanted a cleaner country. He didn't manage to sell soap in that castle because someone died while they were using it. He told me the owner was Morgan le Fay, King Arthur's sister. Her husband was King Uriens. Their kingdom was so small you could stand in the middle of it and throw a brick into the next kingdom.

Morgan le Fay had a terrible reputation, but at first, she seemed very kind. She invited us to have dinner. Then a page touched her and she stabbed him. She was very bad! Sandy told her I was 'The Boss' and she was very frightened of me.

I heard a terrible sound and asked to see where it came from. As I entered the cell, I saw something I would never forget. A young giant of a man was stretched on a rack. A poor young woman with a baby was in a corner. The man had killed a deer, a terrible crime. I told Morgan to free him and leave me with the family. The wife wanted the man to confess. Then Morgan would execute him quickly and stop his suffering. The man refused because the confession would give Morgan the right to take away all property from his wife and leave her with nothing. I thought: "This is a real man, a heart of gold".
I asked to see her prisoners. It was terrible. Some were there so long they had gone mad. A young bride and her husband, separated by their lord on their wedding night, now didn't recognize each other. Morgan le Fay didn't even know who some of them were. An old man in his cell could see his home. He had a wife and five children. Over the years, he had seen five funerals but he didn't know which member of his family was still alive.
I set all Morgan's prisoners free, except for one noble. I didn't care about him.
The next morning I was very happy to leave the castle. Sandy kept telling me stories. I met my toothbrush missionary. He was very angry with my stove polish missionary. Of course, there were no stoves yet, but I wanted to prepare people for them and teach them about keeping a tidy home.
We had another chance meeting, with the old man who had watched the funerals from Morgan's prison. He was with his whole family now. The funerals had been false, a torture invented by Morgan. I was happy for him.
Suddenly Sandy said, "The castle! Look!"
"It isn't a castle, it's a pigsty!" I said to Sandy.
"It wasn't enchanted before," she said.
Sandy really believed she saw a castle with monster guards and captive princesses inside. So I paid the men who guarded the pigs to go away and rescued the "ladies". Sandy embraced the pigs, believing they were princesses.
The next day we met some pilgrims on the road. They were going to the Valley of Holiness, a place with a miraculous stream of water. Suddenly we saw a terrible sight. A group of slaves. Their clothes were dirty and torn. Their faces were grey. They were injured from the chains. A girl fell, and the guards hit her. Then her new owner arrived to take her baby and her away. She cried, and a man tried to embrace her, it was her husband. They were separated. They would never see each other again.
I still feel terrible when I think about that scene today. I will never forget it.

We arrived at a pub where I met a knight I knew. He was my "stove pipe" hat missionary: he wore armour with a hat instead of a helmet. He said there was a terrible problem in the Valley of Holiness: the water had stopped! Merlin was there now, he was trying to make the water come back with magic. I sent a message to Clarence: Send me pipes, extensions and two trained assistants.






 

 

CHAPTER THREE

The Holy Fountain

We travelled quickly with the pilgrims and arrived in the Valley of Holiness before sunset. All the people there were sad. I met the abbot.
"Hurry my son!" he said. "Save our valley or we will lose two hundred years of work. But do not use the devil's magic!"
"I use only God's work," I said. "But what about Merlin?"
"He promised too. But please, try immediately," answered the abbot.
"I can't," I said. "It is not fair. I must wait until Merlin stops."
I asked to see the well. I made an inspection and realized that the well probably had a leak. I went down the well and saw there was a big hole at the bottom. That was the problem, but I had to wait for Merlin to stop.

The next day I decided to visit some hermits. They were all very dirty and very strange. One had chains. One was naked and black with dirt. One stood on a pillar and moved up and down. Eventually I attached a sewing machine to him and made shirts. It made a lot of money.

Soon Merlin decided to give in, so with my assistants I repaired the well and put in a pump. Then we made a tunnel for the water to flow outside too. I put down some fireworks. I called everyone and started the miracle. I said very big, strange, invented words. Everyone thought they were magic. Then I lit the fireworks, and the water started to flow it was a huge miracle!
Soon after, I asked if the monks wanted a bath. They were horrified: baths were forbidden because people having baths stopped the water in the past. But I told them it was a different problem that stopped the water, not the bath. They were very happy and loved the swimming pool I built for them to wash in.
One day I was walking in the valley when I heard a voice in a cave. It was one of my telephone operators! I asked to speak to Camelot and learned that the King and the Court were coming to visit the Valley.
When I returned to the monastery, I had a horrible surprise: a new giant magician! He said he knew what everyone was doing: the Emperor of the East, the Supreme Lord of Inde and others. Everyone believed him and was very surprised. I asked:
"What is my right hand doing?"
He didn't know! He was very worried. No one had ever asked that sort of simple question before. Then I asked, "What is the king doing?"
He answered, "He is sleeping in the palace."
Everyone was amazed, but I answered.
"He isn't! He is travelling by horse! He will be here in three days!"
No one believed me, but I checked every day with my telephone operators, and when the king was arriving, I announced this to the abbot: people immediately stopped believing the false magician and believed me again.
It is not difficult to be a successful magician in King Arthur's time, but it is hard work and you can't rest!
When the King arrived, he told me about his new army. I was not happy. I had a military school and I wanted to make my students officers. But when we had an examination of the candidates, the nobles did not accept my men. They only accepted other nobles, who were stupid and ignorant. My men were very well prepared but they were not noble.
Another problem with these people and their strange ideas!
I had another idea: a new regiment consisting only of nobles, to keep them happy. And then the rest of the army made up of my soldiers, the real army. Everyone was happy.
I decided to go on a trip through the kingdom to see the general conditions. The King wanted to come too, and told me to wait. He had to do his ceremony. He touched the sick and cured them. Often it worked. People were convinced his touch was magic, and their belief made them better. The king did his best, he was a good man. The ceremony was very long and I was bored. He touched every sick person and gave them a coin. I decided to stop the gold coins and made copper ones. This saved the kingdom a lot of money.
During the touching ceremony, I saw another of my innovations, a newspaper! I was very happy with the result. It wasn't perfect, and I wanted to improve it, but it was good enough and everyone was amazed by it. I was as proud of it as a mother of her new baby.
I suggested the king tell Queen Guenever of our departure but he was sad.
"When Sir Launcelot is here, the Queen doesn't notice if I arrive or depart," he said. I was sorry for him. I thought the Queen was beautiful but not very intelligent.
Later that evening I helped the king to dress himself as a peasant, ready for our journey into his kingdom. I cut his hair short: nobles had long hair cut short at the front, the peasants had short hair, and the slaves had long hair. I cut his hair like a peasant and gave him a long, simple tunic.

We left early in the morning. On the road, some noble people passed. I had to tell the king to bow to them. He didn't know how to behave. He wasn't good at bowing and one of the nobles tried to hit him. I stepped in and he whipped me instead. Next, we met two knights. The king did not move off the road. He didn't understand that peasants had no rights, he believed the knights would ride round him. They didn't. They insulted the king who answered. This made them furious. To save the situation I insulted them more. They turned and started to attack us, so I threw some dynamite at them and they exploded! The king thought it was magic. I told him I could not repeat it another time. He said:

"You must read my thoughts and stop me before I make mistakes."
"I can't," I answered. He was amazed.
"But Merlin can!" he said. I realized I had made a mistake. I said:
"Merlin can see a few minutes into the future. I can see centuries into the future. I don't bother with small prophecy like Merlin."
He was convinced.






 

CHAPTER FOUR

The Yankee and the King

On the morning of the fourth day, when the sun was coming up, I decided to drill the king.
"Sir," I said, "you are too like a soldier, a lord. This is not good. You must try to look poor and miserable."
The king tried to walk like a poor peasant but he was not convincing. He had too much spirit. I said to him: "What will you say when we ask for hospitality in a house?"
"Varlet, give me what you have!" answered the king.
"No, you cannot say "varlet", you are not a lord!" I answered. "You must say "brother"."
The king tried his best. "Give me the sack," he said. "I must try to stoop under weights that are not honourable."
He tried, but it was very difficult for him to stoop. I thought about work. I thought about the people who believe that a day of intellectual work is hard. They don't understand that work is physical. It is silly to pay higher wages to intellectuals than to people who work with their bodies.
We saw a very small, poor house in the distance. We arrived in the middle of the afternoon. There was no sign of life. Everything looked ruined and there was no living thing. We pushed the door open and saw some forms in the dark. One sat up.
"Have mercy!" cried a woman. "They have taken everything. There is nothing here."
"I do not want anything, poor woman," I said.
"Then you are not a priest or a lord?" she asked.
"No, I am a stranger," I replied. "Let me come in and help you. You are sick and in trouble," I said.
"Go away," she said. "We are in trouble with the lord and the church and we have the smallpox. You must go away."
I told the king to go away, but he refused.
"The king does not know fear, and has no trouble with the church. I must stay and help, it is the duty of a knight," he said.
We gave the woman water.
"Please, go up that ladder and tell me what you see," said the woman. The king went up the ladder, which led to another part of the little hut. On his way, he noticed a man.
"Is that your husband sleeping?" he asked.
"No, he died three hours ago. Now he is at peace," said the woman.
The king climbed the ladder and came back with a poor girl of fifteen. She was dying. He said there was another girl, who was already dead. He lay the girl next to the woman who sat with her until she died. I brought the other child to lie next to her.
The woman told us her story. They were persecuted by the lord and the church who made them work and took all their property. They had nothing to eat, and their three sons were unjustly in prison for a theft they had not committed. Then they got smallpox.
At midnight, they were all dead.
We continued our journey and came to a small house. We asked for hospitality and the couple who lived there was kind. I spoke to the man and discovered that he did not like the injustice of the country's laws. I liked him.
We stayed for some days with the man whose name was Marco, and his wife Phyllis. I said the king was a farmer and I was his assistant. One day I decided to have a special lunch at Marco's house. I invited a lot of people, all the craftsmen of the town. Marco was terrified by the cost, which was too much for him. I paid for everything. Everyone thought I was very rich.
At the lunch, I tried to explain economics to the men. I told them that in my part of the country, people earned less but everything cost less. So in my part of the country people were better off. They couldn't understand.
"But we earn double what you earn. This is better!" insisted one man.
"But we pay less than half of what you pay. Therefore we have more money and can buy more things," I replied.
They could not understand the idea, which was new to them, and I could not explain it to them. I was very disappointed. So I tried another subject. I talked about crime and punishment, and I said they were committing crimes by earning more than was allowed by their lord. This was a mistake. I thought we could laugh about it but they were terrified. They didn't know me and they were worried that I wanted to report them.
The king started talking about farming, but he knew nothing about it. The men started to say that he was mad.
"One wants to betray us and the other is mad!" they shouted.
A fight started and the king was delighted, but I made him escape. We were in danger! We ran to the woods and hid in a tree, but the people found us and wanted to kill us.

Luckily, a noble arrived and saved us. He took us with him to a nearby town where he had business. Then we had another terrible surprise. He took us to the market and sold us as slaves. He sold the king for seven dollars and me for nine. I was offended. I was worth at least fifteen and the king twelve.

We were chained to the slaves by the master who was hard and cruel. We got lost in the snow and five people died. Then a woman arrived screaming and tried to find protection with us. The people in her village said she was a witch and wanted to burn her. Our slave master helped them. We could not help her. Our master was angry about the dead slaves and revenged himself on this poor woman.
Then we saw a procession. A young girl of eighteen was sitting on a coffin in a cart. She had a baby. With her was a priest who told her story.

She was a young wife and mother. Then the army took her husband away to be a soldier. She had no work and was starving with her baby. So she stole a small piece of linen. The judge decided to hang her. The owner of the linen felt so bad he committed suicide. She cried and held her baby, but the priest, who was very kind to her, made a speech against the laws and the sentence, and promised to look after the baby.

There was gratitude in her face when she died.






 

CHAPTER FIVE

War!

I had a plan to escape. I had to wait for many weeks, but in London, my chance finally came. Immediately things went wrong. I couldn't get the king's chains off! The slave master interrupted me. When he went outside, I followed him and attacked him in the dark. But the police arrested me and put me in jail. I said that I was a noble's servant. They were afraid of the nobles and let me go. Then I discovered that the other slaves had killed the slave master. They were all in prison, condemned to death!
I found a telegraph station and sent a message to Clarence - Send knights to save the King and I, they want to hang us! Tomorrow!
Everyone in London was looking for me. They took the slaves about London to recognize me. Unfortunately, one of them saw me. They took me to the other slaves and decided to hang us that day. The knights would never arrive in time. It was too late.
They took us to the execution place. The King tried to say who he was, but everyone laughed at him. They started to hang the slaves. Then they started to put the rope round the king's neck. It was dreadful. I couldn't move.
Suddenly a grand sight! Five hundred knights in armour - on bicycles! Sir Launcelot and the knights saved the king. Clarence was very happy.
"What a surprise, eh?" he said. "The boys practised for a long time!"
Soon I was home again in Camelot. I had to fight Sir Sagramor in a tournament. Everyone came to see it. The knights all supported Sir Sagramor. Merlin did some magic to protect him. I only had Clarence to support me.

We started the fight. Sir Sagramor was in full armour but I was wearing light clothes. Everyone thought I was ridiculous, but I could move fast and avoid him. He couldn't catch me. He got very angry and wanted to kill me. I used my lasso. They didn't know about cowboys and were amazed. I pulled Sir Sagramor off his horse and won the fight. But Merlin stole my lasso and Sir Sagramor wanted to fight again.

I shot him with a gun.
Everyone was shocked. They thought it was magic. The knights were angry Five hundred of them attacked me all at once. I shot some and the others escaped.
Everyone was afraid of me. For three years, I improved the country. It was happy, civilised, with more money. Slavery was illegal. I wanted a republic but decided to wait until King Arthur died.
Then one day my child got sick! I was married to Sandy. I had married her because it was polite, but then I realized I loved her. I was totally happy with her. We had a daughter. Now she was sick. Sir Launcelot, a very kind man, helped Sandy and I to look after her. Then we decided to take her to the sea for her health and sailed to France.

When there was no news I sailed back - everything was a disaster. Clarence explained that the king was dead, Guenever was a nun, the knights were fighting and the Church wanted to dominate the land. We had to fight! It was time for the revolution! We declared a republic, and the knights came to fight us. We hid in a cave and put dynamite everywhere. There were only fifty-four of us, and twenty five thousand of them, but when they attacked, we electrocuted them and then made them explode. We won!

 
Postscript by Clarence
I must finish the story. The Boss made a mistake. He went to offer help to some injured knights but one of them recognized him and stabbed him. Then we realized that our cook was Merlin in disguise. Merlin did some terrible magic and now The Boss is sleeping. He will never wake again.
 
Final Postscript by Mark Twain
At dawn I stopped reading. I went to the stranger's room and knocked on the door. There was no answer. He was delirious. He spoke.
"Sandy, is that you? At last, now I can go back to you and our daughter! It was terrible without you! I am in the wrong century. A trumpet! It is the King!..."
He never finished his sentence.

 

- THE END -
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