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The feudal bond established in the first place a special relationship
between the lord and a man whom we should call a cavalry officer,
whom they called a vassal. It enabled the lord both to recruit a knight
and to reward him. The vassal knelt before his lord, and placed his
hands between his: and so.became his man. This was the act of homage,
Then he rose and swore a solemn oath to keep faith, to be true to his
lord. By this act he performed fealty. These oaths, and the bond they
established, had their origin in the relation of lord and follower in the
courts of the barbarian chieftains and they had a powerful religious aura,
though this did not always prevent them being broken. “They are faith-
ful to their lords’, wrote William of Malmesbury of the Normans, ‘but
swift to break faith for a slight occasion. A breath of ill-fortune and
they are plotting treachery, a bag of money and their mind is changed.’
Yet treachery was the greatest crime in the feudal code: loyalty and
generosity its supreme virtues. The lord gave his vassal protection, and
rewarded him; the vassal swore to serve his lord. The special feature of
feudalism was that the reward took mainly the form of endowment with
land. Knights were often maintained in their lord’s household; but the
‘domestic knight’ was either a young apprentice hoping to receive his
reward in due course, or an anomaly, if a rather common anomaly.
Feudal conceptions reckoned that plot of land should be the normal
basis of the feudal contract, and this notion was never lost sight of,
however common the domestic knight and the vassal who held a money
fief might become,
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