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Would you like to go to China with us in this story?  The trip may be long and arduous, 

but there will be no lack of adventure.  The first paragraph will launch you from your starting 

point, England. 

It is medieval England.  Edward the First and Roger Bacon are names of the day.  

Oxford, however, finds human nature the same as always.  A couple of her sons get themselves 

into trouble leading an uprising.  Both sons find it expedient to join forces, as their predicament 

of being expelled from school gives them common footing. 

Walter of Gurnie has blue blood that boils at mention of his ignoble birth.  His friend 

springs from the common people, but his loyalty is as firm as his frame is large and sturdy.  Left 

without a place to go, the two take the suggestion of their great teacher, Roger Bacon, to travel to 

Cathay, there to study the advanced civilization of the East and bring back to England knowledge 

of it.  Walter is given a map to guide him. 

They find it easy to follow the broad wake of the Crusades to Palestine.  From there, their 

travels become increasingly unsafe.  Through a tyrannical merchant of Antioch, Walter barters 

places for themselves in a caravan conducted by the famous Mongolian war lord, Bayan of the 

Hundred Eyes.  They discover incidentally that the merchant is sending by the same caravan, 

nine times nine beautiful women to Kubla Khan, a gift of slaves.  To prove his bestiality, the 

merchant includes his own half sister among the eight-one slaves.  The young Englishmen 

witness a spirited attempt on her part to plead mercy from her heartless brother.  To their 

surprise, Walter and Tristram observe that this beautiful Greek woman has blue eyes, English 

eyes.  The color speaks to them of the great Crusades of a generation before. 

The Westerners are hated and scorned by the Mongols.  Their lives are lightly esteemed 

and come into constant danger after Maryam flees her captivity and asks protection from them in 

the guise of a black servant boy.  Maryam is eager to learn about the country of her father and 

life in a Christian land.  Her presence is revealed at length by a spying Mongolian before they 

reach China.  To avoid suspicion of complicity, Walter continues with the caravan while the 

others escape. 

China has many wonders for Walter.  He sees cannon and powder used in a new kind of 

warfare; he is taught the making of paper; he studies the process of printing.  Chinese law and 

philosophy and society are as fascinating as they are strange to him.  His yellow hair is 

interpreted as a good omen by the Empress and his favor with the court enables him to 

experience luxury and wealth beyond his wildest imagination. 

His friends appear again, but in dire straits.  To rescue Maryam, who is about to be sold 

into slavery, Walter marries her.  Tristram, after being treated like a caged tiger on exhibition, is 

restored to health after many weeks.  War interrupts and terminates their visit in China.  

Treachery separates Maryam from her husband and his friend.  Walter and Tristram are forcibly 

conveyed by ship back to Europe.  Believing their little black rose, as they called her when she 

was disguised as a Negro servant, to be lost, the two return to England. 

The jewels and the tales of adventure gain a social position for Walter, but Tristram 

becomes an outcast because of his leadership of the commoners against feudal oppression.  The 



two, though loyal to one another, are widely separated by circumstances.  At length, Tristram’s 

life becomes the price of his steadfastness. 

Meanwhile, Maryam’s son, Little Walter, is born.  With perseverance, courage and just 

two English words at her command, she travels inexorably toward her husband’s country.  

Weeks between ships, she passes walking on the waterfronts calling “England” and “Walter” 

until she is picked up and brought farther on her way.  Hardship and illness cannot make her give 

up.  At last, after four years of struggle, Maryam reaches England and Walter. 

A sketch of the plot can give only a hint of the charm the story holds.  Its running recital 

doesn’t let our interest flag.  Its pictures of life in early England are vivid, but history is given us 

in pleasing doses by being secondary to the plot.  Among the welter of recent books which are 

noticeable (not notable) for their ugliness and sordidness, this one printed in 1945 appears as a 

refreshing change. 

It is honestly a secular book.  Its ethics are limited to a simple code of morals without 

aspiring to religiosity or philosophy.  Courage, loyalty and honesty are the characteristics held to 

be worthwhile in the individuals.  The only apparent purpose of the story may be noticed from 

the restlessness among the downtrodden peasantry in England and the yearnings after science 

among a few leaders of English thought.  We are made to realize that the high walls of the Dark 

Ages are beginning to crumble and that the Renaissance cannot be long delayed.  The author 

wants us to know that men wish to be recognized as men after centuries of being considered little 

better than animals. 

Certainly we do not call this a great book.  Its style is easy, but not remarkable.  A second 

glance at the language shows a fair amount of preparation and research on the part of the writer.  

Altogether THE BLACK ROSE can be recommended for pleasure to your readers who wish to be 

entertained for an hour or two by a legend of the long ago. 
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