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The Blade’s Fell
Blow



Thursday, 28th September
1066

 Romney
Marsh, Kent.

 


“Hence Heardred’s end. For
shelter he gave them, sword-death came, the blade’s fell blow, to
bairn of Hygelac.” – Beowulf.

 


The dawn had broken upon a
desolate shore. The surf was a distant sigh, no louder than that of
the last breath to leave a man’s body. It was a scene of isolation.
Nature was raw here. The animals lived their lives on a knife’s
edge, or so it seemed to the men who looked upon this foreign
landscape.

Robert of Saon stood on the
English shore, breathing in the salty morning air, and wishing that
he was back at sea again. Once more he turned on his heel and
looked out to the far horizon. It was a desperate and pointless
act, he understood that, but he could not resist the urge. He
wanted to see the sails of the lost fleet. He wanted to feel, once
again, that he was part of something great and terrible. He did not
want to feel alone. All he saw, however, was the one ship that had
accompanied his own and, like him, become separated from all the
other Norman vessels of war.

“We should put back to sea!”
Wadward insisted again. “We cannot beach the vessels here. We know not where the Duke will be.”

“But we already have,” Hubert
responded from a few paces away, “beached the ships that
is.”

He was right, of course. The
tide had washed them in, and they had, in their ignorance of their
real situation, rowed the vessels up onto the beach in the dark of
the early morning. The two vessels listed on the wet sand, stranded
like whales after a storm. The Norman soldiers had quickly
disembarked, many of them professing that they would rather stand
on damp English sand than reside another hour cramped in the
confines of the transport ships.

Robert sympathised with them.
He was not a natural sailor and, like many of them, he could not even swim. He was not a natural
soldier neither, for that matter. Robert of Saon was a just a minor
noble. He was a man who owned a small estate and owed fealty to
Duke Guillaume, the master of the Duchy of
Normandy. Outfitting these two vessels and most of the soldiers
that they carried had almost bankrupted him. The several weeks
spent paying for their inactivity as the storms raged through the
channel between Normandy and England effectively had. Robert of
Saon was made prisoner to the promises of Duke Guillaume by that
nobleman’s demands for servitude and loyalty. It was the assurances
of land and titles that offered him the only hope of escaping the
ruin that now faced his family. The barren seacoast of England did
not offer much support to him in realising that escape,
however.

“Robert, we must decide!”
Wadward pressed him.

“I say we march south-west along the coast,” Hubert advised.

“And leave the ships here for
the Saxons to claim?” Wadward countered.

“The tide is out man. It will
be hours before it returns.”

“The Duke
was making for a point south-west of here,
once the tide has turned and raised the ships from the sandbank, we
can follow the coastline and find the body of the host again.”

“We sailed the channel last
night in view of the fleet and your sailors still lost them, even
by the light of a full moon!” Hubert replied derisively.

Robert of Saon wished that they
would stop their arguing. He wished also that he could come
upon a decision. He was unable to resolve for
himself what course of action to follow. He could see merit in
Wadward’s suggestion to wait the turn of the
tide and put out to sea once again. Indeed, despite the confines of
the ship's timbers, that option appealed
greatly to him. It suggested safety and less chance of being
surprised by the enemy. His mind was frozen, however, by the
knowledge that most of the soldiers were now camped on the sand.
Many had built fires and were set about enjoying breaking their
fast. He knew that they would resent being told to board the ships
once more. Their voices would be raised against him in anger.
Robert of Saon was only a minor nobleman. He had never wanted to be
a leader of armed men. He did not deal well with confrontation,
even from people beneath his station in this life.

“Robert!” Wadward snapped at him again.

“I think…” his voice
trailed off as he continued to battle with his
indecision. He mused for a moment more. “I see benefits to both
sides of the argument.” He chose to ignore Hubert’s loud sigh and
rolling eyes. “However, I am decided.”

“Hurrah!” Hubert failed to keep
the derision out of his tone.

“We are too few in number to
march the land of our enemies. We will fortify our position and
await the return of the tide. Wadward will
then steer us to where he believes the fleet to be anchored. Once
there, we will rejoin the main army.” Robert’s
voice had moved from a high uncertain pitch to end on a more
decisive note. He nodded to emphasise that he was convinced of his
own decision. “Yes, this is the right course of action.”

“I agree!”

“It matters not,” Hubert
said.

He was looking inland again,
but only because he did not want to gaze at either of his
companions at that particular moment.

“Your arguments, directed
against Wadward here, would suggest
otherwise,” Robert answered him.

He felt a little more confident
now and he knew that he would have the mariner’s support in
this.

“Aye, you were set against my
plan from the start.” Wadward insisted.

“It matters not, I say,” Hubert
returned again. He looked down at the sand beneath his feet and
spat. “I mark thee as my dying place, cursed
land of the Angles!”

“What means this?” Robert asked
with a touch of apprehension.

He had thought that the
confrontation was over now. A wave of relief had swept through him
at the prospect of a decision reached and made, but now it seemed
that Hubert was intent on starting another argument.

“What means this? I am abroad
with children!” Hubert snapped back. His hands were now on his hips
and he stood with his feet apart. It was a challenging stance. “If
you had had any experience in the army of the Duke you would know that we have wasted too much time in
pointless argument. Whether Wadward was right or wrong matters not,
a decision should have been made. It should have been made quickly.
Instead, we have wasted close upon an hour
trying to decide what we should do. Your vacillation, Robert, has
doomed us all to die on a foreign shore.”

“What mean you?”

“By my Lord Jesu, he means
them!” Wadward pointed inland.

Robert followed the mariner’s
extended arm.

“No!” He shook his head in
disbelief.

“Call the men to arms,” Hubert
urged him.

“No!”

“CALL THE MEN TO ARMS!” Hubert
shouted as he spun on his heel.

“No!”

“EVERYONE TO ARMS!” Wadward
yelled as if he were competing against the roar of a storm.

“No,”
Robert repeated himself yet again, but he was not speaking to his
companions.

He had not spoken to them since
finally realising what it was that Hubert had seen. He was almost
whimpering.

The armed soldiers quickly
roused themselves. They were trained men. They had spent a
long-time training as there had been precious little else to do
when the army had been camped on the shores of Normandy, waiting
for the unseasonal storms to abate. They formed into three ranks
with those at the front presenting their kite-shaped shields as a
defence. All of the men wore the typical conical steel helmets with
the extended nose guard so favoured by the Norman fighting man.
None of them, however, wore the expensive
chain mail vests as their lord could ill
afford to equip them with such expensive
armour. Instead, they wore gambesons, humble
padded jackets. In some instances these had
patches of hardened leather or metal plates fixed to key areas to
improve personal protection.

The sailors were urged to join
their fellows on the beach. Many brought spears with them, a
typical weapon amongst the common soldiery. Some elected to use
bows, however. They formed a loose line behind the practised
soldiers.

“No,” Robert said again in a
plaintive voice.

“Robert, come!” Hubert took
hold of the nobleman’s arm and steered him back to the safety of
the lines drawn up by their men.

“We must parley for peace,”
Robert now insisted.

Hubert hated the sound of fear
in the other’s voice.

“There can be no peace between
us and them. Duke Guillaume has invaded the land of the Angles,
their King Harold warned him that such would be met by the cold
steel of Saxon spears, this will be their only answer.”

“But we can try?”

“Grip thy courage if you have
any, man!” Hubert snapped angrily. “You cannot appear thus before
the men, not before they meet the enemy. You are a lord, act the
part!”

They retired behind the small
formation of Norman soldiers. Their horses had not been brought
ashore as yet, so the knights who were present, a mere handful,
would have to fight on foot. They all wore heavy chain mail armour and helmets of steel, but then they
were richer than Robert of Saon. It would give them better
protection than their fellows would enjoy, mayhap, but it would
also mark them out as the lords of these men, and Hubert knew that
the Saxons would press to kill them first. The knights had boarded their ships simply because there had
been space in the holds of these vessels to carry them and their
horses. It may prove to be a decision that they would come to rue.
He glanced at Robert and saw the naked fear in the man’s eyes.

“Ready thee, men,” Hubert called out in a loud voice. As Robert
could not take the lead he would, if only to give these soldiers
that they commanded some semblance of hope. “They are Saxons only,
peasants, farmers of the land with shit on their heels and
wood-axes in their hands. They are not warriors! They are not a
match for thee. Today, we will give the poets
cause to sing songs about our deeds. Today, we will be the first
Normans to spill Saxon blood!”

Hubert wished that he felt as
confident as his words suggested. He had served in the army of Duke
Guillaume previously. Indeed, he was the only minor noble present,
with the exception of the knights, who had any experience of actual
combat. It was because of that fact that he was able to muster the
scant power that they had, some sixty men, into a semblance of a
defence. It was also because of that experience that he knew that
their cause was lost even before the first blow was struck. He
would die this day, along with every other Norman soul that stood
upon this desolate beach.

Advancing towards them was a
formation of men that outnumbered the Normans some four to one. It
was not a loose band of peasants armed with farming implements,
however. These Saxons were warriors ranged in three long rows,
marching in good order, and under the command of a leader who knew
what he was about. The men at the front had their large round
shields presented forward, loosely interlocked. Those warriors wore
the best armour. Their role was to hold the shield-wall intact and
suffer what blows the Normans could land upon their defence. Behind
them, other Saxons would reach over the
shoulders of their comrades with long fighting spears to stab at
the enemy. Theigns would also lash out with vicious Dane-axes or
gold embellished swords to cut down the opposition. This was not a
rabble, as he had suggested, but a practised
fyrd, an army of trained ceorls and
theigns. They existed to defend the people and
their villages from marauders, more commonly the Vikings, but today
it would be the Normans to test their mettle. They were coming to
put their skills to the test against a new enemy.

“Stand thee firm!” Hubert shouted out as several of the sailors
glanced longingly back at the safety that the stout boards of their
ships seemed to offer.

He knew that it was an
illusion. The ships were too heavily ladened to be moved off this
beach easily. Their holds were stuffed with victuals and other
necessary supplies for a campaign abroad. Re-floating them without
the help of the tide was an impossible task. Even more so, with
blood thirsty Saxons at your back.

“We should have put to
sea,” Wadward said again.

Hubert glanced at him and saw
that the man wore a grim smile that was also somewhat mocking.

“One of us should have made a
decision.”

“Robert! Draw your sword!”
Wadward shouted at their titular commander.

The Saxon fyrd halted, just
short of a spear’s throw from the Normans. For a moment, the two
forces faced each other in silence. There was a movement in the
ranks of the Saxons and a man appeared before the shield-wall. He
was well built and wore a long coat of mail. His face was obscured
by a steel helmet, but his voice rang out loud and true.

“Normans, we know thee for what
thou art, enemies of our land. King Harold bade thee not to set foot here upon pain of death. You have
chosen death.” The Saxon spoke with a heavy accent, but his words
were clear enough to be understood by all those who heard them.

“Our Duke
has brought a great host to thy land,” Hubert answered him, but,
unlike the Saxon, he chose to remain behind the protection of his
men’s shields. “Know that to oppose us is to bring death upon
thy heads.”

“We will deal with your
duke after we have dealt with thee, if, that is, our king has not dealt with him first
and cast his head into the sea.” The theign
was clearly unmoved.

“Draw thee
back and leave us unmolested here, you will do well for such a
course of action!” Hubert tried once more.

“Normans!” The word was spat
out with disdain. “You come to our land unbidden and tell us how to
act and what to do here. No one born beyond our shores tells a
Saxon what to do in England. Prepare now, to die!”

With that,
the theign turned and disappeared back into
the Saxon ranks. The time for talking was done.

“They will press us hard,” Wadward observed.

“They will press us to the
earth and then they will press our bones beneath their heels,” Hubert predicted grimly.

He opened and closed his grip
on his sword once more and thought of his wife, Mary. She seemed to
have made a life out of his long and frequent absences from their
home. Theirs had never been a passionate romance, more a marriage
of convenience really, between two people of similar station, but
they had honoured each other in their own way. He felt a moment of
sadness at the realisation that he would never see her or their children again.

If he felt any anger at his
fate, it was perhaps inspired by the thought that a man like Robert
stood higher in society than he did and yet clearly lacked the same
kind of ability that Hubert possessed. This was not
mere envy on his part. He did not dislike Robert personally.
He just felt that if the nobleman’s advantages had been his own
then he would have done far better in life, both for himself and
for his family.

The air was suddenly rent by
the noise of battle-horns. Men visibly flinched at the awful sound
that assaulted their ears. After several loud blasts, the Saxons took up a rhythmic chant. It was
accompanied by the tapping of spear and axe shafts against the
metal rims of their circular shields. Continuing this liturgy, they
started forward with impressive precision. Their shields were drawn
closer together, presenting an apparently impenetrable defence.

The only warning that the march
had given way to the attack came with a sudden movement behind the
front rank. The chant died on the air as a volley of throwing
spears was hurled at the Normans. The heavy missiles were aimed at
the tall shields presented towards them. Spearheads impacted on
wood and where they pierced, as many did, they made those shields
heavy and cumbersome. More than one Norman found his defence
dragged down by the weight of the stout shaft of the angon, combined with the heavy iron shank and head.

With a sudden rush, the Saxons closed on the Normans. Their shields
clashed together, long spears licking forward with vicious intent.
Anyone who had lowered their shield was vulnerable to this assault
and their blood was quickly spilt. The Normans offered their
defence with spirit, however. They fought back with spears of their
own and also with flashing swords. Weapons forged with foreign
steel that also drew blood.

The impetus lay with
the Saxon’s greater numbers, however, and they
would not surrender it. To meet the longer
line of the Saxon shield-wall the Norman sailors, neither
well-armed nor armoured, had placed themselves on the flanks of the
soldiers. They could not hold against the heavy infantry that they
faced, however. Saxon archers, moving independently of the
shield-wall, ranged around the sides of the Normans and sent
well-aimed darts into their ranks. When the
press of men came too close to clearly mark an enemy from a friend,
the archers slung their bows and drew their langseaxes, single edged knives as long as swords, and
charged into the unprotected flanks.

The weight of the Saxons bore
down upon the Norman lines and shattered them. The sand beneath
their feet turned red and quickly became a mire to trap feet and
limit movement. The Normans could neither retreat nor advance.
Assailed on every side their men were cut down by axes, by
glittering swords, by long reaching spears, and also by the
langseaxes of the peasant soldiers.

After what seemed like only
moments, the violent struggle was suddenly over. The Saxons stood
in the warm morning sun, breathing heavily after their exertions.
Not a single Norman took a breath with them.





Pevensey Bay, Kent

 


The Norman fleet had sailed
through the night heading roughly north-west out of St
Valéry-sur-Somme. The wind had held true and the much-feared Saxon
ships had not attempted to intercept them. As Guillaume, Duke of
Normandy, stood at the stern of his ship, Mora, he thanked God that
the Saxons had not yet been encountered. His army would never be
more vulnerable than it was now, crammed into the ships, making the
vessels difficult to manoeuvre. Skilled crews in swift Saxon
warships could have dispersed his fleet at will and then picked
them off one at a time. This invasion of England was a most
dangerous enterprise and the crossing of the channel was probably
the most perilous part of it. Now, it was complete, but yet new
dangers were to present themselves. Those were, however, the kinds
of danger that he, a seasoned warrior, could deal with. With his
feet upon solid ground, Guillaume possessed the confidence to deal
with any foe that challenged him.

Harold Godwinson must still be
in London, he reasoned. Today it really did feel as if God was
smiling down upon him and the Duke of Normandy acted the part. He
was effusive with the crew, entering into their banter,
complementing their seamanship. He encouraged the soldiers as they
nervously awaited the command to disembark the cramped vessel.

The fleet crowded into the bay
on the southern coast of England, but there was an ordered
discipline about their formation. The ships had first assembled
back in July, at the port of Dives, a time that now seemed like a
distant memory. The sailors had had the opportunity, at least
before the persistent storms had arrived, to be trained in
marshalling their ships in such close quarters. They did so with
little trouble. As also had been practised, the archers were the
first to disembark. They went with one arrow nocked at the ready
and quivers full. Cautiously, the bowmen made their way up the
beach, spreading to the west and east as they went. They fanned out
in a crescent shape, all the time scanning the horizon for
adversaries. None were to be seen.

Once the landing site was
declared safe the general disembarkation commenced. Foot soldiers
quickly alighted to set up a perimeter. Once they were ashore, the
knights followed with their horses. The sailors began to prepare
their various cargoes to be moved from the ships’ holds onto the
beach.

Duke Guillaume watched with
growing anticipation. No one could understand where the English
might be or why they had not yet attacked. Convinced that all was
safe, Guillaume made his mind up to step onto the shore. As he came
off the gangplank, acknowledging shouts from his soldiers with a
wave of his hand, he lost his footing and fell. The men near to the
Duke watched in horror as he stumbled and came
down hard upon his hands and knees. They were
superstitious and the fall of their leader in such an ignoble
manner would not sit well with them.

For a moment no one spoke nor
moved.

“Look!” Guillaume cried
suddenly. He clenched the damp sand in his
fists and then raised his arms into the air. “I seize the
soil of my rightful kingdom with my own hands!”

“That was close,” Robert, Count
of Mortain, commented dryly as he walked over to his half-brother,
“and quick thinking on your part.”

He helped Guillaume to his
feet. The Duke was weighed down by his armour
and not as young as he used to be.

“I tell thee, brother, God is
with us this day!” Guillaume asserted. “Was not your crossing as
smooth as you could wish for? No alarms! No sight of the enemy!
Does this not go against all that those who opposed our plans
counselled?”

“Providence is with us,
brother, I agree with you there,” Robert admitted. “There is yet
much to do before I'll feel safe in this foreign land,
however.”

“Then let's to it. We are here now, and I mean for us to stay!”




 Sunday, 1st
October 1066


The City of York

 


The great mead-hall of York had
never been so full. High-Theign Aethelwine, as the feast-giver, had
entered into the organisation of the event with a rare passion.
After the first eve of the Battle at Stamford Bridge had passed,
Aethelwine had begun his preparations to honour both the victorious
king and all of their fallen heroes.

His days had been spent in
purchasing the necessary victuals and drinks, organising the menu,
arranging the seating plans, contracting entertainers. The hall
itself was being used to house the court of King Harold of England,
but each evening afterwards, the High-Theign emptied the
long hall of everyone and decided what was to
be done. Over the next seven days, his
servants scrubbed it clean. The wall hangings were taken down.
Those deemed worthy enough to go back up were taken outside and
beaten free of the dust that had accumulated on them. Some of the
hangings were banished to the storage cabinets
and were replaced by more expensive examples, those deemed more
befitting to be seen in the presence of royalty. New straw covered
the clean floorboards, scented with herbs. Tallow candles filled
the place with warm light, and lamps bedecked the tables. Four new
trestle tables and accompanying benches had been ordered, along
with fine goblets of silver for the nobles, of kiln-fired clay for
the theign-worthy, and of artfully turned wood for the ceorls, the peasant class of Saxon society.

During the week leading up to
the celebration feast, a selection of the
captured Viking weapons and armour taken, from the field at
Stamford Bridge, were fixed to the rafters of the roof. It was
intended that all might see them and be reminded of the great feat
of arms that the Saxons had inflicted upon their ancient enemy. The
best quality arms and armour were to be awarded by the King to
those deemed to have excelled on the field of battle, as a public
display of gratitude. The rest were reserved for use by his army.
Any metal armour was highly prized and even the King of England
could not afford to outfit every fyrdman with a steel byrnie. The
captured Viking armour would give many more
Saxon warriors the protection that they deserved should they ever
need to fight again.

The feast was being held at the
King’s command to honour the fallen. It was also an opportunity for
him to introduce himself to his people in the north. It would
obviously serve to remind everyone present that Harold of Wessex
was the greatest of all Saxon aethelings.
Therefore, on the day before the bread was to be broken, Harold
suspended his court and went hunting instead.

At last, Aethelwine, his face
still bandaged from the wound he had suffered at the Battle of
Fulford Gate, got to lay out the hall. He had lost his eye due to
that hurt, but it did not hinder him from his duty as a Royal
Theign. The trestle tables were bedecked with tablecloths and
napkins made from fine linen. Eating in public demanded a certain
set of manners, and it would not reflect well on the feast-giver if
he neglected to set a proper table for his guests. Lamps had to be
positioned around the hall to ensure that everyone would be able to
see, as well as be seen, too.

Aethelwine even took an
uncharacteristic interest in the choice of food to be presented to
the guests. There would be beef from freshly butchered oxen, the
quality of each cut reflecting the station of the guest.
Pork was to be served in pies with their
crusts moulded into clever designs. That which was intended for the
table of King Harold would have the Wyvern of Wessex to adorn it.
Unfortunately, the recent battles had meant a scarcity of game
animals, but there would be poultry and fish to whet the appetite.
The latter would be served as a pate, once again decorated to
compliment both the guests of honour and the feast-giver
himself.

All of the meats would be
accompanied with rich sauces, fresh salads, and cooked vegetables.
Mature cheeses would be provided too, along with various types of
bread, some of which would be enriched with added milk or eggs.
Late summer fruits would also be on every table.

Of no less importance would be
the drink. The High-Theign of York was determined to impress his
royal guests with a fine array of wines, ales, and mead. Weak beer
would be made available for the guests of lower standing. Indeed,
it was of some relief to both him and the cooks that the best of
everything would be reserved for the eorldermen. Those of lower rank would still be offered a
fine selection, but less time and energy would be spent in the
presentation of those dishes. Even less again for the food intended
for those of the lowest class who would be formally invited. Of
course, the very poor would receive the leftovers after the feast,
anything that could not be stored against the coming winter at
least, and they would be grateful for it. The poor may go hungry
through necessity, but there would be many a guest who would fast
before the feast. It would be deemed an insult to the feast-giver
if they were not able to eat their share of what he offered.

There were many who looked to
be seated with the King, of course, and it was not possible that
they could all be accommodated. Eorl Gyrth,
the King’s brother, proved of great help in deciding who was worthy
and who could be relegated to the benches. Nevertheless, the demand
for just being present at the feast itself was
unprecedented, and Aethelwine had to appoint door-wardens to ensure
that only the invited passed over the threshold.

Coenred was not disappointed to
find that he and his men were sent to the benches. The presence of
so many eorldermen and Royal Companions filled the top table to
overflowing. He had no need to be seen in such company, although he
noted that both Edwin and Morcar had been included. It was proper
that they should be, as the Eorl of Mercia and the Eorl of
Northumbria respectively, and it pleased him somewhat that they
displayed the good sense to attend, with the appropriate humour as
well it seemed. Coenred had not spoken to them since the day he had
been called to attend upon King Harold at the makeshift court. At
that audience, he had been offered a place in
the Royal Companions, but he had declined the honour on the grounds
of loyalty to his own lords. The young eorls
had not been happy to hear that the son of Eorl Godwin now coveted
their captain of huscarls.

For her part, Mildryth preferred their allotted seat as well. She
would not be on display to everyone else in the hall down here, as
she had been at the previous feast to be held in this hall. She
also hoped that they would not attract any undue attention.
Mildryth had experienced more than enough of that recently. Their
table was situated close to the top table, however, and it would
give them a good view of the entertainment, but not so close that
they would be mistaken for aethelings. Of greater concern to her
was the immediate company that they would keep.

Sigbert was present with his
wife, Hilda, a stout woman with a kind face and an easy manner. She
chatted freely and seemed totally unimpressed by her surroundings.
Nevertheless, she wore a fine dress of cobalt blue, with
accessories of yellow. Around her neck hung a thick gold chain
suspending a crucifix made from the same precious metal. Mildryth
noted that Sigbert and Hilda were uncommonly devoted to each other,
even in public. They sat close together, touched each other’s arms
frequently, and leaned close, one to the
other, when they spoke. Without his armour, and in a clean tunic of
earth brown, Sigbert looked more like a theign-farmer than a
victorious warrior.

Young Aethelmaer joined them
with a very fair companion, a young girl who looked to be terrified
by the occasion. She barely spoke and sat as close as possible to
Aethelmaer, an occurrence that he did not seem to mind at all. It
was possible that she was actually uninvited and that Aethelmaer
had somehow smuggled her past the door-wardens, or, mayhap, she was
merely shy and overawed by the experience. Coenred did not seem
concerned by her presence. Indeed, he appeared to revel in the
company at the table. Mildryth had never seen him like this before,
relaxed and good humoured when in company, and it pleased her
greatly. Not that she would have complained about the girl’s
presence herself anyway, whether she was invited or not, though she
knew of some that would have taken pleasure in doing so.

Another veteran of both the
Battle of Fulford Gate and the Battle of Stamford Bridge also
joined them; Thrydwulf. Although the rules of the feast usually
restricted the presence of women as guests to those of a certain
station, such as wives, he too, although unmarried, was not alone.
His companion seemed more of the world, a woman of confidence if
not necessarily good character. In that, she
seemed to reflect Thrydwulf’s own personality.
Her name was Osthryd and she spoke politely enough, but she also
laughed readily at Thrydwulf’s coarse humour.
There was no doubting that their union was contracted for one night
only. Again, Coenred turned a blind eye to Thrydwulf. As far as he
was concerned his brother huscarl had hazarded
his life twice to help bring about the cause of this feast and he
was not going to chide him for a minor flouting of the rules of
etiquette. Mildryth did not need to discuss the matter to settle
her own opinion. She was grateful for what these men had done, for
the risking of their very lives, and believed that they had a right
to celebrate the victory in a manner that seemed best to each and
every one of them.

Only young Hengist sat without
a companion. Aldfrid had been his close friend, the two were of
similar age, but Aldfrid was gone from this
turning world now, killed at Stamford Bridge. Hengist smiled
readily when anyone noticed him, but the light would fade just as
quickly from his face. He was a huscarl, and he would bear his
loss, but the pain was still fresh within him and he was young. He
did not know it, and they did not reveal their concern to anyone
else, but both Coenred and Thrydwulf were keeping an eye on
Hengist. They would not let him slip from grief into despair.
Huscarls did not just claim a brotherhood, they lived and acted as
brothers.

Others were of much happier
moods than the young warrior, however. On such an evening as
this, all the guests presented themselves in
their finest. Gold, silver, and rare jewels
adorned them, and each item glinted in the torch light. The women
had spent hours bathing, anointing themselves, having their hair
dressed, and their best clothes cleaned. There were men present who
also seemed to have spent just as much time in indulging their own
vanity, but then this was a special occasion. It had been some
years since the King of England had last ventured north and
everyone wanted to see the event and, mayhap just as importantly,
to be seen as part of it.

Minstrels played on harps and
lyres whilst everyone found their seats, or a
place to stand at the rear of the hall if that was their lot. The
musicians would reserve their livelier refrains for after the
largest portion of food was eaten. Then, there would be dancing to
music played on drums, trumpets, flutes, and even bagpipes. Each
musician would look to entertain the guests as best as they were
able to. In the presence of the King, they
could expect a fine reward. They each hoped for more than just the
traditional horn of beer that Aethelwine was known to distribute. A
ring of gold, a cup of silver, a precious jewel, this was the way
of true ring-giving. Saxons liked to see people of merit and
ability duly rewarded.

Everyone stood for the arrival
of the eorldermen, led by the King himself. If the guests thought
that they themselves shone in the warm torchlight, then the nobles
simply glittered. Circlets of gold were on every head and jewelled
rings on clean fingers. Brooches of the finest workmanship held
light linen cloaks in place at the shoulder, many of such decorated
with cloth of gold hems. Even the Archbishop of York himself was
not above a demonstration of his wealth. He wore a fine gold
crucifix decorated with rubies.

Once the guests of honour
had taken their seats, a minstrel stepped into
the clear space before their table and sung a brief song of welcome
on behalf of High-Theign Aethelwine. He extolled the Theign's virtues as a loyal servant and a brave warrior,
to which Aethelwine modestly pretended a degree of embarrassment.
Everyone knew, but no one mentioned, that he had paid in advance
for the song to be sung, as tradition demanded.

The food was then brought in.
Servants entered carrying the first dishes, moving from the top
table down through the hall. They struggled somewhat as they came
to the far end where more people than were expected seemed to have
managed their way past the door-wardens, or, more likely, dropped a
few coins into their grateful hands to pass over the threshold
unobstructed.

Edwin, son of Octa, stood near
the back of the hall. He was the shield bearer to Coenred the
Huscarl, but the feast was so well attended that there was no room
for servants at the tables of their lords. Edwin did not mind,
however. He was the son of a ceorl, a man who
had been a farmer and one of the free peasant classes. This was
only the second time that he had attended such a feast as this in
his young life. Previously, he had been commanded by Coenred to
work in the kitchens. Tonight, he took his place as a free man and
he was happy with that, even if he did have to stand at the back
and wait for the food to come to him.

As the servants worked to bring
out the courses a scop, the very man who had
performed in this hall before Eorl Edwin and Eorl Morcar on the eve
of the ill-fated Battle of Fulford Gate, appeared. It seemed that
the passage of the many days of toil and trouble had left him
untouched. His tunic was still a bright shade of summer yellow, his
trousers dark red, and his hair tinged with grey, but his face
retained the vitality it had shown then, when he had performed
The Wanderer to the assembled warriors on that fateful
night. This evening, however, he was here to sing the praises of a
king following a victorious battle, rather than for the vanity of
young noblemen before their imminent defeat.

He held his customary staff in
his left hand and, turning on the spot, he bowed to each corner of
the hall in turn. A silence began to fall on the gathering as they
recognised that a poet of renown was about to entertain them. Once
more, his deep voiced boomed out beneath the rafters of the
long hall of High-Theign Aethelwine of
York.

 


If any living man longeth for
glory,

And fame without gain would
fain have for his own,

Then with my words would I
beseech him,

On all sides about him far out
to spy,

Clearly to look, south, east,
and west,

And consider how broad with the
clouds all about,

Is the vault of the sky. So may
the wise man,

Easily deem this earth of
ours.

By the side of that other
wondrously small,

Though to the witless
wide it seemeth,

To straying men strong in its
place.

Yet may the sage deep in his
spirit,

Feel great shame for the lust
of glory,

When the thirst for fame
fiercely presseth,

Although he may not make
it to spread,

In no wise whatever, over these
narrow,

Quarters of earth. How idle is glory!

Why ever, O proud ones, take ye
pleasure,

To bow your own necks beneath the yoke,

Heavy and grievous, glad that
ye may?

Why do ye labour so long in
vain?

Aim to possess fame in the
world,

Over the nations, more than ye
need?

Though it befell that southward
and north,

The uttermost denizens, dwellers of earth,

In many a tongue intoned your
praises;

Though you were known for
noblest birth,

Worshipped for wealth, waxing
in splendour,

Dear for your valour; Death
heedeth these not,

When heaven's Governor giveth
him leave.

But the wealthy man, and the
wanting in goods,

Death maketh equal, in all
things alike.

Where now are the wise ones,
Weland's bones,

The worker in gold, once
greatest in glory?

I ask where the bones of
Weland are buried,

For never any that on earth
liveth,

May lose any virtue lent him by
Christ;

Nor may one poor wretch be
robbed with more ease,

Of his soul's
virtue, then may the
sun,

Be swung from his path, or the
swift heavens,

Moved from their courses by the
might of a man.

Who now is aware of wise
Weland's bones,

In what barrow lying they
litter the ground?

Where is the senator so mighty
of Rome,

The bold champion of whom we
chant,

Head of their army, he that the
name,

Amid the burghers, of Brutus
bore?

Where is the wise one that
wished for fame,

The people's shepherd,
steadfast of purpose,

That was a sage in each thing
several,

Keen and the cunning, Cato
was hight?

Many long days ago these men
departed;

No man knoweth now where
they be.

What is left of them but their
fame alone?

Too slight is the glory of such teachers.

For they were worthy, were
those heroes,

Of more in the world. But worse
it is now,

When over the earth, in every
quarter,

They and those like them are
little spoken of,

And some not a few are clean
forgotten,

And their fame cannot keep them
longer,

Known to all men, noble
heroes.

Though ye now deem, desire
strongly,

That long in the
land your life may
last,

However, the better can ye be or seem?

For Death no man leaveth,
though long it seem,

His life-days
told, if the Lord it
alloweth.

But what profit doth a mortal
possess,

In this world's glory, if he be
gripped,

By death everlasting after this
life?

There is one Creator, we cannot
doubt,

And He controlleth every creature,

Of heaven and of earth, and of
the high seas,

And all the things that therein
dwell,

Of those unseen, and likewise
of such

As with our eyes, we are able to see,

Of all creation; Almighty is
He.

Him humbly court all things
created,

That of their service have any
knowledge,

And none the less of those that
know not,

That they minister unto the
Master.

In us, He created ways and customs,

And for all His creatures peace
unaltered,

Never ceasing in its
nature,

When that He wished whatever
pleased Him,

As long as He liked should live
and last.

So it shall be, and for ever
abide.

 


The scop
bowed dramatically towards King Harold as he finished his recital.
In his turn, the monarch remained still and quiet for a moment,
apparently unmoved, his chin resting upon the
heel of his palm, but his eyes were bright.

It was but a segment of the
Lay of Boethius, a portion that dealt with the vanity of
seeking glory when death would bring the same end to everyone, in
line with Almighty God’s will. Some might take it for a rebuke,
some, like Eorl Edwin of Mercia mayhap, but wiser minds would find
a lesson in the words of old King Alfred, for a lesson it was meant
to be.

“You speak bravely,” Harold
eventually said. His posture remained unchanged.

“I speak as God inspires me, My
Lord,” the scop replied with his right hand
over his heart.

“I do not doubt it and,
therefore, I thank you for your lesson.” Harold stood up suddenly
and raised a golden cup in salute. “You speak bravely, I say, and
rightly also. A fine performance, I deem it. Fine indeed.” He drank
from the cup and, when emptied, he tossed it freely to the
scop who caught the priceless vessel deftly.
“The first of many gifts this night!

“We won a mighty battle against
the presuming Norse, but this fight was not sought for glory. Nor
was it fought for the fame of my crown, nor for that of my house.
We raised our shields and brought down our spears upon the enemy
for you, the people of the north. If old Hardrada were the Wolf of
War, then I am the Shepherd of Peace. God’s will be for peace to
reign in this land and He directed that the War Wolf be laid low
and made food for the rapture of ravens. So often does the
shepherd deal with the wolf when his flock is
threatened. My good scop, thank you for
reminding us, one and all, that it is to God that we must look for
our deliverance. All glory that rises from this act belongs to Him
alone.”

The audience cheered the words
of Harold, who seemed at that moment more one of them than a king
upon a dais. Fists pounded the boards, almost deafeningly. In his
turn, Harold of Wessex bowed to his people. He
beckoned the poet closer and removed a large gold ring from his
finger. He held the gem aloft for all to see and, with a smile,
deposited it into the golden cup already given to the poet as a due
reward. The sound of gold on gold brought another cheer from the
assembled crowd. Harold Godwinson was a ring-giver, like the chiefs
of old, and the people liked what they saw.

High-Theign Aethelwine rose
from his seat next to that of his honoured guest and raised both
hands into the air to call for quiet. Eventually, the guests obeyed him, or rather, ultimately
responded in the manner that he wished them to.

“I can find no better suited
moment, or words of greater wisdom, with which to open this feast.
Break ye the bread upon the boards, drink the wine, one and all,
for this feast is begun!”

They needed no further urging.
Cups were raised and emptied in one draft and then everyone fell
upon the food that was being served to them. As the feast
progressed, the noble lords took turns in
praising their king. As the drink flowed ever more freely their
compliments became less accomplished, and often gave rise to
unlooked for laughter from the benches. As this went on, dishes
were cleared away and replaced by new servings from the
hard-working kitchens. Some of the Royal Companions were eloquent,
some were clumsy, but the best were brief.
Harold seemed to take the praise in good spirits, even making fun
of a few of the speakers. Finally, he rose to his feet to speak to
the assembly once more, before they were too merry themselves, and
also so as to allow the rest of the evening to be occupied with
dancing, singing, games, and ring-giving.

“Good people of York. Friends.
This day is not for me. This day is for all of us. There are many
here tonight who can trace their bloodline back to the Norse, and
some of us might turn an unfriendly face upon such as them, but I
hold them dear to me, for when Harold Hardrada set foot on English
soil and called for those of Viking blood to come to his banner,
none did!

“England takes those of once
foreign blood and makes them English. So it was with the Saxon, so
it is with the Viking. It is because we become of one mind, one
kingdom, one blood, that we have proved stronger than the Norse.
Our shield-wall is firmer, our spears longer, our warriors
bolder.

“But we should remember the
blood that has been spilt upon English soil to make this day a
happy one. At Fulford Gate, many brave Saxons
stood their ground and looked to turn back the threat of the Land
Ravager. Those firm warriors have left this mead-hall, never more
to raise a cup to their lips in our company. Do not let them be
forgotten. Of those that survived that fateful day, I give you
gracious thanks for doing your duty!”

Harold turned and raised his
replacement golden cup to Edwin and Morcar, and then again to the
general assembly of people before him. A murmur of approval passed
through the throng. The young eorls nodded
back their own acknowledgement in return.

“Still more brave companions we
lost at Stamford Bridge, men of Sussex, men of Kent, men of Essex,
men of East Anglia, men of Wessex, men of Mercia, and men of
Northumbria. But think on, Saxons from the length and breadth of
this Kingdom of England stood together at Stamford Bridge and their
combined might was greater than the Vikings,
great enough not just to defeat them, but to destroy the
enemy!”

A roar of approval followed
this declaration.

“When the men of England stand
shoulder to shoulder, what enemy can defy us? Gone are the days of
the warriors of one burgh fighting to defend only their own land.
Gone are the days when the people of Wessex care not what befalls
the people of Northumbria. We are one now. One land. One Kingdom.
One people!”

The ovation that the King’s
speech received was like nothing that anyone had heard before.
Gyrth smiled at his brother as he stood there,
toasting the crowd with a golden cup that had
been placed within his reach, and filled with more wine, by a keen
servant as soon as the previous one had been thrown to the poet.
Perhaps it was all true. Certainly, there had
been no exaggeration in what Harold had said. There had indeed been
men from each of the great eorldoms of England
in the shield-wall at Stamford Bridge, but what Harold had not
mentioned was just how hard it had been to get those men to come
north in the first place. However, Harold had done it. He had
broken tradition and moved men from the south to defend the north,
and Gyrth could see the value behind this accomplishment. If
warriors would now move further than their traditional burghs to
fight and defend the homes of other Saxons, in other parts of the
kingdom, then the king’s army would become a much more formidable
force.

The entertainment resumed once
more as the King re-took his seat. They enjoyed a series of
wrestling matches between men fighting for a ring of gold. Others
tested their strength in lifting heavy stones. At more than one
table a drinking game ensued, and it was not long before people
were falling from their benches or being heaved out of the door to
avoid retching and staining the newly cleaned floorboards.

Coenred leant back from his
table and smiled to himself. His fellows were being as rowdy as
everyone else present. He did not resent their behaviour for a
moment. They were warriors one and all, huscarls, men who had sworn
an oath to defend their lord with their own
lives. The also defended all the people for whom their lord was
responsible for, and in that defence they might, and often did,
die. At Fulford Gate over a thousand huscarls had stood firm before
the spears of the Vikings and paid the fateful price of their
courage. They had been hacked down mercilessly. Brave Hereric had
mustered five hundred huscarls to him as the battle went against
the Saxons. He had won a respite that had given Eorl Morcar the
chance to escape the Norse and flee to the safe custody of Coenred
and his small band of warriors. They had already rescued his
brother, Eorl Edwin. From the edge of the marsh, they had watched
as Hereric had turned his men to face the advancing horde of
Vikings. In honour of their death-oath, they
had flung themselves at their hated enemy to buy Morcar the time he
needed to escape the field of battle.

Coenred would never forget the
sacrifice of Hereric and his brave five hundred huscarls. They had
died as warriors, with honour and the blood of their enemy upon
their swords.

And then there had been
Alfrid; the youngest of his band. Brave beyond
his years, young Aldfrid had been cut down from behind while
maintaining the shield-wall at Stamford Bridge. The promise of his
youth was gone, lost in a single moment, to a Norse sword stabbed
into his back. Eawyn, the daughter of the Theign of Tadcaster,
would even now be weeping over his memory. They had stood in a
field, hard by the wooden walls of the town, one evening and
kissed. Believing themselves unseen, their declaration of love had
been made and witnessed all the same. Following the age-old ritual
of a young man and a young woman, they had
plighted their troth, one to another, but with no chance to realise
the love that had grown between them. Theirs was a bright but
short-lived flame extinguished by war. War was their work after
all.
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