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INTRODUCTION
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AELLE, LIKE HENGEST, is one of the founders of England, though even less is known about him. I was inspired to write a story based on the scant information in the old chronicles, expanded with speculation based on place names. The Historical Note at the end of the story summaries all that is known about Aelle – the rest is story-tellers licence! The story was developed into a novel entitled Sword of Saxony, but I was dissatisfied with it and unpublished it. Later, I re-used some of the material in English Dawn.
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CHAPTER 1
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I sing of bold Aelle,

a thegn of Saxony

who made his way to Selsey Bill

to found a new country.

He was the son of Ermanric

of legendary fame,

who was the son of Sigmund,

the second of that name;

he was the son of Siegfried,

the famous dragon-killer,

who was the son of Sigmund,

another famous spiller

of dragon blood, and known

throughout the land to be

the one who pulled Wodan’s sword, Gram,

out of the Branstock tree.

The lineage goes further,

through names that are forgotten,

all the way back to Ansigard

and the All-Father, Wodan...

—Aellesaga



WODAN INDEED! – SIEGFRIED! – noble lineage! Ha! A tall tale! – and I should know. I am Aelle’s scopf, and it was I who made it up! Doesn’t every petty chieftain want to link himself with the gods and heroes of Saxony! Well, that’s how I earn my sweet mead. More than mead – look at this gold torque. It’s worth the price of a village in old Saxony, and that’s what Aelle gave me in return for that saga – though it’s mostly lies, or if not lies, exaggeration. You think I am wrong to scoff at the lord who retains me? Well, I am not called a scopf for nothing. My job is to praise him to his people, but speak hard truths to his face – and to scoff at him when he is talking rubbish. As for you, you have caught me in the privacy of my own hall, so don’t take it too hard if I scoff at you. At least I’ll tell you a plain tale about Aelle – the truth, if you can take it. Well, here it is:

Back in the old country, we Saxons had no king, but a leidar, a leader, for each tribe. They held an annual meeting in the centre of Saxony at Hohe Ufer to make laws, pass judgement, and make decisions on important matters. The meeting was presided over by one of the leidars who was known as Hohe Leidar (High Leader). He was not a king, you understand, but one who had been chosen by acclamation for some particular exploit, or skill. The High Leader could change from year to year.

I remember the meeting that started it all. It took place in the same year that the old Roman Empire finally collapsed and Odoacer became king of Italy. The event unsettled the whole word. Refugees poured out of Italy into Thuringia, and the Thuringians began to cross our southern border. Soon Saxony was overflowing with people and there was hardly enough land to support them. Another problem was that bands of refugees, driven mad with hunger, were raiding the farmsteads in the south and west and stealing cattle and crops.

The purpose of the meeting was to decide what to do about these problems. It was presided over by Hildebrand, who had been High Leader for three years. He was an old greybeard now, but had been High Leader once before, many years ago, after he had led the Saxons to victory against the Franks. But this time he had been chosen for his wisdom rather than his strength – and believe me, it was a situation that needed it.

“We must raise an army to drive them back,” said Wolf, leader of the Wolfsburg people. He was a forceful, abrupt man, who saw the world in black and white, and preferred simple, often violent, solutions, to complex ones.

“But the Thuringians are our allies, and many of them are kinsmen,” objected Andred, whose people lived near Saxony’s southern border.

“What we need is more land,” said Aelle, leader of the people of Aurich. He was a man in middle life, tall and strong, with an elaborately plaited-blonde beard, and blue, far-seeing eyes. Over the years he had built a reputation as a wicing (sea-raider) and had grown rich on it. It was for this reason that he had been chosen as leader, though he didn’t relish the task. He would far rather have been riding the waves in his trusty wave horse. However, he decided that, since he was here, he might as well say what he thought.

All eyes turned on him, some with surprise, others with contempt, as his suggestion seemed to have little to do with the matter in hand.

“And where are we going to find it?” said Wolf. “We have plenty of land already if we keep the Thuringians out!”

“Britannia,” said Aelle, ignoring his remark about the Thuringians, “like Hengest did in the reign of Valentinian. It is a land rich for the picking. The Romans abandoned it long ago, and the shepherd has left the sheep at the mercy of...”

“People like me,” said Wolf, grinning at the play on his name. “Except that the sheep found a new shepherd who drove Hengest out with his tail between his legs.”

“Vortimer is dead,” said Aelle. “They say he was poisoned by Hengest’s daughter. I wonder if it’s true...”

Ewald, leader of the Emden folk, spoke up. “It is true. Do you remember Ebissa who was Leidar of Emden before me? Well, he married Hengest’s youngest daughter, Aelfgifu, and they became allies. He joined Hengest in Britannia, and when the Britons rebelled, offered him a home in Emden. A few years ago his daughter returned to Britannia and, Wodan knows how, poisoned King Vortimer. Without the Vortimer’s leadership, Hengest found it easy to reclaim his lost kingdom.”

“It is true,” said Aelle, “and what is more, Britannia has never been weaker. I heard there was a great battle at a place called Ambresbyrig at which the flower of the British nobility was slaughtered.”

“They are good stories,” scoffed Andred, “but how do you know they are true? The Britons are like the old Romans in that they keep coming back again all the stronger.”

“Well, one thing is certain...” said Aelle, and his voice had an authority that outweighed the opinions of the older men, an authority that often accompanies a man of action – he had been, and he had seen – the others had only heard: “...my raids along the Saxon shore have met little resistance of late. I tell you, that land is a fruit ripe for the plucking!”

There were a few minutes of silence while this idea sank in, then suddenly there was an outburst of excited chatter as assembled leidars discussed the prospect of rich new lands. Hildebrand let it run for a while, then called for order.

“Leidars!” he said. “We have talked over these matters. Now it is time to decide what to do.”

“We must not forget the raiders who steal from our hard-working farmers,” said Andred.

“That is a matter for each leidar to deal with,” said Hildebrand. “Every leidar has a house-troop of degena (thegns). If he needs more help he must make alliances with his neighbours.”

“What about the refugees from Thuringia?” said Wolf.

“We must help them,” said Hildebrand.

Wolf spluttered with disbelief, and there were other murmurs of dissent, so Hildebrand added firmly, “They share the same ancestry and speak the same language. How can we turn them away?”

“Same language,” laughed Hama, “when they call a horse a ‘hrossa’!”

Everyone laughed. Hildebrand nodded, conceding the point, though only as a minor one. “Well it’s near enough if you compare it to the Roman word – what is it?”

“Equus,” said Aelle, who had picked up a smattering of several languages on his travels.

Wolf continued to press his objection: “But the land barely yields enough to feed our own people as it is – and after last year’s bad harvest...”

“Which is why I agree with Aelle. Now, we must put it to the vote.”

And so they shouted, each man at the top of his voice, for voting in old Saxony was done by acclamation. Hildebrand listened to the cacophony of “ayes” and “nays” and came to a decision: “The ‘ayes’ have it. Aelle will lead an expedition to Britannia. Now let’s have a rest and share a mead cup.”

This announcement was greeted by a loud cheer, though whether it was for the expedition or the mead was not certain.

After the refreshment had been taken, the meeting reconvened to plan the details of the expedition. It was decided that they would send two war-keels with a contingent of about 100 degenas, a few from each region, to be chosen by their leaders. Aelle was to use his knowledge of the Saxon shore to find a suitable landing place and the degenas job was to fight for land and hold it. When they had established a firm foothold they would send for the wives, children, craftsmen and tillers of the land, and establish a new home.

At the end of the meeting, Aelle stood up to address the assembly. “I vow before Wodan that I will make a new Saxon homeland in Britannia, and in token of that vow, I take this soil of our beloved homeland...” here, he held up a bag of earth which his servant had brought for him, “...and place it in the soil of our new land and call it Saxony.”

“Hey, you can’t call it that or it will get confused with this place,” called Wolf.

“Well, something with ‘Saxon’ in it,” stuttered Aelle, annoyed at having his fine speech spoiled.

“What about Saxannia?” suggested Andred.

“Or Saxland,” suggested Hama.

“Or sex-land,” joked Wolf. “I’ve heard those British beauties take a lot of beating...”

“You mean ‘boning’,” quipped Hama.

“We have to win it, yet,” Hildebrand reminded them mildly, before their jests became too bawdy. “And to help us to do so, I propose that we make a sacrifice at the Donar Oak.”

The Donar Oak was an ancient oak tree in the centre of Hohe Ufer which had been dedicated to the thunder god, Donar. On its branches hung the offerings of the people, ranging from love tokens and charms for healing, to the rotting carcasses of animals sacrificed to the gods. Legend told that, long ago, those sacrifices had been human. Human or not, the rotting bones and flesh of the sacrifices surrounded the oak with a terrible stench which added to its numinous quality.

A magnificent bull was chosen from Hildebrand’s herd and the prester, after chanting an invocation to Donar
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