

    
        
          Freswael: The Frisian Slaughter

        

        
        
          Nordic Heroes, Volume 9

        

        
        
          Christopher Webster

        

        
          Published by -, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FRESWAEL: THE FRISIAN SLAUGHTER

    

    
      First edition. June 14, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Christopher Webster.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224886319

    

    
    
      Written by Christopher Webster.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Epigraph

INTRODUCTION

FINN’S BURG

BETRAYAL

TRUCE

HENGEST’S REVENGE

HOMECOMING

FRESWAEL IN THE MSS

I

II

Sign up for Christopher Webster's Mailing List

Further Reading: Halfdan of Jorvik

Also By Christopher Webster

About the Author



  	
        
            
            I have never before, in the battles of men,
heard of sixty such valiant warriors,
or barons who better bore themselves,
or better repaid their ruler's sweet mead,
than the hall-companions of heroic Hnaef.
 
–Finnesburh Fragment
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INTRODUCTION
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THE TITLE, Freswael, is taken from line 1070 of Beowulf, and means “Frisian Slaughter”. It tells the story of a peaceful visit to Frisia by Prince Hnaef to visit his sister, Hildeburgh. However, something went wrong, and the visit ended in slaughter. The story is known from two surviving Old English texts, The Finnesburh Fragment, and an episode in Beowulf in which the story of the fragment is continued by Hrothgar’s skald. More information and literal translations of both texts may be found in the Appendix.

Much scholarly ink has been spilled on trying to work out exactly what happened at Finnesburh on that fatal visit fourteen centuries ago. The text raises many questions: if Hengest was an Angle, why was he fighting with the Half-Danes? Who are the Eotens referred to in the Beowulf passage? Which of the warriors are on which side? Ordlaf and Guthlaf are on Hengest’s side, and Garulf appears to be on the Frisian side, yet when he is killed it is stated that he is Guthlaf’s son. Were there two Guthlafs? Have the names become confused during oral transmission? Or is the text correct, and part of the tragedy of the Frisian Slaughter is that father and son found themselves on opposite sides? Readers who are interested in these complexities are recommended to Tolkien’s masterly work on the subject (Finn and Hengest: The Fragment and the Episode. London, Allen & Unwin, 1982).

Christopher Webster, 2013

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FINN’S BURG
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THE GREAT HALL OF FINN, king of the Frisians, rang with laughter and the rippling of the harp. Tonight was a special occasion – a feast to welcome the Half-Danes who had made a long journey over wind-lashed waves to celebrate the healing of an old feud. Hildeburgh, Finn’s queen, was particularly happy. It was the first time for many years that she had seen her brother, Hnaef, and now he sat with her son, Freawine, and her husband in the place of honour at the high table.

Smiling, she rose to perform the welcome ceremony. First she offered the welcome cup to Finn with the customary toast: “Wassail”. Then she carried it to each of the thanes, Frisian and Half-Dane alike, until she returned to the high table, and Hnaef, their honoured guest. She offered him the cup, and he received it graciously, saying. “I drink to the peace which now exists between our peoples – long may it continue!”

A resounding cheer greeted these words, for there were many in that hall who remembered the blood and tears shed in that bitter feud. Then Widsith, at a sign from Hnaef, stepped onto the dais with his harp in his hand. His very appearance was enough to command silence: he was old and grey-haired, but still strong and sinewy, and his eyes pierced like spears. He struck a chord on his harp and his hypnotic voice rose to the smoke-blackened rafters.

~
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LISTEN!

My song is a sad one;

of friends who fought each other,

fought in a feud

over a jewelled collar.

Then lances, not laughter,

rang in this hall,

and many who should

have shared this feast

became carrion-feasts for crows.

But Finn took to wife

the winsome Hildeburgh,

and ended the blood-feud

to please his bride.

Now in their son,

two nations are one:

The feud is forgotten;

Fate has come full circle!

~
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WIDSITH’S SONG SONG was intended to set the seal on the renewed friendship between Frisian and Half-Dane and clear the air of any lingering bitterness left by the feud. Now the good will flowed as freely as the beer and mead, which servants brought to the mead-benches in an endless stream. Only Finn seemed unmoved, and scowled into a drinking horn as though some lingering resentment were preying on his mind.

He might have brooded all evening, but for the gift-giving ceremony. Hnaef presented him with a fine sword, saying, “There is no greater token of trust than the giving of gifts. This is Blood-Snake, an ancient blade, said to be the work of Weland, and the finest sword in the Northlands except my own Battle-Flame.

Finn’s eyes lit up with pleasure as he drew the sword from its sheath. The sword gleamed dully in the torchlight revealing a faint snake-like pattern down its blade – the sign of a fine sword made by the master craftsmen of old. They would take several rods of red hot iron and plait them like a maiden’s hair. When the sword had been hardened and tempered it had twice the strength of an ordinary blade. Finn knew its worth, and for a while his black mood was forgotten.

Smiling for the first time that evening, he asked Hildeburgh to bring the gift he had chosen for Hnaef. She opened a carved bone casket that stood on the high table and took out a glittering jewelled collar.

“This is the finest prize in our treasure-hoard, second only to the legendary necklace made by the Brising Fire Dwarves. This collar was the cause of the feud and its gift is a sign of its healing.” Her eyes shone with joy as she fastened the collar round her brother’s neck.

Hnaef called for a toast, and once again Hildeburgh went among the thanes with the welcome cup. Then he suggested, as was the custom, that they should hold a fortune-telling to see what Fate held in store for their two peoples. Finn seemed displeased at this idea, but he said nothing. Widsith was called, and with his bag of runes, he knelt before Hnaef, who as honoured guest, was the first to have his fortune told.

Widsith recited an ancient spell, made some passes with his hands, and drew three runestones out of his leather bag.

“Your runes are ‘Ash’, meaning ‚ ‘spear’, and ‘Tir’, meaning ‘victory’.” said Widsith. “These runes mean that you will win high renown as a warrior.”

Hnaef looked pleased, and his thanes, who already admired his bravery in battle, cheered heartily.

“...but ‘Ea’ means that you will pay a price for this honour.”

“What price must I pay, Widsith?” asked Hnaef.

“I can see only that the price will be high, my lord. If you wish to know more, I must read the runes again.”

Hnaef smiled. “There is no need, Widsith. “I know the price a warrior must pay – practice, practice and more practice, until his arm feels like dropping off!”

His men banged the benches and laughed heartily. They knew all too well the truth of this joke.

Next Widsith knelt before Finn, who waved him angrily away.

“Fortune-telling is for old women, not warriors!” he snapped, causing Hildeburgh to blush for his lack of courtesy before such important guests.

Widsith ignored the insult and moved on to Hengest. He was Hnaef’s second in command, a genial blonde-haired giant, whose reputation as a sword-fighter was spreading throughout the Northlands. Hengest smiled a wry smile as if to say that he secretly agreed with Finn, but was too polite to say so. Once again Widsith said the ancient spell and drew out three runestones. He studied them for a moment, then said: “ ‘Sefa’ means ‘blood’ and ‘Eth’ means ‘nation’: from your blood shall spring a new nation. Beware...”

Widsith hesitated.

“Beware what?” prompted Hengest. “Speak!”

Widsith, afraid that he might he misunderstood, chose his words carefully.

“The rune, ‘Cweorth’, in this position signifies a false king... but I don’t know who it refers to.”

Hengest laughed with relief. He had feared something that would spoil the first part of the prophecy, which had struck a chord with his ambition to found, if not a new nation, at least his own burg. But Finn seemed angrier than ever, and flushed crimson, as though he had taken the prophecy as a personal insult, just as Widsith feared he would.

“I’ve had enough of this foolery,” he snarled. “The feast is over!” And with that he stalked out of the hall, leaving Hildeburgh, Freawine, and his chief retainers with no choice but to follow him.

The mood of good will was swept away by this unwarranted behaviour. The Half-Danes felt robbed of their night’s merriment, and the Frisians felt that they were somehow responsible. One by one they slipped away to their own homes, leaving the Half-Danes to make themselves as comfortable as they could in the deserted mead hall.

Widsith apologised for the tactless words that had upset Finn, but Hnaef shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault, Widsith. Finn was in a strange mood all evening. I don’t know what it means, but we must be prepared.”

So when the torches guttered in their sockets, and the fire burned low in the hearth, the Half-Danes cleared away the mead benches and lay down in the straw. Hnaef and Hengest checked that each man had his sword and ring-mail nearby, and placed guards at the doors. Then they too
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