
The City of York 

 

“At last I walk the streets of York again,” Sigbert declared as they stepped out from the 

stables leaving their retainers to look after their horses and equipment. “Think on brothers, 

within a few strides I will be home and in the embrace of my beloved Hilda.” 

“Truly I do not envy you friend Sigbert, for I have known the embrace of many a fair 

woman and hope to know many more before I breathe my last breath,” Thrydwulf responded 

with good humour. 

“I am with Sigbert on this occasion,” Hereric commented. “My lovely Eadgyd also resides 

within York’s fair walls and tonight I will sleep a sleep not perfumed by the odours escaping 

from your foul bodies. I long to see my children again.” 

“And make another one I do not doubt,” Thrydwulf grinned at him. 

“We have ridden all day as bodyguard to the eorls, my limbs are stiff and my seat numb, 

let me walk in the sun and ease my aches,” Sigbert said to no on in particular. 

“We should make the most of it,” Thrydwulf agreed, “the eorls are busy settling into their 

lodge, sooner than I want duty will call us back to the great hall and the ease of the 

eoldermen.” 

They walked leisurely into the sunshine and were seemingly unconscious of the deference 

shown to them by the people that they passed on the street. Their clothing was of the best 

quality and gold and silver adorned them, decorations for their weapons and belts, thick 

chains holding garnets, rubies and other precious jewels from the far east; the latter more so 

with the younger warriors. Around the head of each was a circlet of gold, a gift from their 

lord. No one could be in doubt as to their status as members of the warrior elite. 

“You speak like old men,” Aethelmaer declared with a smile. He was noticeably younger 

than the other three who had served together as huscarls for several years now. Like Aldfrid 

and Hengist who brought up the rear of the party he belonged to the next generation to take 

up the sword and swear the oath of the huscarl. 

“The young know nothing,” Sigbert declared. 

“Except that they will grow old,” Hereric added. 

“I wonder at the miracle that the three of you were once young,” Aethelmaer retorted. 

“If you live as long as we in this occupation then you will have become wise indeed,” 

Thrydwulf told him. “Your fair skin is yet to feel the cut of a blade or the sting of an arrow. I 

saw you bathe the other day and I mistook thee for a wench, so fair and flawless was thy 

skin.” 



The older warriors burst into noisy laughter whilst young Aethelmaer reddened. Hereric in 

his turn turned on the other two so far silent companions bringing up the rear; they were 

smirking at Aethelmaer behind his back. 

“Getting your first scar is not like getting your first woman, as you’ll know when both 

things happen to thee.” 

Again, there followed more raucous laughter from the older warriors and the reddening of 

young faces. 

“We have stood our ground before the enemy,” Aethelmaer insisted with some passion. 

“Aye, we have seen the back of Tostig Godwinson when he turned and ran before the 

shield-wall that we stood firm in alongside thee at Grim’s By,” Hengist agreed. 

“We do not doubt thy valour when you have us to stand behind,” Thrydwulf told them, 

“we being a little taller than thee.” 

“More broader than taller says I.” Aldfrid responded. 

“My girth comes from good living got from living with a good woman,” Sigbert replied 

with an easy humour. 

“I know the wisdom of thy words brother,” Hereric said in agreement. 

“And we younger warriors will add to our slim girths by feasting in High-Theign 

Aethelwine’s hall tonight,” Aldfrid declared, smiling at the thought. “Though I doubt that 

he’ll be glad to see the eorls and us, their companions, supping beneath his roof so soon 

again.” 

“In truth the eorls do test the man’s sense of hospitality,” Aethelmaer agreed. 

“He is a high-theign, appointed by the king himself he has the obligation of duty just like 

the rest of us. Such is the fate of those who rub shoulders with eoldermen,” Thrydwulf 

expressed little sympathy. 

“My father would say different,” Aethelmaer retorted. 

“Your father would,” Hereric told him, “your father is a royal-theign like Aethelwine. 

Picked by the hand of the sovereign himself to rule these lands in the king’s name and apply 

the king’s law.” 

“He bought that sword that hangs at your side.” Aethelmaer glared at Thrydwulf’s back in 

immediate response to that comment. 

“We all come into our swords one way or another,” Sigbert intervened, “mine is an 

heirloom, like many a man’s, Aethelmaer’s is a gift from his father, also like many another 

man’s. What matters is that we are brother huscarls together.” 

They all voiced their agreement with this truth noisily. Thrydwulf was not a jealous man 

but he had earned his place as a huscarl the hard way, as a professional fighting man for lesser 

lords. He had invested the prizes he had received from their hands in the badge of his rank, 

the gold inlaid sword, as well as his necessary steel mail armour, the two horses, a shield-



bearer and all the equipage dictated by law. His body carried many scars that were the 

testament of his achievements on the field of battle. The Saxon world respected talent and a 

man could win great wealth and great renown by proving himself to his lord in whatever field 

his skills excelled. 

For his part Aethelmaer was the son of a rich man. He could have followed any occupation 

open to the theign-worthy, becoming a huscarl was as much his right as anyone else’s who 

possessed the ability to thrive in such a calling. The law stated only that a man must own the 

required sword, not that he must earn it through the spilling of his own blood. Of course some 

wealth was necessary too, a huscarl was a full time warrior who was not distracted by the 

need to practice a trade or farm land; such was the fate of the fyrdmen. 

The petty clash would quickly be forgotten, however. Aldfrid was quite correct; they 

would eat and drink well tonight in the companionship of the eorls and at Aethelwine’s 

expense. Also, the bonds of brotherhood that they enjoyed had been proven more than once 

before the enemy. It was only peace and relative inactivity that gave them leisure enough to 

squabble like this. 

“I am to my fair Eadgyd now; enjoy the city as best thee may,” Hereric declared with a 

grin. 

“I will walk a ways with thee seeing as our families both live on the west bank,” Sigbert 

told him. 

The two of them headed for the stone bridge that joined the eastern and western halves of 

the city. It had been built by the Romans and had remained strong and trustworthy to this day. 

They entered streets full of buildings seemingly crammed into too little a space. Mostly 

they were single story houses of the traditional style, which in the city was of thatched roofs 

standing at least 6 natural feet from the ground. Windows with shutters were much more 

common here than in the poorer outlying settlements. There were also some buildings that 

were two storeys high as that was the only way to extend the property if the house on either 

side could not be bought by a man wealthy and determined enough to display his prosperity; a 

trait rich Saxons often indulged. 

It was common for dwellings to also be places of work and more than one house had a 

front that could be opened up and turned into a shop. Through-out the city there were 

merchants who dealt in fish, grain, meat, poultry, fruit and vegetables, and drinks such as 

wine, beer and herbal teas. There were more practical wares to be had, implements such as 

needles, spoons and hair combs crafted from antler and bone work, practical and decorative 

woodwork, pottery turned on a wheel, and for those with less money to spend made by hand 

also. 

As Sigbert and Hereric walked they browsed the shops they passed, stopping to look at the 

expensive glass and amber used for decoration or as windows to let in the light and keep out 



the cold. They examined knives and axes made from iron, in particular the more expensive 

steel. Hereric’s eye was caught by items of jewellery made from precious and semi-precious 

stones, often set in bronze, silver and gold. He bought a delicate piece of amber suspended 

upon a silver chain. 

“Eadgyd adores amber,” he explained unnecessarily to Sigbert. 

Clothes were abundant, caps, bonnets and mittens produced from sprang looms, woollen 

and linen cloaks, tunics and trousers, linen underwear or summer tunics and trousers, leather 

shoes, gloves and belts. The city was a hive of commerce and full of busy people, although 

there always seemed to be plenty of men to sit in the small drinking houses enjoying cups of 

beer and discussing the great issues of the day. 

“We part company here,” Sigbert eventually said, “I wish all good things to you and 

yours.” 

“May you find hearth and home warm and welcoming,” Hereric returned. “I will see thee 

anon at the great hall.” 

Hereric had only a short way to walk to his family’s abode. His own father had been a 

theign of middle standing who had distinguished himself once in battle and had been 

rewarded by Siward the Sout, Eorl of Northumbria, with a generous grant of land north of 

York. That land and the settlement built upon it had passed to Hereric when his father had 

died some thirteen years ago. At that time he had been making the most of his status as the 

son of a distinguished warrior- theign, which led to Eorl Siward offering him a position as a 

companion and a huscarl. The life of a theign on a country estate did not appeal to the young 

Hereric who preferred the distractions of city life and when a neighbour had made a generous 

offer for the land, looking to build a bigger estate for himself, he had agreed willingly to the 

sale. 

The death of Eorl Siward in 1055 saw the appointment by King Edward of Eorl Tostig 

Godwinson to Northumbria and he brought with him his own companions. Like many of 

Siward’s former followers Hereric had drifted to Mercia where the energetic Eorl Aelfgar had 

always found a use for such men; even against their own king. Since 1065 Morcar, son of 

Aelfgar, had been the Eorl of Northumbria and it had been no trouble for Hereric to follow 

the young nobleman back to the place he loved best; not least because Eadgyd had remained 

in York and endured his long absences as a result. 

They owned a large house that looked over the west bank of the River Ouse. It covered the 

area of four normal houses and had an upper floor. There were plans to have the thatched roof 

replaced with the more modern tiles, and the windows that looked onto the street were to have 

their shutters replaced with glass. Eadgyd had servants to help her look after the place, as was 

to be expected considering their station in life. In the immediate neighbourhood she was a 

woman of some note. 



As Hereric approached the place where they lived he saw his children playing in front of 

their house. They were still very young, boys of six and four. Their mother chatted to several 

neighbours; ever did it seem that she had something to say to someone. She was so engrossed 

in her conversation that she did not notice him as he approached down the street. He watched 

her with an unconscious smile on his face, noting how her hair was tied with a braid, that she 

wore the soft yellow dress today, the one that reminded him of warm summer sunlight in the 

morning. Being only outside the house she had not put on a cloak. He noted that she was 

smiling, as were the women she was talking to and it broadened his smile too. He loved to see 

her face so bright as when she was happy. 

“Da!” The eldest boy suddenly shouted. 

He left his brother and ran excitedly to Hereric. The younger boy hesitated as if not sure 

that this large man coming towards them was indeed the person that he had last called ‘Da’. 

Eadgyd turned then and saw him as he picked up his first born and swung him around in the 

air. He bent down and lifted the second child as if he weighed nothing, the sudden motion 

making the boy laugh, and then he grinned at her. 

“Hereric!” 

Her face became a picture of joy. Quickly she excused herself from the conversation that 

she had been enjoying. Her neighbours left with good grace, knowing that the man’s duties 

parted the two of them more often than they were allowed to be together. She would have run 

to him too, and thrown her arms around him, but that would not be seemly so she walked 

demurely and put a soft hand on his muscled arm as he held their children who laughed and 

wriggled. 

“The eorls return to York,” he told her, “Morcar will be spending the winter here.” He 

knew that she would rejoice at the news. They would be together throughout the hardest 

season and when he was called away to do his service he would still remain within the city 

walls, close to his family. 

Eadgyd was barely twenty five summers old. Her Viking descent was obvious from her 

big blue eyes and golden hair, but then York was full of people who claimed a similar 

heritage. She had captured his heart almost at their first meeting all but seven summers ago 

and the birth of their first child had led to frequent talk of marriage but Hereric had just as 

often postponed the event. He loved her deeply but always felt a reluctance to tie her to 

himself whilst a violent death was the promise of his occupation. For her part Eadgyd did not 

seem to mind, there were many like them who had not even handfasted let alone taken a 

marriage vow in a church. They were happy together and wyrd had been kind to them. 

People lived as best as people could, there was no condemnation to be faced from 

neighbours, though they might talk as they were always likely to do, it would not be with 

malice; just another subject for discussion around the hearth in the long cold night. 



Hereric set the boys down. From a bag hanging by a strap from his shoulder he produced 

two hand carved wooden horses for them. There were many hours spent as a lord’s 

companion that could be usefully employed in the carving of such toys and it was a popular 

pastime amongst many men, even those without children of their own to give them to; there 

were always younger brothers and sisters or nephews and nieces happy to receive such gifts. 

Needless to say the young Saxons were delighted with the surprise and lost any immediate 

interest in their father’s return, falling to studying and comparing their new toys. 

“This year has been one of the happiest I have known,” Eadgyd told him, her face radiant 

with delight. “You are such a good man.” 

“And for you, the best of women, I have another trinket!” he produced the silver and 

amber necklace from the same bag that had carried the toy horses. 

“For me?” Her eyes widened as she took the jewel from him, not noticing that he was 

watching every move on her face. “It is beautiful.” 

“So are you,” he told her. 

With an arm around her waist Hereric steered Eadgyd through the doorway of their house 

where, as soon as he was sure that they were beyond prying eyes, he lifted her from the floor 

and kissed her as he had been longing to do since arriving back in the city. 

“The children should see you,” Eadgyd suggested. 

“Let the children play,” he told her with a smile, “they have their game, we have ours!” 

 

Sigbert was older and had served longer as a huscarl than Hereric, as a result his family 

was not surprisingly larger. He had four boys, the eldest aged thirteen, and two girls. His wife 

Hilda was a strong woman who was marked by both time and life but in his eyes there was 

none other to compare with her. 

Their house was quite large as he had bought the property next to it and knocked an 

internal doorway through. In his travels he had seen such adjustments made by families who 

were prosperous, a quick and relatively cheap way to enlarge a home. 

They did not depend entirely upon his pay and rewards from the eorls, however. Hilda was 

a woman of independent character and ran a modestly successful clothes selling business 

from one half of their house, catering to the theign-worthy rather than ceorls. She dealt in 

dresses, tunics, shirts and cloaks made from much finer wools and linens than the majority of 

the peasant classes could afford to buy. Richer theigns were less likely to wear their clothes 

for as long as a ceorl and, therefore, more inclined to buy frequently and at a greater price. If 

there was one truth of the Saxon world it was that those who were prosperous liked to show 

their good fortune to the world and quality clothing was always an excellent way to mark the 

higher social classes out from the lower. 



The family home was well appointed with furniture, decorative hangings, pieces of 

intricate Saxon artwork, and the best tableware that they could afford. All of the family wore 

the finest clothes of course; they had easy access to them at a reasonable price. Like many 

families who enjoyed a higher social station they employed servants but Hilda would have 

nothing to do with the use of theow. She insisted that only free-folk had the spirit to work 

hard and work well, which they certainly did under her direction. Sigbert had also concluded 

that she deemed slavery as immoral, being something of a pious woman. 

Their eldest son, Oswy, and daughter, Eabae, were working today with their mother in the 

shop. It was seen as a practical education and as Sigbert spent so much time away following 

the eorls he had little say in the matter. There was some discussion between Sigbert and Hilda 

concerning Oswy’s future, however, whether he should follow in his father’s footsteps and 

become a huscarl or not, but nothing was decided as yet. Hilda maintained that a successful 

owner of a business could make more than a huscarl without hazarding his life or having to 

spend long spells away from hearth and home at the whim of his lord. 

As he grew older Sigbert found himself beginning to appreciate her point. The world turns, 

as the popular saying went. England was no longer a collection of petty kingdoms in which 

each king attracted stout warriors to his hall with the promise of ring-giving to those who 

acquitted themselves well against his enemies. One king ruled all and the eoldermen ruled 

their lands at his sufferance. It was true that Vikings and outlaws still raided settlements 

throughout the land, but it was noted that such incursions were caused by war-bands of 

smaller numbers these days. The opportunity for violent encounters appeared to be 

diminishing and with it went also the opportunity to earn the gold once given more often by 

the generous lord’s hand. Eorls of the stature of Aelfgar of Mercia or Godwin of Wessex were 

hard to find these days and the time of adventure was surely slipping into the mists of the past 

along with the likes of those noble lords. The world was becoming more civilised. 

“Husband!” Hilda smiled warmly at him as he came into her view. She confidently left the 

customers to be dealt with by her children. Together they embraced appropriately for being in 

the street, but warmly nonetheless. 

“It always gladdens my heart to make this journey down our street and see thee busy,” he 

told her with genuine affection. 

“And it warms mine to see thee able to make the walk with no wounds upon you again,” 

she returned. “How long do you stay this time?” 

“For the season, according to Eorl Morcar, he likes York well enough to spend a winter 

before a warm fire within these embracing walls.” 

She smiled at his news just as he knew that she would. 

“The children will be glad of it and I will be glad not to go to church without my man 

anymore. All are safe and sound then?” 



“Aye, we have not spent much time in fighting. The eorls journeyed around Northumbria, 

doing what they must to govern the eorldom as the king commands, but there was little to 

employ the likes of us other than as the eoldermen’s companions. That reminds me, I wonder 

where Coenred has hidden himself, he came to York before us and I had thought that he 

would be present to meet the eorls?” 

“Leave off your talk of eorls and the likes of your companions, man, I am here now and I 

will command the whole of your attention or you’ll feel the heavy end of my ladle!” 

Hilda threatened him with a frown that quickly gave way to a smile and a kiss. 

 

“TO THE SOUTH!” 

Edwin, Eorl of Mercia, spilt his ale as he slammed the bronze cup down hard onto the 

wooden table top. His voice tore through the hall like a thunderbolt leaving behind it only the 

echoes of his words. 

“The Vikings were at Scarborough, to the east,” his shoulder length hair, free of either a 

golden circlet or woven braid, flowed around his angry face, making him look even wilder. 

How little like his father he is, Coenred thought. 

They had met as arranged in Theign Aethelwine’s great mead hall in York. It had of course 

been the reason for Coenred and Eanfrid coming to the city, to alert the high-theign to the 

impending arrival of the eoldermen, but now the meeting had taken on the aspect of a council 

of war. As expected Aethelwine had not been impressed by the news on his eventual return 

from hunting but he knew that there was little that he could do about it other than to mutter 

into his beer. Morcar was his lord just as Tostig Godwinson had been before him and he 

preferred neither one over the other. Although appointed by the king to rule York in his name 

his lofty station still fell beneath the authority of the Eorl of Northumbria. 

Almost on the heels of the theign had come riders from Holderness alerting them to the 

presence of the Vikings on the River Humber and heading westwards. At that news Coenred 

had known immediately that his plan to withdraw his service could not yet be achieved. As he 

had suspected Scarborough had not been the Vikings initial target; they were indeed coming 

for York. 

“So said the fisher-folk,” confirmed Coenred. 

His left-hand curled around the pommel of his sword. He had known that this would not be 

easy. The young eorls were given to flights of passion when messengers delivered news that 

would not be a joy to hear. Hardened by the real blows of combat Coenred had made it his 

duty to intercede on the messengers behalf because the boys, and they really were little more 

than boys despite their station, still needed educating in the ways of the court of a Saxon lord. 

He cared little for their railings and feared them as men not at all. 



“But news now comes from Holderness to the southeast; they sail up the Humber and must 

be heading for the River Ouse. If they turn up that course it will bring them to Riccall, to the 

south.” 

The gloom within the building had been pushed back by the placement of many more 

lamps around the hall, revealing the boarded walls and the decorative hangings that adorned 

them. The hearth was better fuelled and this helped to change the atmosphere to that of a 

much more welcoming meeting place. Servants of the noble theign flitted about in the 

background, keen to go unnoticed but equally keen not to miss a service when one was 

required by any of the lords present. To be otherwise would certainly attract their lord's anger 

as it would reflect badly upon him in the company of the eoldermen. 

Coenred had commanded his new retainer Edwin son of Octa to watch, learn and assist 

Aethelwine's people as part of his training. The young Saxon had returned as good as his 

word with new clothes, scrubbed hands and face, and even some coins that had gone unspent. 

Of course he was clever enough to know that Coenred's warning about the city watch had not 

been an afterthought, but the manner of his return and his apparent willingness to work in the 

hall made Coenred wonder if the crossing of their paths had indeed been a piece of good 

fortune for both of them. 

Mayhap the work of wyrd again? 

“We know where Riccall lies man,” Morcar interjected with an arrogant tone and a 

dismissve hand gesture. 

Coenred glared at the younger brother but bit his tongue. If it were not for the service he 

had begun with their father Eorl Aelfgar he might well have left these cubs for greater 

rewards with the likes of the Godwins. To talk in that manner to a seasoned huscarl in front of 

others, theigns, servants and slaves, was unacceptable behaviour, even from a young 

nobleman. 

Aethelwine himself sat nearby, attentive but not presuming to intrude on the conversation. 

The muted light caught the thick circlet of gold that held his still rich mane of hair in check. A 

gold chain was suspended about his neck from which hung a large golden disc, exquisitely 

decorated with circles, each with a raised point of gold at the centre, and a large ruby fixed 

like the boss on a shield. Gold rings adorned his fingers too. He was a man of wealth and, in 

the absence of the eoldermen, the most powerful person in the city. He had no love for Eorl 

Morcar, however, who had a bad habit of over using the theigns' hospitality, but that was not 

a great bone of contention between them. Aethelwine was a man and a leader of men in his 

own right; he did not take kindly to being commanded by a boy of seventeen summers even if 

boys became men in the eyes of the world at fifteen. 

“Let peace reign,” Edwin interrupted quickly, a more thoughtful look upon his face. As the 

older of the two by three years he had more experience and knew all too well how close his 



brother had come to provoking a situation that no one but the enemy would profit by. “This 

news alarmed us, as I am sure you knew it would good Coenred, but let it not break us apart. 

Indeed, this turn of events may prove to our advantage.” 

“How so brother?” Morcar, as always, was quick to defer to his elder brother. Mayhap he 

also saw a chance to deflect the wrath of Coenred by not allowing him a moment to speak. 

“They are heading for York and we are already here with our power. If this news is true 

then they can only achieve their ambition, the taking of York itself, by attacking from Fulford 

Gate,” Edwin explained. 

“Aye, that would be the lay of it,” Coenred agreed, wondering what had possessed the 

young eorl’s mind. He used the moment to breathe more deeply and assert his self-discipline. 

Certainly, he had little liking for young Morcar but Edwin could act more mature when the 

thought possessed him. 

“King Hardrada would hardly have come with a raiding party either,” Edwin continued. 

“Nay, the fisher-folk numbered his fleet in the hundreds.” Coenred agreed. “Although 

normally their estimate should not be relied upon too greatly, they are apt to exaggerate the 

number of the enemy so as not to lose face themselves. The other messengers, however, have 

given a similar number to the sails that they saw on the Humber. I expect further confirmation 

if and when they turn into the Ouse which will bring them to the city’s southern gate.” 

“We have the power to match them,” asserted Morcar. 

“Mayhap brother, but do we have the wit?” Edwin rose and began to pace with a nervous 

energy. “Hardrada is a great war-chief. There are tales of him fighting many battles all over 

the world; how many are true Coenred?” 

“Enough to trouble us, My Lord. I would not weigh this threat lightly.” Unconsciously the 

warrior’s hand drifted to Mildryth’s scramseax that he had pushed into his belt. “There are 

those who call him the ‘War Wolf’, so many times and so cunningly has he fought; and so 

hungrily does he go to battle.” 

“Hunger draws the wolf from the woods, as they say,” Edwin commented, his eyes 

gleaming with a nervous energy, “but what if we out-foxed him?” 

“How so?” 

Morcar and Coenred unexpectedly asked the same question simultaneously. Coenred kept 

his eyes on Edwin, the man he acknowledged as his lord and to whom he had renewed his 

oath as a huscarl when the boy’s father had died. Morcar had glanced at the warrior 

unconsciously when he realised the coincidence but immediately wished that he had not. 

There was something in Coenred’s refusal to look him in the eye that irked the young 

nobleman. Always it was Edwin to whom he deferred, even here in Morcar’s own earldom 

where he was the principal lord. It seemed to Morcar that his brother also deferred more 

readily to the huscarl than he felt comfortable in doing so himself. Ever was Morcar 



conscious of the fact that he was an eolderman and this Coenred, although a hearth 

companion, was still a servant to them both. 

Why does not Edwin demonstrate who are the masters here and who the servant? Morcar 

asked of himself. 

“We invite him to battle on land of our choosing,” Edwin revealed the thought that was 

uppermost in his mind. 

“My Lord,” Coenred interjected, surprised by Edwin’s words, “Hardrada is not to be toyed 

with. He is a seasoned warrior and there's naught that thy can think upon with regard to battle 

that the Viking has not encountered upon the field before.” 

“You would have us cower behind the walls of York and await Harold's coming?” 

suggested Edwin with a note of scorn. 

“If he comes at all,” added Morcar. “The Ouse is not the only river to flow into the 

Humber; the Norseman’s intent may take him away from York yet.” 

“Oh I don’t doubt that he comes for York,” Edwin told his younger brother. “If he wants to 

take Northumbria then he must come here and capture the city. Mercia is too far off for him to 

consider. No, this is the place where he will strike but he will not find us hiding behind 

Roman walls in fear of his presence.” 

“'Tis no cowardice to take shelter in a burh,” Coenred replied. “King Alfred commanded 

such once before and the Vikings spilt their blood before the walls of Saxon strongholds over 

the whole of England. The walls of York are strong; the fyrd would be well protected. It is 

wise counsel to follow the practices of our forefathers against an enemy that was as much 

theirs then as he is ours today, especially as we do not have the number of warriors needed to 

fight a pitched battle.” 

“We have our power,” Edwin insisted. “We have huscarls of our own as well as fyrdmen.” 

“Mayhap one thousand huscarls are at hand,” Coenred conceded. 

“And the fyrd,” Morcar repeated as if to gain the attention of the other two, “some three 

thousand in the counting!” 

“They may not be trustworthy,” Coenred retorted. “Many are descended from Vikings 

come here under the rule of King Knut. They may have living cousins amongst Hardrada's 

horde. They may turn on us, especially if the battle does not go well.” 

“You are overcautious,” Edwin insisted. “This is no whim Coenred, I have been thinking 

on this very event since we passed through York on our way to Ripon. I had hoped that an 

enemy would approach us from the south because I have walked the ground at Fulford Gate 

and there is a point there where even a poorer power than ours might hold a greater one than 

we face.” 

Coenred said nothing but he did not like the feeling in his gut. His instincts as a warrior 

told him to bar the gates, man the walls, and let the Vikings crash against them and break 



their heads. The handle of the scramseax felt reassuring in his right hand. He knew that Eorl 

Edwin could not bring himself to accept such a position, however, even if it were the best 

counsel, because of his own pride and his insatiable desire to match the Godwins. That family 

had a reputation in war second to none in the whole of England and these young eorls were 

over-keen to match it at the very least. 

Edwin envied Harold, that much was plain to see, and this was both the source of his 

inspiration and his dislike for the Godwins. He appreciated the former Eorl of Wessex's 

achievements and needed to emulate them, but he lacked the Godwins' rich lands and the 

power that came with them. The recent marriage of Edwin and Morcar's sister Ealdgyth to 

King Harold had not built the bridges between the two families in the way that the latter 

might have hoped. The rivalry of the two families continued and the two young noblemen 

saw success in the field of war as a necessity to gaining the upper hand over the Godwins. 

Tostig had cheated them at Grim’s By but now it seemed that Hardrada had given them an 

even greater opportunity to win glory. 

What renown awaited the warrior eolderman who bested the greatest living Viking on the 

field of battle? He would be the man who tamed the War Wolf! 

If Edwin could defeat Hardrada's army before the walls of York then he would indeed 

become a man of note, but vanity and aspiration were poor reasons, dangerous reasons even, 

for drawing a sword against a Viking. 

“I think I know the place you refer to My Lord, but still I like it not.” Coenred paced 

anxiously. 

Every instinct cultivated by his warrior training was crying out to him right now. He was 

not a greatly religious man and barely acknowledged the church services and festivals that 

had become a part of modern life. He did this not out of disdain, nor out of an 

acknowledgement of the old pagan gods, he just did not feel the need to be a part of that 

aspect of the Saxon world. One thing he did admire about the clergy, however, was their 

education, their ability to both read and write, and that he lacked in any depth. He had often 

taken the time to talk to a priest when the occasion arose, not about spiritual matters, rather 

about what they knew of the old Roman knowledge, kept alive in the Latin of the popes. The 

Romans had known, like many fighters both before and after them, that the victorious general 

knew when to fight and, mayhap more importantly, when not to fight. 

How can I teach Edwin the wisdom of this idea? 

“Mayhap that is why, despite your strong sword arm, you are still a servant and I your 

master?” Edwin noted with a raised chin and a disdainful look. Morcar flashed a look of 

approval at his brother then turned a countenance of disdain upon their captain of huscarls. 

Coenred showed no reaction, he was too well disciplined for that, but the words stung 

indeed. The boys’ father had died when they were too young to learn the real lessons of 



leadership; they thought it came with their inherited titles as a privilege. Mayhap they would 

have learned otherwise if their father had lived to command it of them, but clearly they were 

loath to be taught by one they now saw as beneath them. 

“Learn to obey before you command,” Coenred said quietly. The knuckles of his right 

hand turned white as he gripped the carved handle of Mildryth’s scramseax, it was the only 

visible signal of the rage that he held in check. 

“What was that?” Morcar pounced as if he had been waiting for Coenred to say something 

objectionable. 

“A saying given to me by a learned man, it comes from the ancient times, before Rome 

was strong I believe.” Coenred turned and stared into the fire burning in the hearth but he did 

not see the flames dancing there, only a reflection of his own anger and frustration. 

“Impudence!” Morcar spat. 

“Hush brother,” Edwin told him. ““Learn to obey before you command”. I think I see the 

wisdom of those words Coenred. Come,” he rose from his seat and approached the huscarl, 

“in the excitement of the council we have let our passions get the better of us. I am still 

minded to fight the War Wolf, but I will take your counsel as to when and where we stand. 

Will you not walk with me at Fulford Gate and study the lay of the land as my Captain of 

Huscarls?” 

“Aye, My Lord,” Coenred responded with a voice that was in ratio as loud as his 

misgivings were great. 

“Good. We need you my trusty Saxon. We need your knowledge of war. In this matter I 

will be commanded by you and will obey your instructions, but we will meet Hardrada in the 

field,” Edwin insisted. He clapped Coenred on the shoulder in a friendly fashion. “Early 

tomorrow we shall ride to Fulford Gate and I will show you the land of which I speak.” 

With that the young eorl turned away to find a flask of wine on one of the nearby tables. 

Coenred, knowing when he had been dismissed, ambled aimlessly lost in his own thoughts 

until he was halted by rough words spoken quietly. 

“They will be the death of the likes of us.” 

He looked at the speaker and met the eye of High-Theign Aethelwine who sat comfortably 

with his back to a trestle table and his elbows resting on the wooden top, at ease within his 

own hall. 

“My Lord, I thank you for your hospitality,” Coenred responded in an uncommitted 

manner. 

“Ah, Coenred, you are a man and all can see that, why do you waste your quality with 

boys such as these?” The theign spoke softly still, but nodded in the direction of the eorls so 

as not to be mistaken. 



“Such words are ill-becoming,” Coenred chided him, “besides, I respect their rank if not 

their character.” 

Aethelwine laughed loudly. The two eorls had occupied a table together with some of their 

retainers, of like age and manner, and spared the two older Saxons barely a glance. 

“You are learning some wisdom then, it is true,” Aethelwine asserted, “for such as I think 

in that manner and am I not a wealthy man? Gotten through my wiles I might tell you.” He 

grinned knowingly but then adopted a more serious countenance. “So much greatness is gone 

from this middle-earth that whelps may wear a badge of high office and command the lives of 

real men.” 

“Careful, My Lord, I am in their service whether I like it or not, and I am an honourable 

man,” Coenred warned him. In part he agreed with the theign but this left him feeling 

uncomfortable because his sense of loyalty also brought him to the defence of Eorl Aelfgar's 

sons. 

“I said as much to Lady Mildryth,” the theign smiled meaningfully, “and I see you carry 

her token.” Coenred felt his face aflame in an instant but his tongue was too dry to retort. The 

theign laughed again. “Easy man, I jest not at your expense. Mildryth is ever welcome in my 

hall and I ask nothing of her, but she undertakes to do a service becoming of her station by 

her own mind and her own sense of duty. Such is the way of women, especially, mayhap, one 

of such quality.” 

“I am not the man for her,” Coenred eventually blurted out. 

“So think you but what does it matter? If Edwin stands at Fulford Gate you will stand with 

him and verily there’s a good chance that neither of you will sup under my hall’s roof again.” 

“Not if I have my way,” Coenred asserted. “I have fought the Viking before, and won.” 

“But then you had an eorl who would listen to counsel and valued the lives of his men 

above any glory that might be won. Listen my friend, you are too good a warrior to be cast 

upon the spears of Old Hardrada, so I say to you, fight with your wit, not with your sword.” 

“Would you drink to that?” 

“I'd drink to most things, but most of all I'd drink to the safe return of those I value. None 

of my retainers will be wasted in this stand at Fulford Gate,” he insisted and saw the face of 

Coenred darken. “Oh, don't worry, I'll be there and I'll take my place in the shield-wall, but I 

won't throw mine or my men's lives away to feed the aspiring glory of your young eorls! I am 

not the seasoned warrior you are but I know when it is good to fight and good to withdraw. 

As long as there is a hope of victory me and mine will stand firm with every Saxon on the 

field, but if these two would-be heroes act out of turn don't blame me for returning to York 

before the day is done. There are many here who depend on me for their lives and their safety 

and I will not desert them.” 

He filled two beakers with beer as he talked and passed one to the huscarl. 



“So, will ye drink with me?” 

“Aye, I'll drink to thy strong arm and to living another day, what more can we warriors 

ask?” Coenred replied. 


