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Monday 25th September 1066 

The City of York 

 

Two trading boats sailed slowly out of the south with the early morning sun on their 

starboard side. A light breeze puffed out their sails but the vessels made their way forward 

principally by the efforts of the oarsmen who dipped their blades rhythmically into the calmly 

meandering river. 

A shout went up from the distant wall of York, but there was no alarm in the call. The 

guard was only bringing the attention of his comrades to the approach of the two river 

travellers. It was something of interest to punctuate their otherwise uneventful watch. The 

Viking sentries studied the approaching ships with interest, knowing well enough what the 

vessels were. The merchant traffic had been picking up again since the fall of York into the 

Norsemen’s hands had become accepted. Trade revived because people still had to make a 

living and, if possible, a profit. For that reason the Norsemen saw the approach of the craft as 

a good sign, acknowledgement almost, of their return to the kingship of Northumbria. 

The two vessels took their inevitable time making their way up the river and past the 

southern wall. The Saxon crewmen prepared to berth their crafts, readying cables and 

shouting instructions to the few townsmen who occupied the riverside wharf at this early hour 

and who offered to help moor the boats for a small amount of coin. Most of the townspeople 

were only just beginning to stir as the sun crept over the horizon but occasional visits by such 

craft at this hour were not that uncommon due the tidal nature of the river. A small group of 

Viking warriors lounged nearby watching with a critical eye as the Saxons made fast the 

traders. They were close to standing down from their watch and their minds were on the 

communal pleasures of the mead hall rather than on the commercial life of the city. 

Speed was of the essence; speed and stealth. Coenred had taken every opportunity to drill 

this into his men. The crews, all genuine river-men who plied their trade the full navigable 

length of the River Ouse, had done an excellent job in sailing the boats from Fulford to York 

without mishap in the poor light of the early morning, now it was the turn of the warriors. 

Some of them were sat on the benches and had lent their powerful muscles to the rowing of 

the vessels. They rose from their seats of labour and followed their captain as he vaulted over 

the side of the ship to wharf. Other weapons-men lay under canopies in the spaces where the 

cargo was normally held. They climbed swiftly from their cramped positions and followed 

their comrades in quitting the boats for the dry land. 
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The captain of the Viking guard sensed that something was wrong when he saw the large 

number of men disembarking rapidly from the ships. Clearly they were not there to help with 

the expected unloading of the cargo. He called out to them to identify themselves 

immediately. Their growing numbers began to alarm him. 

“Saxons!” 

He cursed and drew his sword. His men looked on apprehensively; they could see that they 

were already outnumbered. Their party was barely ten strong whereas the Saxons were now 

some fifty men. Unsure as to whether to stand or fly they hesitated as some proposed to 

withdraw to the mead hall and call up reinforcements, others that they should stand and fight 

because these were only Saxons. Their captain remained undecided and hesitant. He was a 

Dane and he did not want to appear a coward before his Norwegian commanders. 

Coenred advanced on them unperturbed. His dark hair was tied with a simple braid, they 

had not worn their heavy armour or carried shields due to the lack of space on the boats. They 

also knew that they needed to move quickly once they were landed in York. At the last 

moment he threw back his cloak and drew his sword without issuing a challenge or uttering a 

war-cry. His warriors fanned out and speedily outflanked the small group of watchmen who 

were trying to back-peddle whilst keeping their shields towards the enemy. The Saxons came 

in on three sides and fell quickly onto the Vikings, four or five to a man. There were no cries 

and very little noise as mouths were gagged and throats were slit. The dead Norsemen were 

quickly relieved of their spears, axes, swords and shields. 

“To the walls,” Coenred commanded. 

Aethelmaer led the younger men who swarmed up the nearest steps and then they moved 

silently to tackle the sentries pacing above the southern gate. The Saxons moved quickly and 

quietly to take their enemy by surprise. Their sharp steel silencing foreign voices before the 

alarm could be raised. 

“Feels good to be spilling their blood again,” Sigbert declared as they quickly made their 

way through the streets to their objective; the all important southern gate. 

“It always feels right to be spilling Norse blood,” Thrydwulf agreed with a passion. 

Four more watchmen were encountered and silently overcome at the closed gate. The 

Saxons drew the bar and swung open the great wooden doors. From out of the early morning 

mist two hundred more armed and armoured men appeared. 

“It goes well,” High-Theign Aethelwine commented as he led his warriors back into York. 

They were all eager for the moment of their return and had their weapons ready at hand. 

“Did I not say it would?” Coenred answered him with a grim smile. 
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“I’ll pour thee a drink in my own hall by my own hand to celebrate friend,” Aethelwine 

grinned back and slapped the huscarl on his shoulder. The theign’s own visage was made all 

the more harsh by the bandage that he wore covering his maimed left eye. 

On quiet but swift feet they followed the road north towards the centre of York where 

Aethelwine's great hall stood. As planned several smaller groups split from the main body to 

secure the gates in the north, west and east of the city. All exits would be denied to the 

Norsemen, none would escape the vengeful blades of the returning Saxons. It was also 

important the remaining Vikings were not given any opportunity to set a fire in the city by 

way of warning to their fellows camped at Riccall. The Saxons would not risk an alarm 

reaching Hardrada if it could be avoided by a silent killing. 

If the citizens of York were disturbed by the passing of so many men none thought to crack 

open a shutter and look out into the street. For this Coenred and Aethelwine were grateful 

because the whole enterprise depended upon surprise to achieve its’ goal. Just as at Fulford 

Gate there would be no mercy granted by the victors to the defeated in this violent encounter. 

No quarter was to be expected; none would be given. 

As they came to the great hall itself Coenred thought about Mildryth and how close by her 

house was, but then he dismissed her from his mind. This moment was all that mattered right 

now, as important as she had become to him. This encounter, brought to a successful 

conclusion, would guarantee her safety. 

A group of warriors moved to the far end of the building where the kitchens were situated, 

and the only exit other than by means of the main doors. At a signal from them to mark that 

they were in place Aethelwine beat upon his own door with the pommel of his sword. The 

loud bangs reverberated through the timber hall. Saxon warriors readied their weapons, some 

more nervous than others; some more hungrily than others. From behind the great wooden 

timbers they heard a voice speaking in Norse. There was a thud as the bolt was thrown back. 

Probably the Viking was expecting the evening watch standing down and he was complaining 

to them in his own tongue about his headache from drinking too much ale the night before. He 

was put out of his misery almost instantly as Aethelwine rammed his sword into the man’s 

unresisting stomach as soon as the door was opened sufficiently. With the man still impaled 

on the stained steel Aethelwine stepped over the threshold and back into his domain once 

more. 

“Awake to die thee swine!” he roared. 

The Saxon’s poured into the hall and this time they did make a noise. Their battle roars 

ripped through the early morning and destroyed the peace of the Vikings inside. Many of 
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them were asleep either on the floor or on benches. Their eyes sprang open as sharp weapons 

pierced their unresisting flesh and then closed once again, this time truly dead to the world. 

Others were up and about but without a weapon to hand or armour to protect them. They 

struggled manfully but without any hope of survival. 

A small number of men were readying themselves to replace the night-watch. They had 

shields and weapons, they had forgone the wearing of armour as they all had on previous 

days. They did not make a stand but ran for the kitchens instead, knowing that a possible 

escape route was there, away from these creatures erupting so violently from a waking 

nightmare. They were quickly brought to a halt as the Saxons sent to secure that area entered 

the hall as well. 

“Kill them all!” Aethelwine thundered. 

He led the charge at the small group of Norse warriors, his face made all the more terrible 

by an anger long held in check and finally released. No Saxon needed any other 

encouragement than that given by their theign. They set to their bloody work with a passion 

and hacked down their hated enemy to a man. 

None survived, none could before such violence. 

Coenred cleaned his stained sword on a fallen Viking’s tunic and returned it to its’ fine 

scabbard. He looked around the hall, which was in something of a mess and not just from the 

fight. The Saxons now fell to plundering the bodies of their victims. 

“That went very well,” Sigbert commented. 

Coenred nodded his agreement and then added; “we should ensure that the rest of the party 

have secured the other gates, none must be allowed to escape.” 

“Trust in Aethelmaer and Aldfrid,” Sigbert told him, “they are huscarls true and will do 

their duty.” 

“My friends, you do me a great honour in ridding this fabled mead hall of its’ vermin!” 

Aethelwine declared to general approval. “Now where are my people? There are thirsty 

warriors here in need of refreshment.” 

“We should go now,” Sigbert suddenly urged Coenred. 

“Go, now?” 

“The city is secured, the king will be here soon, what further business have the likes of we 

in this hall?” Coenred stared at him not quite understanding. “Look, I don’t know about you, 

Coenred, but I can make my lover a very happy woman in the time it’ll take King Harold to 

march through the gate. I expect you have a fair one who would be glad to see you too?” 

“Mildryth?” 
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“Aye, Mildryth. You really don’t know much about women do you? I forget that you are 

new to this business but trust in me, womenfolk are strange creatures, they will be overjoyed 

to see the likes of us alive but they will kill us if we take a second too long in showing 

ourselves to them.” 

He grabbed Coenred’s arm and steered him towards the door, pushing through the 

celebrating warriors. More men came in through the main entrance carrying the spoils of war 

taken from the now dead sentries who had been stationed along the walls. 

“Again, take it from me, despite the early hour and the blood on your tunic she’ll still be 

grateful to see thee,” Sigbert insisted. 

They pushed out into the street and became the object of suspicious scrutiny by several 

townsfolk who had finally come out into the morning light to investigate the short but violent 

incident. The fighting appearance of Coenred and Sigbert, and the blood on their clothes, 

startled some but quickly they realised that these warriors were Saxons too, and then they 

understood what must have happened. An air of excitement began to grow. 

Together the two huscarls headed down the street, Sigbert with a huge grin on his face and 

Coenred suddenly taken by a nervous haste. They separated at the little lane that led back in a 

long curve towards Aethelwine’s hall. 

Sigbert crossed the river over the old Roman stone bridge and headed into the west side of 

York. He wanted to run but his own sense of decorum stopped him from doing so with 

members of the peasant classes up and about, starting their day. Coenred had told him that his 

family was safe and in good spirits. It was not that he disbelieved his friend; just that he 

wanted to see them so for himself. As he approached the house he noticed that the shop was 

not open for business. He had to remind himself that it was still early, barely an hour after 

dawn, and that his wife did not necessarily feel the same compunction to rise with the first 

light as some of their neighbours. 

When he reached the door he paused for a moment to compose himself and then banged 

with his fist on the stout timbers. A moment later it opened and he found himself looking into 

Hilda’s round face. 

“Sigbert!” she breathed, “you are come home!” she opened the door more fully and threw 

her arms around his neck, giving him a pleasant surprise. “Quick, inside!” She started to drag 

him into the house and Sigbert realised that she was motivated by fear for his safety. 

“It’s alright Hilda, York is free,” he told her with a grin even as he was dragged over the 

threshold. “We have driven the Vikings from the city.” 
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At this announcement she suddenly pushed him from her and held him at arms-length, 

staring almost disbelievingly into his face. 

“What is this that you say?” 

“I am not alone. I came with Coenred, Theign Aethelwine, and others, up the river to take 

the city before King Harold arrives with his army.” 

“The king is here?!” Her voice rose noticeably. 

“Aye that he is and we ride with him.” 

“Then it is over,” she proclaimed and hugged her husband to her ample bosom. 

“Almost, there’s still old Hardrada over at Stamford Bridge to be reckoned with.” He saw 

her expression change like the sea. 

“Another battle?” 

“There will be unless the King of Norway gives ground and returns over the whale-road to 

his own palace.” 

“He is a Viking; Vikings know only how to kill and be killed,” she spoke angrily. 

“Then he will likely know what it is to be killed; King Harold brings a great army with 

him.” 

“The eorls had an army and you were part of it. I thought you dead upon the field at 

Fulford Gate until Lord Coenred visited us.” 

“Our war-work is not yet done.” 

“For you would be a warrior!” 

“You took me for what I was when you first kissed me,” he chided her but not seriously. “I 

am too old a dog to learn new tricks now.” 

“Hah! You are but thirty five summers in this world; plenty of time for a man to learn a 

new trade if it is what he wishes?” 

“After what I saw at Fulford Gate I might resist your argument a little less,” he told her as a 

cloud of recollection crossed over his face. “Many good men were taken from us on that 

field.” 

“The people said that it was bad,” she became more serious herself. “They spoke of 

thousands of bodies butchered, stripped, treated in all manner of unchristian ways.” 

“It was bad.” He confirmed. “But the world turns every day and life changes. As the eorls 

march north to save their skins King Harold takes their place and I am called to his banner. I 

will fight the enemy again but this time we will be the victors.” Sigbert’s voice increased in 

volume and timbre as he spoke, fuelled by memories of Hereric’s sacrifice. “We will have 

vengeance.” 
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“You fight for the king now then?” 

“And for you my love, always for you.” He looked at her longingly and Hilda found herself 

consumed by contradictory emotions. “The fact of the matter is that I am a man of honour and 

I swore an oath to the old eorl to protect his people. I can hang up my sword here and now, 

the young eorls are not about to mind it one way or the other, but every day that lies between 

me and my grave the face of my friend Hereric would haunt me. He would ask me why I had 

not honoured my death-oath as he had? I would not have an honourable answer for him. I 

would no longer be an honourable man.” 

It was true that Sigbert had been a warrior when they had first met, he barely twenty, and 

she had stolen a kiss from him. He was not the tallest or most athletic of men but he was 

terribly loyal, possessed of a generous heart, and more than capable at his chosen trade. Life 

with Sigbert had been good, Hilda could not deny that, she just dreaded that it would be 

brought to a quick end with a well swung axe or swift spear stroke. She wanted to grow old 

with her husband. Hilda could not escape the truth, however. She had known him for what he 

was always, and his sense of honour had set him apart from many another in her eyes. In her 

mind she saw her husband sat in a dark corner nursing a cup of beer and glowering at his 

sword hanging on a wall, a man broken in spirit if not in body. 

Mayhap this will be his last encounter with the enemy and afterwards we can talk of him 

surrendering this livelihood for one better suited to peace and a long life, after he has 

satisfied his honour with revenge for his brothers? 

“Have you breakfasted?” Her manner returned abruptly to normal. 

“Only on blood!” he replied with a ghoulish tone. 

“Then set thee down and I’ll make us something.” 

“We have not long,” Sigbert told her, “the king comes presently and he will not tarry in 

York but to proclaim the city free again.” 

“Then the choice is yours husband, concerning what you may wish to have for breakfast?” 

She smiled coyly at him 

“I have only one appetite!” he declared as she playfully ran from his advance, heading for 

their bed. 

 

Coenred brushed at the drying blood on his tunic as he reached Mildryth’s house, the gift 

from Aethelwine, in what seemed like but a few strides and there he paused for a moment. He 

had not noticed before how mean the building was, or how the other houses seemed to lean in 

upon it as if to deny the structure any room or light to breath and live. He thought of his farm 
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at Holderness, out in the clear air of the country where you could look down to the broad 

expanse of the River Humber and see the northern limits of Lindsey. There and then he 

determined that she would live here no more but follow Eanfrid, his former shield-bearer, to a 

better life at Holderness where she could become the lady of the manor once again. 

He knocked on the door hesitantly, not sure if she would even be awake. It suddenly 

occurred to him that he did not even know if she was still alive. A sudden fear gripped him 

and he began to knock again, more fervently, on the door even as it opened. 

“Mildryth?!” 

She looked out at him quizzically from the gloomy interior. He did not wait for her to 

recognise him but stepped inside, sweeping her up into his arms and crushing her to him. For 

a long moment he could do no more than hold her, but then he slowly relaxed his powerful 

arms and let her fall gently to the floor, although she remained on tip toe looking up into his 

face. 

“Coenred,” she breathed. 

“I put you from my mind when I left York. I told my heart to forget you so that I could be 

the warrior and do the huscarl’s work. Then I returned and so did this ache for you. I feared 

for you-” 

His words stopped suddenly and he just looked at her, followed the form of her face, the 

graceful arch of her eyebrows, the curve of her nose, the brightness of her eyes. It almost hurt 

as much to look upon her now as it did to be parted from her. 

“Coenred.” She pulled herself to him again, quickly, and then stepped back, but held him 

still. “The Lord God heard my prayers!” 

“I know not if God had any hand in my deliverance but I thank him for yours.” 

“I was in no danger,” she insisted. 

She was relieved that Edwin had not betrayed her trust. Talk of the butescarle Wulfhere 

would only distract Coenred from what he must do as an eorl’s man. Besides, that man was 

probably long gone now after their last encounter. 

 What coward would stay in a place of danger such as York under Viking rule? That 

nithing would not dare to come near her now that her warrior was returned and if he did it 

would be the just end of him. 

“Neither was I, but the city is free again.” 

“Free?” 

“Aye, we came in the dawn light, up the river in two vessels. We took the Viking watch by 

surprise and threw open the gates. King Harold approaches even now with his army.” 
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“The king?!” 

“Aye, the king. We march on Hardrada today at Stamford Bridge,” he told her excitedly. 

“Then you do not stay?” A cloud crossed her face. He saw it clearly and it shot down his 

excitement like a hunter’s arrow through a partridge. 

“I cannot. The king pressed me to his service. I am a huscarl-“ 

“You are a huscarl,” she agreed, raising her hand to the side of his face as she had once 

done previously, “and I have no right to expect you to avoid battle for me.” 

She kissed him. 

“Mildryth-“ 

“No. Say nothing more. You are a warrior, the shield of the people. What you do is for the 

good of more than just me; I must learn to be less selfish.” 

“I would rather stay here with you, in this little house, than march with a hundred kings,” 

he told her earnestly, “but I am a huscarl. Mayhap soon I will not be. Mayhap soon I will be 

only a landowner, a theign, and I’ll pay others to do my fighting so that I can stay with you.” 

“But fight you must.” She moved away from him with still an air of sadness about her. 

“Have you eaten?” 

“I am not hungry,” he told her truthfully. “Mildryth, we do not have long, I would leave 

you happy or else I would curse myself for bringing this sadness upon you.” 

“You did not bring this sadness upon me, my brave Coenred; it is the times in which we 

live. The love in my heart burnt fiercely for you when you walked out of my door to find the 

king. It burns even more fiercely now that you have returned with him, and you unharmed.” 

“Yet still you are sad?” 

“Am I? I do not mean to be, but it occurs to me that people can enjoy only so much good 

fortune before wyrd turns against them. You have escaped one battle unscathed, you go now 

to another. Will we be as lucky once again that you should return without hurt?” 

“I know not, but I will have my battle harness upon me and it is thick and strong. I have 

my shield that is wide, and my spear, which is long and sharp. I have all that a warrior can 

have to keep his enemies weapons from his life’s blood, I can ask no more.” 

“You have your strength.” She laid her hand on his wrist and pushed it up slowly, gently, 

beneath the sleeve of his tunic, feeling the hard muscle beneath the skin, up along his forearm. 

She found that hardness comforting. It spoke to her of a man of strength and vitality; surely a 

warrior meant to survive the threat of battle? “And your skill. And your men. What more can 

we ask?” 
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She looked up into his face again and felt the ache that was both terrible for the discomfort 

that it brought and yet delightful because it reminded her of how strongly her heart beat for 

this man. They kissed once more but for much longer this time. Mildryth decided, without 

contemplation, that whatever followed was right and just because it came from love. She 

would surrender herself to it without guilt and regardless of the consequences. 

 


