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The Vale of York 

 

"Another fine morning," King Hardrada commented to his companions as his black 

horse walked lazily along. 

Indeed it was. The overarching sky was a deep blue with just one or two balls of 

cloud to contrast against it. The un-seasonal warmth raised the spirits of the six 

thousand men who did not so much march as stroll along with their king as if for a 

morning walk merely for the pleasure of it. The warriors carried their shields and 

spears but most of them went without the heavy chain mail armour, the padded 

jackets, and the cumbersome helmets. Tostig glanced at the warriors and their lack of 

war-gear unsettled him. 

"We should be treating the men of York as hostile," he grumbled. 

"They are beaten," Hardrada assured him. "They pose no threat to us but more 

importantly I want the Saxons to see that we pose no immediate threat to them in 

return, not as long as they acknowledge me as their lord and honour the pact. I am not 

here to pillage and ravage, I want a kingdom. I want the English crown. I want to be 

known like King Cnut the Great. If the men of Jorvik see that I am a man of my word 

they will flock to my banner; especially those of Viking blood. We may need them 

when it comes to fighting the Normans." 

Tostig had to agree with Hardrada’s summation, nevertheless he would have felt 

happier if they had not left one third of their forces back in Riccall to guard the fleet. 

"I do not understand why you chose Stamford Bridge to meet the Saxons for the 

delivery of supplies and hostages?" Tostig admitted. "It is some ten miles, as the crow 

flies, from Riccall to Stamford Bridge; we could have had then meet us in Riccall 

instead and save this journey." 

"I do not want them close to the fleet. Neither do I want them to see how we are 

camped at Riccall. It is as you said Lord Tostig, your brother Harold may ignore the 

fate of Skaroaborg but he must respond to the loss of Jorvik. The whole of 

Northumbria now lies in our hands." Tostig doubted the truth of that, especially with 

the eorls, Edwin and Morcar, still loose in the north. "I like to keep my enemies 

guessing as to where I am and where my strength lies. It is a tactic that has kept me 

alive these many years." 

"Do you fear an attack?" 



Peter C Whitaker 

2 

The moment Tostig finished the sentence he regretted giving voice to the question. 

The King of Norway did not like having his bravery impugned. The withering scowl 

that Hardrada bestowed upon the Saxon justified his misgiving. For a moment an 

awkward silence fell between the two allies. 

"My Lord Tostig, I have found it wise never to underestimate an enemy. I want to 

appear before the men of Jorvik as a king, not a reaver, therefore I think it enough that 

that our warriors be not too heavily dressed for war. They carry their weapons and 

their number is formidable; that is enough. If, however, Jorvik was able to field a levy 

against us then Stamford Bridge offers certain advantages that the Eorl of Mercia 

might appreciate. Our position will be bordered by the river before us and on two 

sides, and there is only one crossing point, a narrow bridge that a single warrior might 

hold even against a host. South of the bridge is some high ground that would 

strengthen our position if it were necessary. You see I have gone to the trouble of 

learning the land that I will rule." 

The king’s manner was somewhat aloof, as if speaking to one of his children who 

had displayed some ignorance that he chose to indulge. Tostig knew better than to 

protest. He was, however, somewhat reassured to hear that Hardrada had gone to the 

pains of learning the lay of the land. They had horses, not enough for most of the men 

of rank it was true, but one or two that could be spared for messengers to be sent to 

Riccall should they have need of reinforcements. These warriors were also seasoned 

veterans for the most part and they had their victory at Fulford Gate to bolster their 

confidence. 

They rode on, heading north-east, which would bring them to the small settlement 

of Wheldrake, and then onto Kexby where they would cross the River Derwent before 

turning north and arriving at Stamford Bridge. They travelled through rolling 

grasslands and intermittent forests until they came to Wheldrake itself. 

The settlement was surrounded by an area of cultivated land, cleared of trees and 

scrub; perhaps enough for twenty ploughs. The buildings were typical of country 

settlements, single-story, timber framed, and with thatched roofs that touched the 

ground. No one was to be seen as the Vikings tramped through the village but 

Wheldrake did not look abandoned. It was harvest time and the fields appeared to 

have been tended very recently. No doubt the Saxon farmers had shuttered themselves 

away at the approach of the army and were even now staring out of chinks in the 

walls with frightened eyes or simply sat cowering in silence waiting for the noise of 
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the Norsemen's passing to fade away and take the latent threat with it to another place. 

It mattered not; the Vikings paid the people of Wheldrake no mind whatsoever. 

Beyond the settlement the land returned to the character that they had already seen 

throughout the Vale of York. With the rising of the sun it became warmer, much more 

stifling when they stepped into the woods that occasionally sprang up in the 

landscape. Fortunately they left the last of that uncomfortable woodland behind them 

when they descended upon Kexby. There was little to tell it apart from Wheldrake, the 

same style of housing with some arable land on the south and western borders but to 

the east the ground fell away towards the River Derwent and there they found lush 

meadows habitually flooded by the river, perfect for grazing sheep and oxen. 

Perhaps because they had animals to tend the people of Kexby did not run and hide 

from the Vikings. They stood and watched with sullen faces as their ancestral enemies 

marched in their loose fashion down through the village and out east over the wooden 

bridge. Some of the Vikings taunted the Saxon peasants but for the most part each 

kept to their own. Of course the warriors knew that they were on their way to accept 

the homage of the men of York, men that they had already defeated, so they expected 

the King of Norway to fulfil his promises of land and wealth very soon too. No one 

wanted to fall foul of his opinion by falling prey to a rash action. 

The Vikings marched on, crossing the wooden bridge onto the east bank of the 

River Derwent. Their route took them over the grassland for another hour before they 

reached the settlement of Stamford Bridge. They climbed the hill from the south and 

looked down upon the habitation. It was not particularly large nor was there anything 

distinct about it. The Saxon families retreated to their homes at the first sight of the 

fighting men and barred their doors but the Vikings were now that use to such a 

reaction that they paid it no heed. 

“Let the men rest,” Hardrada commanded as he swung down from his black 

stallion. “It was not an arduous march but the day grows warm eh?” 

Tostig Godwinson viewed their location from the back of his own horse, showing a 

reluctance to join the king immediately. He noted that the high-ground was quite 

broad and flat on the top, roughly oval shaped with the ends stretching eastwards and 

westwards before descending to lower ground. On each flank there was woodland, the 

kind that was difficult for formations of warriors to move through. Immediately 

before them the ground gave way as it ambled down to the river and the wooden 

bridge that gave this place its’ name. 



Peter C Whitaker 

4 

The bridge itself was not particularly noteworthy being barely wide enough to 

allow two men to cross, much like the bridge at Kexby. However, the ground on the 

northern bank of the river rose to a small hill and either end of the bridge began well 

before the river; as a result the bridge was at least a spear’s length above the Derwent 

at the mid-point. The river itself was broad and deep enough to make crossing it by 

any other means than the bridge or a boat a dangerous undertaking. 

Viking warriors stretched themselves out on the grass and produced flasks of weak 

beer to accompany their cold meat and bread. Their mood was good and Tostig had to 

admit that their position was about as secure as it could be. He could not help but 

ponder what brother Harold might be doing in response to recent events in the north 

of his kingdom. 

Are you caught between heading north and rescuing York or choosing to stay in 

London in fear of Guillaume landing on the south coast? 

Are you counting down the last of your days as a usurper king? 

Do you rue losing my support now, my experience as a commander of men in 

battle? 

Was sundering the House of Wessex a worthy price for achieving your covetous 

ambition? 

It mattered not. Hardrada was right; they had launched an audacious invasion of 

England and so far met only with success. The only power in the north that could 

resist them had been defeated and even though the eorls had escaped they had no 

strength with which to challenge the Vikings once again. The best of their warriors 

lay dead in the beck at Fulford and it did not trouble him that they were Saxons over 

whom he had once ruled as the Eorl of Northumbria. Any levy the young eorls might 

bring to the field now could only be second-rate, pressed men with little spirit and no 

skill for the fight. He swung down from his horse and removed his helmet to let the 

fresh air kiss his warm head. 

I chose right in allying myself with Norway. Hardrada’s energy will sweep away 

my enemies and I will be left the only Godwinson standing. Wessex will be mine and 

my sons’. The Godwin line will continue but Harold will not be the measure of our 

legacy; it will be me and mine. 

 


