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The Village of Riccall 

 

“Time passes,” Eystein Orre mused to himself as he looked up into the brilliant 

summer sky. “I had thought the king would be returned by now?” He said this last to a 

nearby Viking who merely shrugged his shoulders in response. 

In truth Eystein Orre’s heart had been heavy since the morning had broken. He had 

not been surprised by King Hardrada’s order that he remain with the ships and such 

men as he deemed worth leaving behind, some three thousand but with the wounded 

included in that count. It seemed these days that Eystein Orre’s place was found in the 

rear ranks of the army and not in the front line of the shield-wall where he felt that he 

belonged, and where once he had been placed without hesitation. 

He had spoken only a couple of hours or so before to the young jarls and Prince 

Olaf of how he dreamed to die a warrior’s death on the battlefield, beside his king and 

with his sword in his hand, but the truth was far from that glorious vision. He was 

fifty years old and time had caught up with him. His sword arm was no longer as 

strong, and his legs were certainly no longer as fast as they had been in the days of his 

youth. His hair was grey and his bones ached from old wounds. Rising with the dawn 

was becoming harder with each passing day it seemed and the thought of spending 

more time at leisure was the likeliest to bring a smile to his face rather than that of 

meeting enemies in the field as once he did. 

I am getting old. 

He could not admit it to even himself but it had become something of a relief that 

Harald Hardrada now looked upon him as a reliable captain to command in the rear of 

the army rather than as an energetic war-chief to lead the men from the front. 

This will be my last campaign. 

The thought unsettled him even as it formed in his head but in his heart he knew 

that this was true. He did not expect that the enemy that took him from this world 

would be a Saxon, or any other such mortal foe; it would be death creeping up on him 

as he lay in his bed. 

I welcome such a fate now more than the spear-points of my enemies. 

As if to rid himself of the heaviness that this line of thinking had seemed to settle 

upon his heart he decided to make an inspection of the ships. The princes were too 

concerned with their own leisure to consider such practical matters but Eystein Orre 
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knew the importance of maintaining the sea-worthiness of their fleet; even if the 

deciding battles were going to be fought on land. 

As he turned to the river and determined to rouse some of the men from their lazy 

lounging in the fine sunshine his attention was caught by the sound of a galloping 

horse. A rider appeared from the north, a Viking with a wild look upon his face. As 

soon as he was within the boundary of Riccall the man started shouting from his 

mount. 

“Lord Orre! Lord Orre!” 

“I am here man, what be the matter?!” Eystein shouted back as he changed 

direction and started striding towards the rider. He played the gruff old captain as he 

had always seemingly done but with more energy than he actually felt he possessed. 

“My Lord, a Saxon fyrd has come!” the man panted. 

The news stopped Eystein Orre in his tracks. His heart seemed both heavy and 

cold. He believed now that he had had a presentiment of this news and that it had 

coloured his whole day up to the rider arriving. The King of England would not have 

come north so soon to parley with the King of Norway over Jorvic; he had come to 

take back the city by force. 

“What say you?” He demanded disbelievingly. 

The rider jumped from his horse and walked over to where the commander of the 

reserve stood, keeping the reins held tightly in his hand. 

“It is true Jarl; King Harold of England descends upon Stamford Bridge with a 

great host. Battle is joined and the king commands that you bring up the reserve.” 

“You know this to be Harold Godwinson?” 

“Lord Tostig says it’s his brother that leads a mighty host.” 

“This cannot be!” Eystein muttered more to himself than to the messenger. He did 

not need to be told that Hardrada had marched out of Riccall this morning with a 

power that was formidable in numbers but barely prepared to fight in a pitched battle. 

If the Saxon King had somehow managed to surprise the King of Norway then the old 

reaver would be in dire need of assistance. “Rouse the men. ROUSE THE MEN!” 

Suddenly Eystein Orre became an animated figure once more, hauling warriors up 

from off the grass and shouting at the top of his voice for the army to take up arms. 

The commotion quickly brought to him Prince Olaf and the jarls of Orkney. 

“Lord Orre what is this?” Price Olaf demanded. 
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“Your father needs us,” Eystein Orre declared as he put on his armour brought to 

him by his retainer. “The Saxons have another army in the field and they meet with 

the king at Stamford Bridge.” 

“Harold Godwinson!” Paul Thorfinnsson decided with some conviction. 

“It cannot be, it has only been five days since we captured Jorvik!” his brother 

Erland challenged. “Do these Saxons fly on the wind?” 

“I know not for sure who commands this Saxon host, mayhap it is the men of York 

looking to catch the king unawares, or even the eorls of the north come again with a 

hastily raised levy. That it is Harold Godwinson seems most unlikely considering how 

far London is away from here, but the messenger says that Tostig Godwinson believes 

that it is his brother.” 

“It matters not, we must prepare ourselves to assist the king.” Prince Olaf insisted. 

“No, My Lords,” Eystein Orre told them. “I cannot take all of the men. The fleet 

still needs to be protected. You three stay here and get them in order, I will take all 

those who can fight and we will meet the call for aid.” 

“You cannot order us to do this,” Erland Thorfinnsson spoke angrily. 

“Mayhap not, but you can, My Prince.” He looked directly at Olaf. “I know not 

how it stands at Stamford Bridge or even if I can arrive there in time. The death or 

capture of your father will be a great victory to the Saxons, if the same fate were to 

befall the three of you then that victory would be complete.” 

Prince Olaf stood perplexed. His heart told him to mount a horse and ride to his 

father’s aid but his head told him that there was much truth in what Eystein Orre said. 

He also realised that the old warrior already feared that the worst had happened. 

“The army could fall back upon us, even if hard pressed,” the prince asserted. 

“Aye, My Lord,” Eystein Orre encouraged his thinking. “If need be we could use 

the fleet to escape the Saxons, but the ships must be made ready first.” 

“This is not the way,” Paul Thorfinnsson objected. 

“The men that you leave behind could manage this task?” 

“Aye, My Lord; that they could. Leave nothing of value on the shore.” 

“No!” again the Jarl of Orkney spoke with some passion. 

“Then so be it,” Prince Olaf determined. “We will prepare the fleet for if escape is 

necessary, and also a position where the army can fall back upon to seek some respite 

from our bitter enemies.” 
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“Thank you, My Lord,” Eystein Orre said earnestly. “I will send this rider back to 

tell your father that we come. Mayhap he will think to fall back and hope to meet us 

half way as it will be a long, hot run for these men in their armour.” The old Viking 

captain turned to the young noblemen of Orkney, aware that he had been ignoring 

them. “This is the right thing to do, until we know which enemy we fight. King 

Hardrada always told me that the secret to his long life was that he knew his enemy 

before he fought him.” 

“It seems like cowardice!” Jarl Paul seethed. 

“It is my command in the absence of my father,” Prince Olaf told him. “We three 

will muster the remaining men and prepare to receive you Eystein Orre.” 

“Many thanks my Prince.” 

“God go with you.” 

 


