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The Battleground of Stamford Bridge 

 

The Viking line should have been crushed but instead it fell in upon itself, 

contracting but maintaining both a depth and a resolution to resist. Their spears and 

swords presented to the enemy still despite the exhaustion of the warriors who held 

them. The dead and the dying were strewn about them in graceless heaps. 

Nevertheless, despite their resistance they gave ground. The Saxons at last made it 

over the lip of the flat hill top in significant numbers and pushed the Vikings to the far 

side where the ground began to descend away to the south and Riccall. 

Eystein Orre could see none of this as he approached the battle from Kexby; 

neither could he see the king's banner. 

What matters it that I cannot see a piece of coloured rag on a stick? Banners fall in 

battle and are raised again when the fallen warrior is replaced by a new standard 

bearer. 

What he wanted to see was King Hardrada. He paused now only to look back along 

the column of over two thousand Viking warriors that came at a fast trot in response 

to the summons from their brothers. His own chest heaved with the exertion of 

covering ten miles at pace on foot. The sun now stood high in the September sky and 

burnt down upon them mercilessly. Many of the warriors had set out from Riccall in 

full armour but the pace of the march had forced them to drop their heavy byrnies 

along the way. Those he had seen doing so he had remonstrated with but in truth he 

understood their reasoning. Their battle harness was weighty and Viking warriors 

were not used to being force marched to a battle over such a distance. 

Would it not have been better to have formed a line at Kexby and encouraged the 

king to fall back upon them? 

What did that matter now, they were here and there was a battle to be won. 

 

“Harder!” Thrydwulf demanded. “Push harder lads.” 

His shield was battered but still intact and the design of a black background and 

four swirling arms of yellow paint, the colours of Mercia, could still be seen easily 

enough. 

In pushing to the right Coenred had broken away from the other veterans but such 

things happened in the midst of battle. Thrydwulf had taken command of what 
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remained of the men of Fulford Gate and continued his own push up the incline and 

onto the lip of the hill. His captain had ordered the huscarls to hold the front line and 

offer protection to the fyrdmen behind them who fought with their long spears so as 

not to tire the heavily armoured warriors too soon. 

Thrydwulf had for the most part, like so many other warriors, obeyed his captain 

but following the recommencement of the battle he had found it increasingly difficult 

to restrain himself. He wanted to smash the Viking ranks and as he led the push over 

the lip of the hill he used the moment when his enemy fell back to bring his long spear 

into play. Holding it over-arm he thrust at the Norseman in front of him. The man 

raised his shield and ducked his head. Thrydwulf summoned up his considerable 

strength and charged the warrior shield boss to shield boss. Their bodies reverberated 

with the shock of impact. The Saxon gave a leap at the same moment as the shields 

collided, the momentum took him up a little further so that he was, for a second, 

looking down onto his enemy. With a roar he brought his spear down, over the lip of 

the other’s shield and saw the sharp point sunder the steel links of Viking’s mail coat. 

The spear penetrated below the second rib and delivered a mortal blow. As the Viking 

fell back a sword lashed out at the huscarl but it only reached the shaft of his spear, 

which splintered before the sharp blade as it was bent on the shield-rim, still 

transfixed in the Norseman. Discarding his broken spear Thrydwulf resorted to his 

favourite secondary weapon; a Dane-axe. Usually such a weapon was used two-

handed but by holding it in the centre of its’ shaft Thrydwulf could employ it to great 

affect with a single hand and still retain the defence offered by his shield. 

Hengist and Aldfrid were to the right of their older brother warrior, separated by 

several other huscarls and a number of armoured theigns. Together they maintained 

the cohesion of the shield-wall, standing with their shields held high and reliant upon 

the protection of their armour and the ferocity of the fyrdmen standing behind them, 

stabbing over their shoulders with their long fighting spears. 

The Vikings were falling back everywhere now, giving more ground, and the scent 

of victory was in the air. Before the battle Thrydwulf had imagined how he might feel 

at this moment and had expected to be in a blood fuelled rage; he was not. Rather he 

felt very much in command of himself and the men who followed him. He desperately 

wanted to break the resolve of the enemy but he intended on keeping as many of his 

own Saxons alive as possible. There were no mad charges, therefore, no insane acts of 
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berserk violence visited upon the enemy. The Saxons held their line and moved 

irresistibly up the hill and onto the flat top, all the time pushing, stabbing and hacking. 

Breaches in the Viking shield-wall could only be closed by them retreating and 

falling back upon themselves even though this meant that the flanks drew in on the 

centre and they risked being overwhelmed on the wings. In those places where the 

Saxons had successfully penetrated beyond the first line, as Coenred had done, a 

division was forced between the Norse warriors so that their formation slowly 

disintegrated from one shield-wall into two, then three, and then four. Most of the 

men with armour had now fallen to the Saxon attacks. Having held the front row they 

had suffered the brunt of the violence and had to endure it until they fell at last. There 

were none to take their place. Those still standing had only their own ferocity and 

skill with weapons to protect them; unfortunately for the Saxons they were well 

equipped with both. 

In their drive to break the centre Thrydwulf’s men came upon a band of painted 

Vikings. Since they lacked any armour they had made themselves up to look as fierce 

as possible and now they seemed to be possessed of a wild disregard for pain or death. 

They fought as ferociously as they looked. Thrydwulf knew them from old; 

berserkers. 

“Hold the line,” he shouted in warning. 

He knew what their tactic would be just as he knew that the only defence against 

their reckless violence was order and discipline. 

From amongst the Norse ranks arrayed before them one of these painted warriors 

hurled himself with a small axe in one hand and a knife in the other. His leap was 

prodigious. He sailed through the air like a screaming devil, turning so that when he 

landed it was from on top with his left shoulder colliding with a Saxon warrior’s 

shield in the second row. The weight of the impact almost drove the Saxon to the 

ground, he was forced backwards by the momentum of his attacker. With the axe in 

his right hand the Viking started lashing out at the warrior who still supported him 

upon his shield. The axe was aimed at the Saxon’s head and collided several times 

with the steel of the man’s helmet but did no real damage. A fyrdman saw his chance 

and stepped forward with his spear held high. He drove the point into the Viking’s 

chest, twisted the shaft and withdrew the spear point in one quick movement. The 

theign who staggered under the weight of the berserker recovered his balance and 

threw the wounded man bodily from him. With a quick movement the Saxon reversed 
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his hold on his spear and drove it into the berserker’s body with fierce weight, almost 

pinning the man to the hard packed earth beneath him. 

This was not an isolated incident, however. All along the line similar encounters 

were experienced and the raging berserker was not always killed so quickly or so 

efficiently. 

Aldfrid had held his place in the front row since the battle began. Normally he 

would have rotated with the huscarls behind him after twenty minutes or so of 

fighting but today there simply weren’t enough of their number. Instead Coenred had 

commanded the front rank to concentrate on holding their shields together and let the 

fyrdmen behind them do the fighting. This helped to preserve the strength of the 

huscarls and the armoured theigns but it was still tiring work. Nevertheless they were 

encouraged by how far they had come and how many of the enemy lay dead behind 

them. 

The scream was Aldfrid’s first warning of the attack. A figure hurled itself bodily 

over his head somehow managing to clear both the distance from behind the Viking 

lines and the height of the Saxon shield-wall. It landed amongst unsuspecting Saxon 

fyrdmen, knocking them over or out of the way. With lightening animal agility the 

berserker regained his feet and started to lash out with a sword, swinging all around 

him to create a space and disrupt the integrity of the Saxon ranks. The fyrdmen were 

stunned and slow to react, the blade was quickly stained with their blood. 

Aldfrid turned his head to see what was happening but could only take in part of 

the scene. He understood the danger but his training told him to maintain the shield-

wall, to trust in the men behind him to deal with the maniac. For the first time that 

day, however, he knew fear. 

The berserker sought a warrior’s death. The man had already accepted his own fate 

but was determined to lose his life at the greatest possible expense to the enemy and 

to the greatest advantage to his brother warriors. The Vikings had become that 

desperate. Having scattered the fyrdmen hard by where he had landed, killing or 

wounding several of them, he turned to the Saxon front row and saw with delight their 

unprotected backs. 

Perhaps it was instinct that warned Aldfrid of his danger or perhaps it was just his 

own reasoning. Desperately he tried to detach himself from the shield-wall so that he 

could turn and face his enemy but his shield was locked in the formation. The push of 

his brother warriors on either side was matched by the pressure of the resisting 
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Vikings in front; the shield was held fast. He tried to withdraw his arm from the 

shield’s hand hold but the man on his left was stood too close. There was no room for 

him to move his arm. 

Desperately he swung his sword backwards, hoping to catch the berserker 

unawares, but the painted warrior avoided the speculative blow and plunged his 

bloodied sword deep into Aldfrid’s back. He pushed hard with two hands so that the 

tip of the blade burst through the links of Aldfrid’s mail byrnie that covered his chest. 

It was both the Viking’s victory and his doom. As Aldfrid died, still keeping his place 

in the shield-wall, the fyrdmen recovered their courage and advanced on the 

berserker’s back with vengeful intent. Now, in his own desperation, the Viking tried 

to withdraw his sword but Aldfrid’s body would not release it. The berserker held 

onto the hilt whilst turning and producing a knife in his left hand. He snarled his 

disdain at the Saxons, but it was no defence against their long reaching spears. The 

Viking pushed one spear-point away only for another to pierce his ribs. It was 

followed by a second that punctured his stomach, and a third that passed through a 

lung. His dead fingers released the hilt of the sword that still protruded from the 

young huscarl’s back. 

The Saxons marched on, pushing the enemy toward the rear of the hill. Aldfrid’s 

lifeless fingers eventually slipped from their hold on his shield and he fell slowly to 

the ground as that same shield, still transfixed by the pressure of the close formation, 

seemingly marched on without him. The Saxons pushed around his fallen body, one 

of many hundreds that now lay across the field of Stamford Bridge. 

 

"Edwin, fetch my horse," Coenred commanded. 

"My Lord, your wounds?" Edwin looked concerned, not knowing how badly his 

master was injured but disturbed by the free running blood that stained his fine 

armour. 

The battle had flowed beyond their position now. Tostig Godwinson lay a trampled 

corpse on the stained grass, like so many others. Most of Coenred's men had gone 

with the advancing Saxons, chasing a victory that now seemed inevitable. 

"I will live until you get me my horse," Coenred assured him. 

Hesitantly Edwin started back down the hill towards the bridge to fetch the horses. 

Coenred waited until Edwin had turned his back and was running as fast as he could 

in his harness to the north bank of the river before looking to Sigbert. 
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"The army advances and we do not, what shame is this for a huscarl?" 

"You are wounded man, there's no shame in it," Sigbert told him. 

"You should rest Lord," Aethelmaer agreed. 

Coenred pulled himself into a more upright position using Edwin's spear for 

support and stretched, grimacing with pain. 

"The enemy are not defeated yet," he pointed out. 

"You said that our war-work was done this day," Sigbert insisted. 

"That was to get the boy away, you know what is coming." 

He looked at both of his brother warriors meaningfully. They understood well 

enough. There would be merciless slaughter. A stand up battle was bad enough but to 

be a witness to the hacking down of men like animals was another thing entirely. The 

carnage would be no less worse than it had been at Fulford Gate only this time the 

Saxons would not be the victims. 

"Then let us to it," Sigbert agreed. 

The three of them set off towards the ranks of their comrades who were now some 

yards away but where the battle still raged. Coenred felt half-dead. His limbs moved 

only through the exertion of his will. His skin was hot and soaked in sweat and yet 

inside he felt cold despite the burning sun. He wondered if death was coming upon 

him. The wound in his side still bled freely and he had no way of knowing how deep 

the spear head had cut. His head throbbed with every step he took and behind each 

burst of pain there was a constant ache that made the presumed peace of death seem 

almost desirable. He used the spear like a staff to aid his cumbersome step, held in his 

left hand that he was relieved to find still responded to his will despite the hammering 

his arm had taken. He held his sword firmly in his right hand. If death were to come 

upon him right now then it would find him still a huscarl, still as dangerous as any 

other warrior upon the field of battle. 

 

Gyrth Godwinson had champed at the bit for most of the battle. Harold had 

explained his intent to him but still he found it hard to hold back. He commanded the 

right flank of the Saxon fyrd but his orders had been not to press too hard. They were 

to be a reserve force held back so as to be able unleash a fresh strength upon the 

enemy at a crucial moment. The madness of the fight had taken his men, just like any 

of the others on the field today, but he had reined them back all the same. 

Press the enemy but don't look to smash them. 
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Strike their shields but don't let their spears hit you. 

Just hold your place and await the signal. 

The signal came. The golden Wyvern of Wessex performed a figure of eight dance 

against the endless blue of the sky. It was Harold's command. 

Attack now! 

Gyrth raised his sword and let loose his war cry. It was echoed in the peals of the 

war horns that reverberated through the earth as they did through the chests of the 

warriors. It was a fateful signal. The men around the Eorl of East Anglia took up the 

call for blood and the Saxons on the right flank at last unleashed their fury. There was 

no room to mount a charge as they had followed the Vikings up the hill and over the 

crest so as to maintain the integrity of the shield-wall to their left. They had stayed in 

touch with the Vikings for most of the battle, but Gyrth's men had untapped reserves 

of strength and now they brought it to bear on an exhausted enemy. 

Yet again the terrible war horns rent the air, demanding more blood. The Saxons 

fell like a tremendous wave onto their enemy and broke them. Their flashing steel was 

merciless as it cut into the Viking left flank and scythed down the once stubborn 

resistance like so much standing wheat. This time it was too much even for the fabled 

spirit of the Vikings. They did not give ground; they surrendered it. Exhausted 

warriors turned away from their age old enemy and ran with fear burning in their 

hearts like the hot September air burnt in their lungs. Their shields fell from their 

arms. Their spears were thrown to the ground by hands that could no longer raise 

them. Men thought no more of their war-chiefs or of gold or of landed titles or of 

anything else that had been promised to them when leaving the distant shores of 

Norway. They thought now only of surviving this dreadful day and escaping the 

vicious swords of the Saxons. 

 

A tired Eystein Orre reached the top of the hill from the south and was met by 

countless running men. Norse men. Their faces were terrible to witness; they were the 

faces of defeated warriors. They were the faces of the terrified. He shouted at them to 

stand. He told them that the reserves were come. It was to no avail; he was too late. 

Their surge past him was as nothing compared to what followed. The Saxons came 

with such irresistible power that even the veteran Eystein Orre was shaken by the 

sight of them. He could not know that these were Gyrth’s eager reserves that had 

hardly yet raised a sword in anger, their energy and determination astounded him.  
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If all Saxons were of this kind then no wonder that the battle was lost! 

He raised his sword to meet them and his own prophetic words flashed through his 

mind; 

Mayhap I will get my chance to die my warrior’s death before the spears of Harold 

Godwinson? 

The old warrior still had the spirit for the fight inside of him. He deflected the first 

spear thrust and responded with a sword strike that shook the Saxon’s shield. Mayhap, 

if this had been a single battle, one man against another man, he may yet have proved 

his martial ability, but it was not. As he concentrated on one warrior the other Saxons 

came around him and gave neither reverence nor respect to his rank; they struck at 

him from all sides. Desperately swinging his sword he suffered their many cuts and 

stabs without hurting any of them in return. 

Death would not find him old and tired in his bed. 

The Saxons bore him to the earth, trampled his body, and moved on with no 

knowledge of the man whose life they had just ended. 

Once he had been a hero to his people. 

In the face of this savage assault the final Viking resolve broke. They began to run 

from every part of the field now, perhaps for the hoped for safety of their ships. Those 

who could not break from the fight were overwhelmed and hacked mercilessly to the 

ground as their fellows behind them deserted the front rank. As the Vikings had done 

at Fulford Gate so now did the Saxons at Stamford Bridge; not least the survivors of 

that first battle. 

Men were butchered where they stood and their lifeless bodies hacked to pieces so 

that it was difficult to tell that the bloodied remains were indeed not those of some 

animal rent asunder by a voracious predator, never mind know the name of the 

warrior who had fallen. 

Such was the hatred that the Vikings had engendered at Fulford Gate. 

The Norse reserve knew not who commanded them. They could see neither Eystein 

Orre nor King Hardrada. Even the Saxon lord Tostig Godwinson was nowhere to be 

found. What they could see was the remnant of their power streaming down the south 

side of the hill in panic and a great force of Saxons pursuing them mercilessly. The 

reserve was winded and leaderless and aware only that the battle was lost. They 

turned and began to run desperately back the way that they had come. 
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"We put the fear of God into them so that they flee at our approach," Sigbert 

declared with a heartless smile. 

Although the huscarls had intended to launch themselves once more into the Saxon 

shield-wall Gyrth's final attack had destroyed the resistance of the enemy before they 

could even raise their swords in anger again. Sigbert stood with Coenred and 

Aethelmaer on the top of the hill and watched the Viking rout below them heading 

south. 

"Then it is done." Coenred sat down and let his weariness sweep over him. 

"My Lord!" Aethelmaer came to his side with a look of concern. "Time now to 

tend your wounds." 

"There's a grand bit of butchery going on down there," Sigbert told them. 

"Why don't you join them?" Coenred asked as he removed his helmet. He partly 

hoped that it would ease the pounding in his head, of course it did not. 

"I told you at Fulford that I hate running," Sigbert replied. "If we hadn't had to wait 

on you and those damn scratches we might be in the thick of it even now. If that boy 

of yours finds his way back to us with the horses we might still make it to Riccall." 

"They head for Riccall?" Aethelmaer asked. 

Coenred had lain down now and the young huscarl was examining the wound in 

his side through the sliced mail byrnie and padded jacket beneath, hoping to staunch 

the flow of blood. 

"Aye; that they do. They will be choked at Kexby Bridge mind you, and the 

slaughter will be great again. 'Tis a fine sight to see the scum cut down in this 

fashion," Sigbert commented as he watched intently the final destruction of the King 

of Norway's power. 

“You have wounded?” Berctauld came upon them suddenly. 

“Who the hell are you?” Sigbert demanded as he turned to face the stranger, his 

blood-stained sword still in his hand. 

“I am Berctauld, a healer. And don’t swear; I am a deacon too,” he replied. 

“A clergyman at a battle, whatever next?” Sigbert said surprised. 

“I feel God has sent me,” he told the huscarl, “not to fight though but to tend the 

wounded.” 

"Do I die this day?" Coenred asked, wondering if the healer had forgotten that 

there was one who might benefit from his calling. 
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He lay with his eyes closed and his right arm across his face, more out of weariness 

than anything else. Berctauld knelt down beside him and began to inspect the wound 

in his side. 

"I can see your rib," Aethelmaer told him as he peered over the healer’s shoulder. 

"But not beyond it.” Berctauld confirmed. “You were sliced rather than pierced." 

He reached into his bag and brought out some linen. He carefully pushed this beneath 

Coenred's padded jacket and over the wound. 

"The bone looks intact, 'tis the loss of blood that is to be feared." 

“Can you close it?” Coenred asked. 

“I have needle and twine in my bag.” 

“Then do your best.” 

Berctauld nodded. Aethelmaer held open the rent in the mail byrnie while the 

healer poured warm water over the wound so that he could see it more clearly. 

Quickly he set to work with his needle, stopping only to clear away more blood. It did 

not take him long to finish the task and when he was done and a compress was in 

place Coenred sat up again. He did not communicate the pain he felt in his side. 

Mayhap it was as Berctauld had said and not quite the death blow that he feared.  

“You should rest, the wound will not kill you immediately but it is serious,” the 

healer advised. 

"I've had worse," Sigbert assured them. 

"Your head's stopped bleeding," Aethelmaer observed. 

Coenred picked up his helmet and examined it. There was a dent on the left hand 

side and a small hole in the metal in the centre of the impression. There was a larger 

cut in the steel rim that had protected his head where the greater part of the axe blade 

had bitten. 

"Hilda's done me more damage with her ladle than that Norseman did with his axe 

on your sconce," Sigbert insisted again. 

"He wasn't a Norseman," Aethelmaer corrected him. "He was a Northumbrian." 

"Can’t have been, we Northumbrians know better how to deal a death blow with a 

Dane-axe," Sigbert argued. "Probably a Scotsman." 

"Lord Coenred!" Edwin called out to them. He had brought all of their horses. 

"Come." 

Coenred slowly placed his damaged helmet back on his head. There was a swelling 

where the axe blow had fallen and it hurt as he pushed the heavy helm down but it 
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was only one more source of pain amongst many others. He cleaned his sword on the 

trousers of a dead Viking and replaced it in his scabbard. With some effort he 

managed to climb back into the saddle. 

“You should rest,” Berctauld repeated his advice. 

"Let's to Riccall." Coenred said. He glanced at the healer. “I thank you for your 

attention Berctauld, and mayhap I will have need of you later, but the king gave me a 

commission and I am a huscarl, I will do my duty unto death itself.” 

"Master you have done enough!" Edwin protested. 

"It's not finished yet," Aethelmaer told Edwin, “we are huscarls; we fight to the 

death, whether it be ours or the enemies.” 

"At least we don't have to run in pursuit of them now, eh?!" Sigbert said as he 

settled himself on his horse. 

“Search me out if you survive huscarl, I will be easy to find, I will be with the 

wounded and the dying,” Berctauld told him. He knew that there was no point in 

arguing against the warrior’s determination. Even if it killed him this huscarl was 

going to be there at the final conclusion of the battle. 

The small group set off down the hill, the horses stepping through the bodies of the 

fallen men, many dead and many dying. Before them they could see the dark mass of 

the Saxon army pursuing the fleeing enemy. It was no longer a battle but a bitter hunt, 

the exaction of a final blood debt, the conclusion, mayhap, of a feud generations old. 

 


