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      Epistola ad Ingegerd, from Ealdred, Archbishop 

      York, 1069 

      
        
          To the most excellent Ingegerd, Queen of the Danes, I thank you for your letter and the kind words for my brothers, which meant more to me than polished gold or well-cut jewels. As to your question, the answer is yes. I do know the resting place of your father King Harald’s bones.

          We have kept them hidden, here, in our Minster, all these years, since calamity came to our land, in the shape of William, Duke of Normandy, whom God has raised over us to punish us for our sins.

          In the week I spent with him, your father kept me close to his side. From a king more famous for his prowess as a warrior, I was expecting a bluff and ill-educated man, but I was surprised. He talked expansively of his life, and he was not the brute that we had feared. He was learned, and wise, and had not wasted his time among the Greeks. He missed, I think, the company of educated men and he sought me out often in the five days we spent together. Sometimes on a journey, but more often in the evening, when the fires were lit, and the darkness thrown back for a while.

          He was not a young man, and perhaps suspected that his time was short, and wanted to get everything said.

          ‘I understand the Northumbrians well enough, but tell me of the Saxons, and the Mercians. What are their laws and customs?’

          I answered his questions as honestly as I might, and even in a short time a brotherly feeling sprang up between us. He had travelled more widely than any man I know. Even as far as the Middle Sea, which the Ancients called the Mediterranean. He talked of founding a monastery at the city he had just founded.

          ‘I want monks and a stone minster, and land to support it all. And a library!’ he said. ‘You must have a library here. How many books?’

          ‘Twenty-seven,’ I said.

          I listed them, and halfway through he sat forward in wonder. ‘You know, in Micklegard there are libraries which have hundreds of books.’

          ‘I have seen the same,’ I said. ‘In Rome.’

          ‘You have been to Rome?’ He sat back. ‘I was at Rome. And Micklegard. And Jerusalem.’

          I was filled with wonder. ‘You were at the Holy City?’

          He nodded.

          ‘What did you do there?’

          He laughed. ‘You would not believe me if I told you.’

          We sat, each of us reliving the wonder that a room for books brought. He wanted a library and a scriptorium, and I volunteered the names of a few young monks who I thought would be interested in helping to bring the light of learning and God to the Norse. He asked questions about the amount of land needed, where the monks would come from, and whether they should follow the Eastern Church, or the Church of Rome.

          I said that we were educated and honest and followed the Lord in all his ways.

          ‘The Greek priests said the same,’ he said.

          ‘But we follow the Rule of St Benedict.’

          ‘What is this rule?’

          ‘Quia tunc vere sanctimoniales sunt,’ I quoted. Whosoever lives by the labour of their hands, as our fathers and the apostles did, then are they truly monks.

          ‘I too follow the Rule of St Benedict,’ he said.

          I was surprised, and I think it showed. He held out his hands, crossed with old scars, other men’s blood rimming his nails. ‘I have lived all my life by these.’

          ‘I do not think St Benedict meant the labour of fighting,’ I said.

          ‘No?’

          ‘No. I mean, he wanted men to work and grow and heal.’

          He sat forward and shook his head at me. ‘If we were all healers, who would protect the weak? Or punish the heathens? Or uphold the law against wicked men?’

          I said nothing, and he sat back.

          ‘That is what I have done,’ he said. ‘All my life. My first battle was against the Devil.’

          ‘You mean temptation?’

          ‘No,’ he said, suddenly serious. ‘Lucifer himself.’

          ‘Did you win?’ I asked.

          He sat back and looked at me as if I was joking. ‘No, of course not. Only God can beat the Devil.’

          In drawing up this History (by which I mean a true account) I have been working from three sources: my own memories; the memories of others (which were sometimes in conflict with my own), and the notes that I took at the time when your father and I started work on what we thought would be a hagiography of his brother, St Olaf, and then quickly seemed to point towards a secondary work, which would deal with his life separately.

          Over the last three months two of my best scribes have made a complete copy of the original for your library. It was only in the making of the work that I recalled some incidents which needed more explanation or comment. Rather than scrape the vellum clear, and delay the sending of this work for yet another season, I have added these as marginalia, or inserted extra leaves, whichever proved less troublesome. In a few cases, where it was impossible to know what had been thought or imagined at a certain time, I have followed the example of greater chronicallers, such as Herodotus, who furnished tales that seemed to fit.

          The places I have invented, I hope these will do the work of history and that you will not find them too distracting.

          Your father was a storyteller who commanded men’s attention. I have tried to tell his story in his own words, starting with the moment he found me, lying among the dead on the battlefield of Fulford Gate.
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              The Battle of Fulford Gate
            

          

        

      

       

      20th September 1066, outside the east gate of York.

      Harald Hardrada: Here, man, give me your hand. I will not kill you.

      Look men. See what we have found. An archbishop. What a thing to find on a battlefield, and untouched. God is with you, I see.

      The Lord is not with your army though. See, your lord, Earl Edwin, has hitched up his skirts and is running for the gate. I do not think he will make it. The one leading the pursuit is Rolf the Bald. Great gangly legs. He never stops, that man. His father was the same. Not a patch of hair once they turned thirty.

      Do you want to stay down there in that ditch? Someone will mistake you for a corpse. They will use your head as a stepping stone. That’s it, take my hand. Come, it’s only blood, and it’s neither of ours.

      Push old red-cloak off your legs. His hour has come and gone. Do you know him? Last night he probably sat on Earl Edwin’s benches and bragged how he would throw us back into the sea, like fish. This morning he sat in Edwin’s hall and broke his fast, marched along the Scarborough Road, stopped at this ford, and readied himself for battle. An hour ago he drove off his horse, far back from the battle, clenched his shield grip, crossed himself and taught the men next to him, bade them be not frightened.

      And then I came.

      Poor old red-cloak. He should have stayed abed. All these corpses should. They could have grown old and tiresome and bored their grandchildren with tales of their youth. Even now this man’s wife stands a few leagues away. She stands at the door of her longhouse. The green acres of Northumbria stretch out before her. There is a chill in the wind. The wheat is in, but something troubles her. She does not know if the battle has happened or not. She sniffs, shuffles her worries: has the earl made peace, why are the pigs restless under the beech trees, where is that boy?

      Her husband’s seed has quickened in her womb, and she thinks of the last two children that they buried during Lent. This new child will be born with the lambs at Easter. Behind her his daughter is sitting in the light of the smoke hole, learning spindle-work. She cannot concentrate because of the two kittens that are pouncing from under her stool. The white-spotted one climbs up her skirts.

      In the yard the slave girl picks a blade of dry summer grass from the milk bucket. It fell from her sleeve as she walked, the bucket slopping against her left leg. Watching her from down the field is this man’s son. He is sitting with his back to a beech tree. He is angry because he thinks himself old enough to fight, and he resents his father for leaving him behind.

      ‘Look after your mother,’ was the last thing his father told him, and that son fumbles with those words, twists them in his mind, like the ends of a straw rope. He picks long grass stems to chew. The outer sheaths are dry, but the inside is still wet and green. The sap is bitter. He chews the ends flat. He tosses the grass like a javelin into the stabbing forest light about him. The first beech leaf falls. It drops at his foot, bright as a new-struck coin. He does not know it, but if that boy was here, he would be dead as well. Trodden three bodies deep into the mud. And here his father lies, mouth open to take his last breath.

      Look! Your earl’s huscarls still want to die for him. Three of them have drawn up a shieldwall to block the pursuit. They are young men. They have lost their spears. Their swords flash silver as they draw them. Two of them have steel helms. The other is dark. He lets his locks fall free. The wind catches them. They do not stand a chance of course. See the giant advancing on them? The one with the Russian shield? That is Grimketel. He was with me in Micklegard. He’s a miserable bastard. I have seen him kill three and look for a fourth. Men think because he is so big he will rage at them, but see, he is as cunning as a fox. Just watch.

      There.

      It is done. I told you.

      Kings are often right.

      I hope they made peace with God.

      It seems your earl has lived to see the sunset. Even Rolf has come to a halt. Much closer to the fences and the archers will feather him. He turns and sees behind him the others are stooping to pull off the gold armbands and pick silver-hilted swords from the hands of men who should have used them better.

      I have been in his place many times. The battle is won and the fury abates and you find yourself standing in a field of treasure and lesser men who lagged behind are bent over like women at harvest time. Look, they’re already at work cutting off rings, unwinding belts, strapping on dead men’s swords. It is messy business. Your hands get much bloodier than this. Here, give me your cloak. It’s wet enough.

      There. Now my hands are clean. That is what Pontius Pilate said, did he not?

      Do your sins weigh on you?

      Mine do not weigh on me. But this mail coat does. Christ’s balls! I used to wear it all day without thinking. I used to sleep in it. But fifty winters take their toll. Mail hangs heavy on old men’s shoulders. See the silver here, I took that from Micklegard. The belt from Rome. This hem was woven by Sicilian nuns for me, because I saved them from the heathen. She is a fine coat of mail, is she not?

      I call her Emma.
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