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About the author

The Legend of Hereward was the second historical novel by Mike Ripley, who is better known for his ‘Angel’ series of comic thrillers which have twice won the Crime Writers’ Last Laugh award for comedy crime. He read history at university and after a twenty-year career in journalism and public relations in the brewing industry became a Field Archaeologist, working mainly on Romano-British sites in East Anglia until he suffered a stroke at the age of 50. Recovering, he sat on the Government’s Stroke Strategy Committee and wrote the memoir Surviving A Stroke. He was the crime fiction critic for the Daily Telegraph for ten years and the Birmingham Post for eight, reviewing over 950 crime novels, as well as a scriptwriter for the BBC’s Lovejoy series. He has developed a Creative Crime Writing course for Cambridge University’s Institute of Continuing Education and is the Series Editor for the Ostara imprints Top Notch Thrillers and Ostara Crime. He also writes the monthly Ripster Revivals column for the crime fiction fanzine Shots on www.shotsmagazine.co.uk.


THE LEGEND OF HEREWARD

A NOVEL OF NORMAN ENGLAND,
1063-1071 AD

As described by Thomas of Ely,
of blessed memory, in 1107 AD.
Suitably edited by Gerald of Wales
in Lincoln in 1205 AD.




Historical Note

At the height of Hereward’s activities, the King of England was William I (also known as the Conqueror or the Bastard) following the Norman invasion of 1066. Thomas of Ely would have been writing during the reign of Henry I [1100-1135]. Gerald of Wales, a century later, had been a notable churchman, scholar and traveller, under three kings: Henry II [1154-1189], Richard I (the Lionheart) [1189-1199] and John [1199-1216]. Gerald (Giraldus Cambrensis or Gerald de Barri) really did exist and was the author of twelfth-century bestsellers such as The Journey through Wales and The Topography of Ireland. He died in obscurity, possibly in Lincoln, around 1223.

Hereward also existed, though whether he was ever called ‘the Wake' by his contemporaries is unlikely. The famous novel, Hereward the Wake, the Last of the English, was written by Charles Kingsley in 1866, though the author is far better known for The Water Babies. The best modern accounts are without doubt The English Resistance: The Underground War Against the Normans and Hereward: The Last Englishman, both by Peter Rex (Tempus, 2004 and 2005).

I am massively indebted to the magisterial translation of the Liber Eliensis by Dr Janet Fairweather of Cambridge (Boydell Press, 2005).

I have taken liberties with the addictive properties of the root of the Christmas Rose (helleborus niger), which was known as a poison from Roman times.

My generation was taught about Hereward the Wake at primary school. It always struck me that this was far too interesting and exciting a slice of history to be left to proper historians.

Mike Ripley, East Anglia, 2013.

Geographical Note

In the eleventh century, the Isle of Ely (the “isle of eels”) really was an island, said to be seven miles long and four wide. It was accessible from the sea via Wisbech (“capital of the Fens”) and the Wash, but otherwise protected by the flooded wetlands and marshes which made up the Fens, sadly little of which survives today. Ely itself was the most important settlement on the isle, and though its famous and staggeringly beautiful cathedral dates officially from 1109, its natural defences had already made it the ideal refuge for monks and outlaws alike for 400 years.
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In fond memory of
ELIZABETH WALTER
1927-2006

Dedicated, in friendship and appreciation
of his help and support, to
COLIN DEXTER
who, like Hereward, qualifies as a
Lincolnshire “Yellowbelly”.
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One

Giraldus





Lincoln, 1205 AD

This is not fit work for a man who should be the Archbishop of Wales.

This is not – may God pardon my vanity – fit work for one who has studied law, philosophy and theology in Paris (albeit in Paris); for one who was an archdeacon by the age of twenty-nine, one who has tutored princes and served kings. For one whose mother was the daughter of a king’s mistress.

This is hardly fit work for the most humble of copyists, let alone one who has written seventeen books, and therefore cannot be humble, which scholars and even bishops have favourably reviewed for their elegance of style and copies of which have been sold by almost the dozen.

And yet, here am I, such a man entering, by the grace of God, his sixty-first year and forced into retirement in this draughty cell in Lincoln where the wind cuts from the east like a knife and it is said that the mortal sin of suicide is more common than the sin of bestiality in my native Wales, if such a thing can be countenanced. Only on Judgement Day will the blessed Saint Peter know if this is true.

I am Giraldus Cambrensis, or Gerald of Wales, for although three-quarters of my blood is Norman, I am most proud of the one quarter which is Welsh, in which tongue I am called Gerallt Cymro.

I have been commissioned to write, which is what I do and do well, but now I write neither history nor philosophy, nor the topography of an unknown land (the writing I am most famous for).

I write a family tree.

Even worse, I am expected to lie about it, which is shameful. I am also expected to steal from the work of a brother in Christ, one Thomas of Ely, of blessed memory.

However inferior the work to be plundered, that, to the true scholar, is surely sinful, but by God’s good grace, Brother Thomas’s book is a little known work. It is possible that the first eyes to examine its pages since it was confined to the priory scriptorium are mine.

I have searched in vain to find even a poor copy of The True History of Hereward the Outlaw by Thomas of Ely in any other church or convent library. It is even unknown here in the cathedral library at Lincoln, which takes much pride (too much, perhaps) in its collection of books and rolls.

But while the book may be unknown, its subject is anything but forgotten.

Alewives, fishwives, travelling players, every villain, cottar and serf, every orphan, all know the story of Hereward, the last Saxon nobleman to defy the Normans. The ballads and songs abound, not just here in Lincoln and in the Fenlands to the east, but throughout all England. They tell of how the noble Hereward, returning from the wars (though which war is never specified) found his manor house and his lands around the parish of Bourne sequestered by Norman overlords following the victory of King William at Hastings. Of how Hereward disputed with the new owners of Bourne to the point of violent rebellion and how Hereward was declared to be silvaticus – banished to the woods, or outlawed, and how he gathered followers around him and defied even King William himself in the watery island fortress that he made of the Isle of Ely.

From that siege come all the famous stories of Hereward as a leader of men, who resisted for many months the best stratagems of the Normans, which included the use of witches and female sorcerers to throw spells and curses down upon the defenders of Ely.

Such is the stuff of drunken tavern talk and tales told around the fires and hearths on long winter nights. It is the base metal from which I must forge my history and were it not for the book of Brother Thomas, it would be my only source.

But Brother Thomas did write his book, though to what purpose I do not know. Thomas was a monk of some small learning, which can be seen from the style of his prose even in Old English, but his book must be taken seriously as he could have talked with men who lived when Hereward did and may even have claimed kinship with the great hero. Thomas, as a churchman, may even have spoken with Hereward’s own parish priest and confessor.

Still, my task is not merely to write a recension of Thomas’s history of Hereward, although I am no stranger to the art of recension – revising and expanding a manuscript. My own, much-praised book The Topography of Ireland has gone through four recensions by my hand and today exists at more than double the length it was when first dedicated to his Excellency Henry the Second, invincible King of the English, Duke of Normandy, Count of Anjou and Aquitaine, and his beloved son John, then Prince but now King, if only of the English.

No, my task is far more delicate.

I must take the history recorded by Thomas of Ely and mould it into a correctness politically and diplomatically acceptable not only to the Bishop (God preserve!) who provides my living here at Lincoln, but also to the Lords of the estates of Bourne, for they are now a family of some importance as well as great wealth, here in Lincolnshire. It need not be recorded here that their generosity to the Church knows few bounds.

The new Lord of Bourne, and my benefactor, is the noble Baldwin, whose grandfather on his mother’s side was Baldwin Fitzgilbert, the founder of the small priory there, which is the only reason why anyone in this world or the next will remember the name of Bourne.

Fitzgilbert is, however, a name already enshrined within the ranks of nobility, for Baldwin Fitzgilbert, as his name imparts, can trace a noble Norman ancestry which includes his great uncle Richard, the Abbot of Ely and Count Gilbert of Brionne, whose own father Godfrey was tutor to none other than William Duke of Normandy, the conqueror himself, and (it is rumoured) his illegitimate half-brother.

With such a lineage, the good Norman name of Fitzgilbert should, in all humility, be good enough for this new Baldwin, whose inheritance has been nurtured and protected by the noble Norman knights who brought order and a strong Church to this land.

But no; for this Baldwin, although a Fitzgilbert on his mother Emma’s side, has chosen instead to name himself after his father, one Hugh Wac, a knight and gentleman-at-arms of no significant lineage or particular fame, save for the fact that he married Emma Fitzgilbert and sired young Baldwin.

Thus the new Lord of Bourne, rejecting his Norman heritage, chooses to style himself Baldwin Wac, or Wake, favouring an uncertain and unrecorded English lineage above a true and noble Norman one.

Such is the folly of youth spurred on by fashion.

In the time of the second King Henry, who spoke Latin and French but not a word of English, the spurning of a good Norman name for a quaint but unrecognizable English one, would have been unthinkable. Some may even have called it treason.

Good King Henry, though, has been with God these past sixteen years and times, and fashions, have changed. England has been ruled by Richard, generally regarded (where men keep private council) to have been a bad king but, fortunately, an absent one. And now we have King John, whom I served loyally enough as Prince, but who is proving a great disappointment to right-thinking men who mutter (increasingly not in private) that he is a king not absent enough.

Small wonder then that the heroes of popular ballads and the sagas declaimed by travelling players (at the slightest suggestion of a mug of free ale), concern those who would defy royal authority and ignore their duty to it these days. Most popular of all, for the uneducated, are the tales seeping down, like poison in a wound, from the north, in particular Nottingham and Yorkshire, a land which if God has not abandoned, then He surely ignores. From there come fantastical tales of outlaws and rogues who have taken to wearing woodsman’s hoods on their jackets and travelling in gangs. Even if not legally outlawed, they live by robbing innocent travellers passing through the dark forests over which they claim lordship with impunity and by some mystery, the common people think of them as heroes.

Such a fashion is not new in folklore and ballad, and it is a foolish nobleman who fails to recognize the potency of cheap ballads. But now even the nobility appear to be caught up in the fashion.

If fashion follows events, then none other than King John himself is to blame. Within the last year, this once proud Norman prince has become a king without lands in Normandy! Defeated at arms by the smaller and almost insignificant Kingdom of France, John has been forced to abandon his dukedom, land and other titles which have been the basis of Norman power for two hundred years.

Norman barons, whose ancestors came over with William, now have to choose whether to be English or whether to be Norman, which is to say French. Brothers have divided family estates, one taking the lands in England, the other preferring to pay homage and taxes to the French king. It is usually the younger sibling who retains custody of the family seat back in Normandy for, as in the time of William and his great book of reckoning called Domesday, England is still a far richer land than Normandy. Why else would William the Bastard have come here in the first place?

So new loyalties must be sworn, to France (and Normandy) or to England, where the royal household speaks nothing but French, but does not mention the war which lost them Normandy.

With a pledge for England has come a fondness for all things English rather than Norman and to be truthful, things Norman and Normans themselves are regarded as foreign and foreigners. The Normans who came to these islands as invading foreigners have now turned their backs on the land which bore them and those families which have intermarried with the old Saxon lineages (if proved) find themselves much in favour.

Such noble Saxon lines as are left are those where the blood flows thin indeed and always on the female side for it is uncontested by historians that when William defeated Harold Godwinson, sometimes known as Harold the Usurper or Harold Break-Word, on the hill near Hastings, he killed not only the last English king, but all the English nobility almost at a stroke.

And so it is that our current nobility often scramble in vain to find a forgotten Saxon in their family trees though of course they do not do the searching themselves. All over this land an army of scholars, clerks and lawyers are employed searching parish records and the court rolls and scribes and humble writers such as myself can command decent fees for once, if they understand the Old English of the Saxon chronicles, though in truth, few can.

Indeed, I am one of the last generation of churchmen to be taught to read and write in Old English – taught in my youth by the Benedictines at Gloucester – but taught what is now a lost art. Since the year of Our Lord 1154, when good King Henry II ascended the throne, no church, monastery or court has recorded matters in anything except Latin, and bad Latin at that. It is said the monks of Peterborough were the last chroniclers to write in English.

Fifty years on, all things English, that is to say Saxon, are highly prized and it seems that the more disreputable the provenance, the better. The street ballads proclaim that the outlaws who now wear hoods and roam the forests of the north robbing innocent people, all come from a Saxon nobility dispossessed and oppressed by the Normans. So it seems that not only must every noble have an English ancestor, but he must also be an outlaw!

Thus it is that my most noble benefactor Baldwin Wac, lord of the manor of Bourne, requires a family history which incorporates a suitably fashionable Saxon lineage and who better than that other famous resident of Bourne (the only other resident of Bourne known to anyone outside the parish boundary), the legendary Hereward, a Saxon and an outlaw to boot. Even better, Hereward was the last, perhaps the only, Saxon to successfully resist William of Normandy, the Conqueror.

Or so the legend says.

I shall go through Brother Thomas’s writings with great care to learn more of this hero.


Two

Thomas





Ely, 1107 AD

It is fitting that I, Thomas of Ely, should have been chosen by God and my abbot, to write down this tale so that the truth will be known in preference to the songs and tales of the balladeers and alewives.

It is fitting not because I have been blessed with any particular skill or talent but only that I was born and have lived my life here on the isle or island of Ely where much of this history took place and where there are still men alive who remember those days of fire and destruction almost two score years ago.

Such men have I talked with. Men who remember the coming of Guillame, Duke of Normandy, known as William but also called King of the English, the Conqueror and also, but only since his death, the Bastard.

And of how William, father to our noble King Henry, came to our watery fens with the pride of his knights to crush the last resistance to his rule and the man called Hereward, who was known as Hereward the Twice-Outlawed, but also Hereward the Hard Man, Hereward the Witch-killer, Hereward the Plunderer, Hereward the Berserker and Hereward the Firestarter.

Already legends and ballads abound about this Hereward.

But I will write the truth, however much it disappoints the fishwives and gossipmongers and minstrels.


Three

Giraldus





My dear brother Thomas, of blessed memory, has set me a problem from his very prologue. I now have many names for this Hereward, yet none are suitable, even if they are true.

Not suitable at all for a family history even in these times when the deeds of outlaws who have taken to the woods are praised in song.

My patron, Baldwin le Wac, may well be flattered to find he has a hooded man as an ancestor especially if I were to suggest he robbed only the rich and distributed alms to the poor, or some such fanciful flummery. And legend does indeed say that Hereward was declared Outlaw after his attempts to reclaim his lands at Bourne, by the Norman nobles the Conqueror had placed there.

But Brother Thomas refers to Hereward the Twice-Outlawed. Twice?

This is a tale I have not been told before now.

I will double my request for candles and continue to read Thomas’s book through the night, for now I am curious.


Four

Thomas





Men say that Hereward is descended from Earl Leofric of Mercia, an important Saxon Lord or ‘King’s Thegn’, who held lands in Bourne in Lincolnshire and was married to the Lady Godiva. But she herself is the subject of so many ballads and alehouse sagas in her own right that it seems unlikely that she could have been the mother of Hereward without the minstrels recording the fact in song.

In any case, Leofric was thegn to the old King Edward, called the Confessor, and his legitimate son and heir is well-known to have been Aelfgar, the Earl of East Anglia. Now Aelfgar was legally outlawed during the reign of the Confessor as was Hereward, and may explain the confusion. But where Aelfgar, son of Leofric, was outlawed for his loud and constant opposition to the influence of the Godwins – which many would say now was the act of a true hero – Hereward was outlawed for far less noble reasons. The truth is that Hereward is descended from a house of noble standing, but not that of Leofric.

The noble house in question is that of Toki, the lord of extensive lands and thirty or more churches in Lincolnshire and Nottingham, who also held claims to property around Bourne and Spalding. This is the same Toki who kept his hall in Lincoln and it was on the site of that very hall that the blessed Bishop Remigius oversaw the building of our beautiful cathedral.

Before the arrival of William of Normandy, Toki of Lincoln was a man of substance and influence, generous to both the Church and to the people who worked his lands. He had six sons, of which the two eldest and the youngest are known to history.

The eldest of Toki’s children, was Brand, who was to become Abbot of Peterborough. Then came his brother Aschil, sometimes written Asketil and sometimes called Asketil Tokisson, and sixthly arrived Godric, a pious and devoted monk here in Ely. Of the intervening three brothers, little is known, but it is said that any one of the six could have been Hereward’s father, although Brother Godric, God preserve, would have been an infant himself when Hereward was born.

Those who remember Hereward in his youth all attest that he was almost certainly born in the house of Aschil, in Bourne, Lincolnshire, and born to the wife of Aschil. Yet none can recall him referring to Aschil as his father, only as the lord to whom he owed service. Much fonder was he of Abbot Brand, whom he called “uncle” and to whom he would turn whenever his soul or person was in danger.

Whatever his parentage, Hereward the boy was brought up within Aschil’s household as it moved around the family estates. He also spent many months in Toki’s hall in Lincoln and what little education he received was at the hands of his uncle Brand and his fellow brothers at Peterborough. Suffice it to say that under the care of his grandfather, Hereward learned the shield, the sword, the axe, the bow and the spear. Under the tutelage of Brother Brand, he learned nothing of history or theology, but much of the strengths and weaknesses of Peterborough Abbey, something which would stand him in good stead in the future.

By the time the boy Hereward was twelve years old, he stood among the ranks of Toki’s most trusted men-at-arms and had no less skill at the martial arts, or at least those traditionally practised by the English. Being a good judge of men, old Toki saw that Hereward’s future lay most profitably in the field of arms as a vir strenuus – a hard man – and perhaps the old man had dreams of Hereward rising to the ranks of the King’s House Carls, the royal bodyguard first raised by Canute. If he proved unsuited to royal service, there was always ample opportunity for a man to make a living as a mercenary, however short that life may be.

But warfare, as so much else, was changing in those days, and in Flanders and France and Normandy no army was complete without squadrons of armoured cavalry, although the English were the last fighting men to realize this and only discovered the error of their ways when it was too late to save their country. Hereward’s grandfather saw this, though, and insisted that Hereward take a squire who could teach him all there was to know about horses and horsemanship.

The squire Toki appointed was a foundling from one of the villages in the wet and mysterious Fenlands near the Isle of Ely who had been baptized with the name Martin but was known as Lightfoot from his speed as a runner. As a child he had lived in Toki’s hall and acted as a messenger but was soon noticed for his skill at befriending horses, sometimes befriending them away from their lawful owners.

Hereward and Martin Lightfoot were to become inseparable, to the despair of all who encountered them, for everything Martin taught Hereward about horses, Hereward repaid by sharing his already extensive knowledge of wine, ale and games of chance.

No village fayre, no market, no alehouse and few churches were safe from this roistering pair when they were with drink taken, which was often. As youths under the protection of Toki’s name, such behaviour went unpunished but not unnoticed and Toki, who was wise even in his grey years, sent both boys to live in one of his son Aschil’s houses in Bourne, more than thirty miles from Lincoln on the edge of Deeping Fen.

Now the tenure and holdings of Bourne, a village of some wealth thanks to wool and weaving, had long been claimed by Toki’s family despite the estates being in the gift of Peterborough Abbey in law, custom and memory. The dispute had been the subject of court hearings for some ten years without any indication that Toki’s claims would ever be upheld, yet this did not prevent the twelve-year-old Hereward from boasting to any who would listen that the manor of Bourne was his by right of family and that he would, one day, be Lord of Bourne and that day would be the day his “uncle” Brand became the Abbot of Peterborough.

In the Year of Christ 1067, Brand was indeed elected Abbot of Peterborough but it was by then too late to save the Lordship of Bourne for anyone but a Norman. It was too late to save England and as for Hereward, even at that young age, it was too late to save anything of Hereward.

Not even his soul.


Five

Giraldus





I take back all I have said about Brother Thomas’s style. The man has a gift for story-telling. Admittedly, a small gift, but there is a spark there.

If his account is to be believed, then Hereward is not the ’s axon' hero of song and ballad, but clearly of Danish stock.

That should not surprise me, for in the days of the Conqueror, England was a land not of two peoples, but of three: Saxons, Normans and Danes, descended from the Viking pirates of old who had settled and farmed here rather than raped or pillaged. Or rather settled on stolen farm land here after they had raped and pillaged, some having settled here as far back as in the days of King Alfred, and later suffering themselves from the raids of their Viking kin from Norway.

And certainly the existence of Toki and his hall here in Lincoln is beyond doubt. Records in this very library prove the fact that our blessed cathedral was built on the site of the hall of a Danish lord, just as the burghers of the city have recorded that no fewer than 166 houses were demolished to make way for the building of King William’s castle here.

Even when men forget their Danish and Viking forebears, the value of lost or stolen property stays long in their minds.

So Brother Thomas has set the scene: a young hero skilled in arms, a faithful companion, a disputed birthright and a warning of lost souls.

And all this before the arrival of William and the Normans! Indeed, a legend in the making.


Six

Thomas
Hereward the Outlaw





On mid-summer’s eve in the year 1063, just before noon, two young men, heavily armed, rode into Bourne looking for a fight. The instant the priest saw them he knew they were trouble, but only suspected he knew who they were.

The priest pulled at the bridle of the ageing nag he was leading so that the men could have the path into the village. The two riders fixed him with their eyes as they approached and he met their gaze unflinching. He did not know to be frightened of them. Yet.

They were of much the same age, the priest thought, perhaps eighteen, no more; but different in appearance. One was tall and thin, deathly pale of complexion with short black hair which was slick with grease; the other much shorter, a head shorter than the priest, and stout, but broad with muscle not fat. His hair was long and golden, falling over his shoulders. This one wore a sleeveless leather hauberk covered with flat iron rings and long leather trousers bound around the calves and feet with leather thongs dyed blood red. Both had short hunting bows and quivers of arrows slung across their backs and knives in their belts. The golden-haired one carried a longsword in a wooden scabbard across his lap and the tall, thin one had a long handled axe hanging from his saddle, the edge of its blade embedded in a strip of softwood to protect the flanks of the horse.

The priest had seen such a trick before, among the reedmen and wildfowlers who plied their trade in the Fens in small, fragile boats often regarded as more valuable than horses and equally vulnerable to a sharp, misplaced blade.

When his old, broken-winded horse caught the scent of the men and their much younger, finer mounts, it whinnied softly and pawed the ground, though without much strength.

‘Steady, old friend,’ said the priest, touching the nag on its muzzle. ‘Let them pass.’

But he knew that men like those could never pass by an unarmed man on foot, with an overloaded pack horse on a lonely road, especially one who did not drop his eyes to avoid their superior gaze.

‘Ho there, priest!’ shouted the golden-haired one with a smile. (The priest knew it always began with a smile.) ‘What business do you have in Bourne today?’

‘I have no business, only God’s and that of Abbot Leofric, and their business in Bourne is concluded,’ answered the priest firmly.

The riders pulled up their horses, blocking the track way, their muzzles so close that the priest could feel their breath, but they made no move to dismount.

‘Then we are both men of Peterborough,’ said the swordsman, still smiling. ‘For I have pledged my fealty to Abbot Leofric and the brothers there, so you could say that I am about the Abbot’s business too. Did you visit with the Lord of Bourne whilst you were there, priest?’

‘I stayed in the hall of Asketil Tokisson, true enough, but the lord is absent, believed to be touring his estates in Northamptonshire,’ the priest answered, noticing now that there was something wrong with Golden Hair’s eyes.

‘Then you were well looked after by the lady of the manor?’

‘I was not.’

The smile slid away from the young rider’s face.

‘Was the Lady Aedina not present?’

The priest planted his feet firmly apart, as if bracing himself for a blow.

‘The body of Aedina is still in Bourne, but her spirit is with God.’

‘My mother is dead?’

The horseman shouted his question to the sky but it was the priest on earth who had to answer.

‘She was taken two weeks ago, suddenly and without pain. Her last act was to send word to the Abbey of Peterborough.’

‘Does her husband know?’

‘Word will not yet have reached Lord Asketil,’ said the priest, thinking it was a question he had not expected.

The golden-haired youth turned in his saddle to face his companion.

‘The hall is ours!’ he shouted joyously.

As the riders spurred their horses, the priest caught sight of a broad smile splitting that oval-shaped face and a flash in those peculiar eyes and then men and horses were flying down the track.

The priest was left listening to the drumming of hooves and breathing the dust from the summer-dry path.

‘Hereward,’ he said; though if it was a warning, there was no one to heed it but himself.

They caught up with the priest in the dead of night. Not even his horse heard them coming.

The first he knew of their presence in his makeshift camp was the sound of more wood being piled upon the fire he had lit, more for companionship than for warmth in the mild summer night. The priest struggled awake and he felt the heat as the dry sticks caught and the fire crackled, flames shooting into the night sky, turning the surrounding trees into weaving, dancing shadows of themselves.

‘Only a man at ease with his God can sleep so soundly,’ said a voice.

‘Or a man about to meet with his God,’ came another.

The warrior with the long golden hair had spoken first. He was crouched on his haunches a few feet from the priest, as if he had been studying him while he slept. Across his knees he had balanced the long sword in its wooden sheath. His taller, spindlier companion was moving around the fire, loading it with more wood and dry bracken, the flames licking higher into the night.

‘The fire is not your friend, priest. We saw it a mile away. Without it we might not have found you.’

‘I was not hiding,’ said the priest, finding his voice, ‘but neither was I expecting to be sought out by Hereward of Bourne.’

‘So you know who I am?’

‘The Lady Aedina spoke of you.’

As indeed she had in previous months, bemoaning the fate of her wayward son and what she claimed was his relationship with his squire, the foundling Martin Lightfoot.

‘Then you know I am Aedina’s son, and the grandson of Toki of Lincoln, and their heir to the lordship of Bourne?’

The priest began to unwrap himself from the blanket which covered him as tight as a shroud.

‘She said you were her son, Hereward, but any claims on the estates of Bourne are a matter for Abbot Leofric and the courts at Peterborough.’

‘What is your name, priest?’

‘Oswulf of Ely.’

For the first time, the priest felt fear on the back of his tongue as Hereward shuffled closer, still crouched on his haunches, like a crab circling its prey. Behind him, his companion stoked the flames of what was now a bonfire, spitting sparks into the still air.

‘You are a Fen Man?’ Hereward smiled sweetly.

‘I was born a Fen Man, now I am a Man of God, going wherever I am needed,’ replied the priest.

‘Yes, yes, of course you are, but being from the Fens could explain why the priest is really a thief at heart.’

‘I am no thief!’

Oswulf struggled clumsily to his feet but Hereward did not move, remaining crouched, not even bothering to turn his face upwards towards the priest as he spoke.

‘Then what will my faithful squire find in the bags which weigh down your horse? Martin!’

His companion was already slitting the cords of the pack-horse sacks where Oswulf had unloaded them to allow his ancient nag to sleep easier.

‘There’s coin here, and jewellery and plate, some silks and books – fucking books!’

Oswulf groaned inwardly. The serf known as Martin Lightfoot had no conception of the value of books among the monastic communities, who read everything and jealously hid their libraries, or the nobility, who read nothing but liked to show off their collections.

‘Those were the goods of the Lady Aedina,’ said Oswulf.

‘So you admit to being a thief?’ Hereward’s voice was calm and soft, as if he was reasoning with the grass at his feet.

‘I am no thief! It was the wish of Aedina that her worldly goods should pass to the Abbey at Peterborough on her death. I am merely carrying them to Abbot Leofric.’

Oswulf saw Hereward’s golden mane move from side to side as he slowly shook his head and feared that a storm was building within the lad.

‘Leofric ... Leofric ... Has not that bastard opposed my grandfather’s rightful claim to the manor of Bourne these past ten years? What right does he have to also steal from my mother, a noble woman who owned property in her own right?’

‘Lady Aedina made her penitence at Peterborough on Shrove Tuesday and left instructions concerning her property with Brother Brand ... your uncle, I believe?’

The priest knew he had said too much. Transfixed, he watched Hereward slowly straighten to his feet and in the light from the roaring fire could make out the muscles flex in his arms and see the sinews strain in his neck. Despite the warmth from the fire, Oswulf shivered as Hereward turned to him and smiled.

‘Brother Brand is indeed my uncle. I am sworn to him as I am sworn to protect the abbey, its holy men and all its property. You say these goods from Bourne Manor are now the property of the abbey, therefore it is my obligation to protect them. Martin, get our horses.’

‘What about the priest’s nag?’

‘Leave it. The priest can ride into Peterborough to give the abbey the news that its property is safe in the lands of the Lord of Bourne.’

‘I cannot allow that,’ said Oswulf, his mouth dry.

Hereward laughed as he looked up into the face of the much taller man.

‘Cannot allow? Who are you to allow me anything, priest?’

‘Lord Hereward is his own man,’ shouted Martin Lightfoot from the shadows and the trees.

‘A man sworn to defend the Abbey of Peterborough,’ retorted Oswulf bravely.

‘The abbey and its monks, but not some thieving country priest sneaking through the night.’

Those eyes, thought Oswulf, there was something about those eyes.

‘I am no thief! My business in Bourne was legal by the law of the land and the law of God.’

‘This is my land by right and here I am the law!’ Hereward screamed, so close into Oswulf’s face that the priest could smell sour wine on his breath. ‘As for God’s law; I leave it to Brother Brand to plead my case there. For now, you are on my land, you have my mother’s property and you are a thief.’

‘You call me thief, you defy the Church. You cannot do that.’

‘Do not tell me what I cannot do!’

The smaller man moved so quickly, the priest never saw the blows coming. Hereward struck with the scabbard of his sword, a scabbard made of hard box wood and hooped with iron rings, jabbing first into Oswulf’s stomach and then swinging upwards, as if with a club, to take him in the throat.

The priest landed on his back on the ground, the breath driven from his body, so close to the fire that he could see the hairs on his arm singe, but then Hereward’s foot was on his shoulder, pinning his right arm to the ground and he could hear the terrible sound of the sword being drawn.

‘This is how we deal with thieves in the Manor of Bourne.’

In the firelight, the blade of the longsword flashed above his head and then Hereward struck downwards and severed the right hand of Oswulf the priest at the wrist, jumping backwards as he did to avoid the spray of blood.

Oswulf looked in horror at the bloody stump which was now his forearm and his last conscious act was to thrust that arm into the heart of the fire.

‘I’ve said it before, Brother Brand, you should have been stricter with him when he was a boy.’

‘He was always headstrong, Brother Abbot, and his grandfather believed that you should give a strong horse its head, not the whip.’

Abbot Leofric buried his face, and much of his beard, in a wide mug of ale. It was the last of the abbey’s winter brews, a thick stock ale heavily flavoured with bog-myrtle, just the way he liked it, even in summer. The lay brothers would only taste it mixed with one of the weaker spring brews, which had suffered that year – again – from salty, sour water as the wells had been breached in the winter floods.

‘His grandfather, Toki of Lincoln, was a Viking pirate! And it sounds as if this Hereward takes after him! He is supposed to be sworn as a man of the abbey, sworn to protect the abbey and its property, and yet he accuses one of our brethren of being a thief, judges him without trial and carries out the appropriate punishment as if he has a right to do so.’

‘I would remind my Lord Abbot, that Toki of Lincoln has been a generous supporter of the church and this order,’ said the monk called Brand.

‘As well as the biggest money-lender in Lincoln and probably the biggest horse thief in the eastern wetlands, not to mention your father, Brand! Perhaps he should have been stricter with you when you were a child.’

Brother Brand bowed his head and remained standing as Abbot Leofric finished his morning ale, seated at the end of the long refectory table. The two were alone in the echoing stone room, which was pleasantly cool now summer was here, as the rest of Peterborough’s monks tended the herb gardens, fish ponds, eel ponds and beehives or managed the extensive livestock of grazing cattle and sheep, or checked the thousands of reed traps in the outlying marshes for the daily, and bountiful, harvest of wild fowl.

It was not the first time the two men had discussed the problem of young Hereward, but they had always managed to skirt around the subject of Hereward’s parentage. That he was born of the Lady Aedina in the manor house at Bourne was not in doubt, but few, including Hereward himself, recognized her husband Lord Asketil as the boy’s father. In so many ways, except perhaps wisdom, the boy clearly reflected the features of Asketil’s elder brother, the monk Brand, to whom the boy was truly and loyally devoted. But such kinship could not be recognized, not because of the illegitimacy (it was said that the rich and influential Toki of Lincoln had no idea who his father had been) or because of Brand’s position within the abbey, for it was not uncommon for churchmen to have wives and children. The charge of incest, however, of lying with his sister-in-law, was not one which Brand could survive, and one which Abbot Leofric did not wish to have brought.

So Hereward had been raised in Toki’s hall in Lincoln where he was taught all the skills of a man-at-arms and seemed destined to serve in Toki’s household, protecting his grandfather’s estates which spread north into Yorkshire and across the Humber river. But just as every freeman should have a lord, by custom and law, so every freeman can choose which lord to serve.

When Hereward chose to pledge his loyalty to the Abbey of Peterborough and swore to defend with his life the holy relic of St Oswald’s arm, the abbey’s most treasured possession, all knew that in truth he was swearing himself to Brother Brand. Yet Brand, for all his learning, could not control the wild spirits within Hereward, for whom loyalty did not mean obedience, and the monk had to call on every bond of kinship and church duty to keep the boy and his odious squire, Martin Lightfoot, as far away from Peterborough and Bourne as possible.

Old Toki had filled the boy’s head with dreams of inheriting the lordship of Bourne and its estates one day, although Toki’s claim to those lands had been disputed within the ecclesiastical courts for more than ten years. Brand knew that the abbey, whilst happy for Toki’s family to lease the estates as tenants, would never agree to Toki’s claims of ownership and he also knew that he was the most likely successor to Abbot Leofric and therefore could not be seen to intervene in the dispute.

So Hereward had been sent north to serve the Earls of Northumberland and then south and west into Wessex to offer his skills to the religious houses at Winchcombe and Westbury before finally lodging at Glastonbury itself, the richest abbey in England. His sojourn in any one hall or house was never very long. In Northumbria, the Earl’s favourite hunting dog, a huge white mastiff with fur as thick as a polar bear’s, went missing. At Winchcombe there were mysterious fires which destroyed stables and barns and at Westbury, the custodian of the library there was nailed into a half-empty barrel of ale and rolled down a nearby hill for the amusement of the serfs working in the abbey’s fields. At holy Glastonbury, the fourteen-year-old daughter of an Irish nobleman on pilgrimage there, was deflowered by a blond-haired boy claiming to be the son of the King of Cornwall. It was even whispered that this spurious royal son of Cornwall, where there are no kings, was aided in his assault on the maidenhead by his groom.

That he was, in name at least, the son of Asketil Tokisson probably saved Hereward from the attention of numerous shire-reeves as he and his unworthy companion Lightfoot journeyed back to Bourne that summer, although the pair tactfully avoided entering Asketil’s lands until almost home in Lincolnshire.

‘When we sent this young good-for-nothing away I thought we might have heard the last of him,’ said Abbot Leofric, ‘I prayed that he might acquire some learning, some charity and above all, some humility. But God has chosen not to bestow these favours on Hereward. Not a three-month has gone by without a report reaching me of mindless acts of lewdness, drunkenness, debauchery and arson; always arson. The boy is possessed with the urge to destroy with fire wherever he goes. I have received remonstrations not only from our brothers in Hampshire, but from Bishop Ethelwine of Durham and even Archbishop Ealdred of York himself. It is only by God’s grace that the madman has not killed anyone yet. Perhaps Leofric paused for thought, then drank more ale before continuing. ‘Perhaps we should send him somewhere where he can.’

‘My Lord Abbot is thinking of Flanders?’ suggested Brand. ‘The noble houses of Flanders are forever at war with each other and are constantly in need of men who have skill with the weapons of war and who fight out of love of money as well as loyalty.’

‘Flanders is certainly a land of opportunity for a man of Hereward’s talents,’ mused Leofric, ‘but Normandy would be good too. The Duke of Normandy, it is said, is building quite an army of hard men. Hereward would fit in well.’

‘I will suggest it to him most strongly,’ said Brand, fingering the cruciform hanging around his neck from a leather braid.

‘We must do more than suggest, Brand,’ snapped the abbot. ‘Hereward cannot rob and maim a brother of this order with impunity.’

‘With respect, Abbot, the incident on the road to Bourne involved only a country priest, a confessor, not a monk.’

Leofric took his beard in one hand and squeezed it, as though wringing out the ale he dribbled over it.

‘He is still a brother in Christ, Brand. What was his name?’

‘He is called Oswulf and he comes from the island of Ely.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘In the infirmary. He showed courage and quick thinking. If he had not used fire to seal his wound, he would have bled out by the time he arrived here. Our physicians say they can find no pus around the stump and he has no fever.’

‘What are we to do with him?’

‘It seems he has – had – some small skill at reading and writing and was being tutored, in the name of charity, by Abbot Thurston, that most pious of our brothers at Ely. This Oswulf’s father was a sokeman, a paid farm labourer, of the Ely estate, so the family was known there.’

‘Would Thurston be willing to take him in, crippled as he is?’

‘Thurston is a good and kindly monk famed for his charity.’

‘Thurston can afford it,’ growled Leofric. ‘Ely is almost as rich a house as Glastonbury, though it is true that Thurston himself is a man of few worldly pleasures. What of the goods at the heart of this dispute?’

‘The Lady Aedina, whom God preserve, wanted her valuables deposited1 in the abbey after her death. This she told me herself at her Shrove Tuesday penance. They were her personal property to dispose of as she pleased and she bequeathed her books to our library and the coin and jewels to be used in the glory of God and the veneration of St Oswald.’

‘She left nothing to Hereward?’

‘Nothing. She felt that Hereward’s future was best served by a donation to God.’

‘The woman showed wisdom,’ said the abbot, then added slyly: ‘In some things.’

Brother Brand shuffled uncomfortably.

‘Hereward did not know of his mother’s bequests – he had not seen her for two years – and it was by pure chance that he was returning to Bourne just as Oswulf was carrying out Aedina’s last wishes.’

‘But he did not stop to ask before he acted, did he? From what I am told, this man of Belial, this ne'er-do-well, did not even visit his mother’s grave. When he and this Lightfoot creature found the manor empty, they pillaged the larder, drained the brewhouse and then sacked the house itself seeking Aedina’s goods. When they discovered nothing, they set out to run down poor Oswulf.’

‘Be assured that my sister-in-law’s bequest is now safe in our treasury,’ pleaded Brand. ‘Hereward handed everything over once he realized the error of his ways.’

‘You and I will be with God for eternity before that boy admits the error of his ways, Brand. You know that, I know that, and most certainly God knows it. You have sheltered and protected him all you could, my brother. Let him seek his fortune and his salvation in some other place – some very foreign place.’

‘But Hereward believes he will inherit the estates at Bourne,’ said Brand softly.

‘And why should he expect that?’

The monk shrugged his broad shoulders.

‘His mother filled his head with tales of noble warriors doing noble deeds. Such warriors must have titles and estates.’

The abbot shook his head.

‘Mothers can be forgiven for talking nonsense to their children, for that is what mothers do, but Hereward is a man now, not a child. Has his father – his legal father – ever given him cause to think he will inherit Bourne?’

‘No. My younger brother would never encourage the boy to have such dreams. Asketil is well aware that our father’s claims on Bourne are unlikely to be recognized by the ecclesiastical courts.’

‘And Asketil will not grieve if Hereward ... follows a career abroad?’

‘He has just lost a wife, although the news may not yet have reached him. To lose a son as well ...’

‘Brand,’ said Leofric sternly, ‘this is your superior speaking. Would Asketil grieve if he did not see Hereward again?’

‘No, he would not,’ conceded Brand.

‘And you accept that I have every right to try, and punish, Hereward under the infangentheof law2?’

‘Of course, but Hereward has handed over all Aedina’s property.’

‘There is still the offence and the assault on Brother Oswulf, as I suppose we must now call him. That is the alternative, Brand: trial or exile. Perhaps the choice should be yours.’

‘What if Hereward does not accept exile? He is his own man now.’

‘On that there will be no debate; no choice. The abbey will declare Hereward silvaticus3 He will be outlawed.’

‘An outlaw? Hereward is not some common brigand.’

‘No, he is not!’ thundered Leofric with a fury which stunned the monk in front of him. ‘He is a most un-common brigand and a very dangerous one. It is only by God’s mercy that he has not murdered someone already. He does not respect this abbey or its laws.’

‘He is sworn to defend this abbey unto death,’ pleaded Brand.

‘Thanks to God and our pious King Edward, this abbey is not at war with anyone. If we were, I admit, I would want a hundred Herewards to defend us. Let him go where there are wars, where his talents can be best employed.’

‘Or he can be killed.’

‘That is in God’s hands, my brother, but I do fear that Hereward will not die in his bed. Where is he now?’

‘He is camped with his squire outside the Bolhithe Gate. I thought it best for him to stay outside the abbey precincts until we had held our council,’ said Brand with quiet defeat.

‘Let him stay outside these walls. Go to him and tell him he is outlawed and so is the squire Martin Lightfoot if he intends to remain as Hereward’s man.’

‘Lightfoot will stay with Hereward, that is sure,’ said Brand, ‘and however far away they travel and whatever their fate, Hereward will, one day, return to Bourne.’

‘May God prove you wrong, Brother Brand,’ said Leofric, ‘for I fear you may be right.’

And so it was that Brother Brand, that wise and gentle monk, made his way to the eastern gate of the Abbey of Peterborough carrying the news that Hereward was to be outlawed for the first time.

From a narrow window slit in the infirmary, the priest known as Oswulf nursed the leather-bound stump of his right arm and watched as Brand crossed the hythe, the landing place busy with unloading boats, to where Hereward and Martin Lightfoot were seated on wooden casks, drinking wine intended for the abbot’s cellar and eating smoked eels intended for the abbot’s table.

And Oswulf saw that sad, kindly monk give Hereward a purse of coins, place a hand on that blond head in blessing and tell him he was outlawed, in the twenty-second year of the reign of Edward, the last of the Old English kings.
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This book by Brother Thomas is really rather good. What is more, it seems to be mostly true, though truth is rarely a requirement of history. Certainly Thomas’s chronology is accurate. The twenty-second year of Edward’s reign was indeed the Year of Our Lord 1063, although few today would call the blessed Edward (canonized during my lifetime, not Thomas’s) the last of the English kings. Perhaps it was safer for Thomas to do so, but now we scholars tend to acknowledge that Harold Godwinson who died at Hastings was the last English king (and he, despite his Danish name, was a true Saxon, or at least a West Saxon).

There are finer points of fact which can be confirmed. I have had the rolls of the parish of Bourne scoured and for sure, the Lady Aedina did die in the year 1063, although I can find no record of her husband Asketil’s demise. Perhaps he never returned to Bourne.

Of Abbot Leofric, much is known, from chronicles both here in Lincoln and at Peterborough itself. A respected leader of his community, Leofric’s sin, if it be a sin, was to stray from his religious life into the world political.

For reasons known only to himself and God, Leofric became allied to the claims of Harold Godwinson, the Earl of Wessex, who stole the throne of England in 1066. It is said that Leofric was present on the eve of the battle at Hastings, carousing with the house carls of Harold’s bodyguard and some sources suggest he was wounded in the battle itself. Many other sources suggest that whilst Harold’s army spent the eve of battle drinking, William and his Norman cavalry, along with his Flemish mercenaries, spent the night in prayer; which is why William became king and the flower of Saxon nobility lay slaughtered on the hill.

Some time after the battle, Leofric returned to Peterborough Abbey where he promptly died, possibly of his wounds. The order of brothers there wasted no time in electing Brand as their new abbot, though I presume Thomas’s book will eventually mention this fact.

Of the priest Oswulf, so cruelly treated by Hereward, I can discover nothing here in the library at Lincoln or in Peterborough. Thomas’s book maintains that he was sent to Ely to enter the monastery there under the mentorship of Abbot Thurston, so I will send word to Ely to see if anything is known of him there. Such work is slow, and often fruitless, but is one of the burdens we serious historians must bear.

This brings me to the family history I must write for my patron, Baldwin le Wac, the current and undisputed owner of the lordship of Bourne.

What Thomas has told me so far simply will not do, not do at all.

Even a writer of my talents cannot make a distinguished ancestor out of a brigand and assaulter-of-priests such as the Hereward portrayed here. It would be like spinning the truth upon its head, though I fear that is exactly what my Lord Baldwin expects of me.

Yet Thomas’s text has much to commend it. Not only is it a pleasure for a scholar such as I to read in the Old English when so many have lost the skill, but it is joyful to read of some of the old attitudes which prevailed before the coming of the Normans.

For example, Hereward’s mutilation of poor Oswulf, although undoubtedly a crime, was not regarded as seriously as it would be today, as Oswulf was “only” (as Brand describes him) a country priest and not a monk. In the days of good King Edward, who may himself have been a pure and pious man, country priests were often regarded as objects of scorn because of their veniality, sloth and ignorance. If William of Normandy did nothing else for this island (which he most certainly did), he greatly strengthened the Church by imposing on it the rigours and discipline he imposed on his armies – rigours and disciplines which came naturally to the monastic orders – and today monks and priests are both regarded with equal honour.
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