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About the Author


George Mackay Brown was one of the greatest Scottish writers of the twentieth century. Born in 1921, he became a prolific and accomplished author of poetry, short stories and novels, and was admired by such fellow poets as Ted Hughes, Seamus Heaney and Charles Causley. He had a wide international reputation, but lived nearly all of his life in the town of Stromness in Orkney, which inspired much of his writing. He was awarded an OBE in 1976, and became a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 1977. Beside the Ocean of Time was his last novel, and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize and won the Saltire Scottish Book of the Year. He died in 1996.









Praise for George Mackay Brown


‘Mackay Brown’s imagination is heraldic and formal; it is stirred by legends of Viking warrior and Christian saint; it solemnises the necessary labour of life into a seasonal liturgy; it consecrates the visible survivals of history, and ruins of time, into altars that are decked with the writings themselves’


Seamus Heaney


‘If an aspiring writer came to me and asked how to tell a story, plot a book, round a character, make dialogue sing and whisper and bellow, I would say: “Read George Mackay Brown”’


The Times


‘It is above all the manner of the telling that makes this a great book. His personal palette of language is as instantly recognisable as a painting by Matisse, or a Bach fugue: needlesharp imagery, deft use of sudden sound and lingering echoes, highlights of lightning movement and appalled stillness, background layers of silence and absence. He shows us people’s doings; by some mystery we know for ourselves their feelings. Intimate, humorous, effortlessly combining the strands of history and folklore, the past and the present, this is a deceptively simple book, like a tale told to a child. But its echoes sound on unforgettably. A whole universe is created from a grain of Orkney sand’


Independent, on Beside the Ocean of Time


‘His finest novel … [an] author at the height of his powers’


The Times, on Beside the Ocean of Time


‘Rich in poetry, emblazoned with marvellous imagery … The great ocean of time has been more widely sailed and more deeply trawled by George Mackay Brown than by any other writer in Scottish literature’


Glasgow Herald, on Beside the Ocean of Time


‘Richness and colour, wonderful prose and imagery, and through it all you breathe the peat smoke of the croft, the whip of the wind which beats up the spray of the northern seas. A Mackay Brown novel is an event to be savoured, to be read over and over again for its subtleties. It is a joy’


Edinburgh Evening News, on Beside the Ocean of Time


‘By drawing his boundaries tightly around himself Brown freed his imagination to sweep through time and space, so that he could write as convincingly about the medieval earls of Orkney as the shopkeepers of 20th-century Stromness, and as evocatively about Nazi Germany or first-century Palestine as about Orkney’


Observer


‘A uniquely observant and skilful chronicler of life in his native Orkneys, past and present’


TLS


‘Not just Orkney’s greatest poet, but Britain’s’


Guardian
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Foreword



Beside the Ocean of Time was George Mackay Brown’s last novel, written when he was seventy and published in 1994, a couple of years before his death. On the fictional Orkney island of Norday in the 1930s, crofter’s son Thorfinn Ragnarson, called in the opening sentence ‘the laziest and most useless’ boy on the island, fantasizes himself into history as a Viking traveller, a knight’s companion at Bannockburn, a member of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s fighters, and into the future as a prisoner in a German camp in the Second World War, but always returning to Norday. The book is ambitious, fluid and a distillation of both the essence of Orkney and of Mackay Brown’s body of work.


Like GMB – he is often known simply by his initials – I am a writer from Orkney, yet surprisingly I am a newer fan of his writing. As a teenager I resisted anything I was told to like, in particular anything from Orkney, my view cast further south over the horizon. I have come to him slowly as an adult, gradually seeing the quality of his writing and endurance of his subjects, and only read Beside the Ocean for the first time last summer, picked up from Orkney Library. On the warmest day of the year, I sat on the sofa in the sun and, as the children played in the garden, I had a relaxing and pleasurable reading experience, utterly transported.


The book came to me at the right time, when I was living on the non-fictional Orkney island of Papay, population 80. Papay bears many similarities with Norday, ‘from the lowest stone in the ebb to the topmost cairnstone on the summit of Fea’, with its two big houses – the laird’s hall and the manse – the hub of the shops, the crofters and fishermen, the beachcomber and the gravedigger. I imagined the island Norday as Papay, and furthermore the main croft in the book – Ingle – as the particular renovated croft on the east shore where I was staying. One dreamy chapter, ‘The Press-Gang and the Seal Dance’, brings in folklore, the only section to do so, as easily and factually as if it was part of conventional history. Here, Thorfinn Ragnarson of Ingle steals a selkie – a seal that can take human form – from the beach to become his wife. The wife eventually returns to the sea, leaving the crofter with five bairns to bring up.


As I was reading, I remembered with chills the census records about the Papay house. In the census of 1851, a married couple John and Mary Mainland were living at the croft with three children 10, 6 and 2. Ten years later, in 1861, it was just John and five children, the youngest of them 6. I am not saying definitively that Mary Mainland was a selkie, but if the selkie-lives-on-land tales were to be true, this croft right beside a beach would be the perfect place for it. It is close enough to hear the seals sing, and I imagined a sealskin hidden for years in one of the byres. I mention this coincidence to show that, although fanciful, the book has a veracity – it is alive, giving connections into the next century.


I copied out one paragraph, two sentences, into my diary, which I found beautiful and exemplary:




A wave in the Sound – one of those seventh waves that comes in higher and colder and more rampant than the six ordered predictable waves on either side of it – crashed against the round ancient ruin on the shore, and carried away another stone that had stood for twelve centuries. That stone would trundle here and there with the tides, flung back and fore in the mill of the ocean for a few decades, growing smaller and ever more spherical, until it was at last a scattering of sand among the oyster grains and the grains of crab and cormorant.





These fluent lines, both oceanic and specific, on entropy, show us GMB’s themes of the links through time, and the elements and heritage of Orkney. Although he doesn’t write in Orcadian dialect, he uses words in Orkney specific usage: ‘Sound’, a stretch of water between islands; the ‘ebb’ as a place and a process, ringing out perfectly. I recommend his poetry collection Following A Lark, written around the same time, as a companion piece.


This book could be chosen as an alternative introduction to Orkney history. The chapter ‘Broch’ made me think about the function of brochs – still in debate by historians but shown here convincingly as protecting islanders from invasion. It offers insight into both history and folklore. The account of villagers forced to live in the hills by seafaring settlers made me wonder about the origins of stories about hillyans and trowies, mischievous beasties, similar to trolls, who live in the rough higher ground.


As a child, I remember seeing GMB around Stromness, the harbour town where he lived all his life and where I went to school, likely pointed out by my parents. I reflect now on how having a great poet as a member of our community, popping to the shop, made the life of a writer seem possible. Now, I am encouraged as a writer and a human by someone writing his most successful book at the end of his life. It was Booker-nominated, beaten to the prize by another Scottish novel, James Kelman’s How Late it Was, How Late, and won the Saltire Scottish Book of the Year.


I am also encouraged by a writer returning to similar subject matter and structure, honing and expanding. The structure of Beside the Ocean is similar to that of his children’s book, Six Lives of Fankle the Cat, published in 1980, which I read as a child and have recently read to my own children, with the main character, in this case a cat, travelling through history and having adventures – Fankle is a sketch for Thorfinn. From his first novel Greenvoe, published in 1972, we encounter another small island community under threat from an industrial project. The character of the outcast is encountered repeatedly in his short stories and, like An Orkney Tapestry, GMB’s only work of ‘non-fiction’, Beside the Ocean is a free-flowing, expansive tour through Orkney history.


In all these ways, Beside the Ocean of Time represents a culmination of George Mackay Brown’s themes, and as well as being his most successful book it is probably his best and most unified. It depicts a total integration of imagination and history, with the dreamer reaching his full poetic potential, blurring the boundaries between dream and reality.


Amy Liptrot, June 2025










The Road to Byzantium



Of all the lazy useless boys who ever went to Norday school, the laziest and most useless was Thorfinn Ragnarson.


‘I don’t know what to do with you, you’re useless,’ said Mr Simon the teacher. ‘I’ll speak to your father.’


So Mr Simon met Thorfinn’s father, Matthew Ragnarson, in the shop one Saturday morning. He said he was sorry he couldn’t do much with Thorfinn. Try as he would, he didn’t seem to succeed in teaching the boy anything.


On Friday morning, for example, he had been telling the class about the Norsemen in Constantinople 800 years ago – Thorfinn had sat there taking nothing in – he was watching a thrush on the wall outside, inattention personified – ‘a dreamer,’ said Mr Simon.


‘He’s no good at farm work either,’ said Matthew the farmer. ‘You’d think he’d be good at something – everybody has a gift of some kind, don’t they? – but Thorfinn drifts about as idle as a butterfly.’


Isa Estquoy who kept the shop and post-office was listening like a little inquisitive mouse. That way, Isa got to know more about the island of Norday and its inhabitants than the minister or the doctor, even. She just listened to the customers, and gave an occasional squeak.


‘An ounce of bogey roll and a box of matches,’ said Matthew Ragnarson to Isa. ‘And four bars of milk chocolate.’


‘Maybe Thorfinn could join the army,’ said Mr Simon.


‘Not a hope,’ said the farmer. ‘He would be shot at dawn for falling asleep on guard. He would wander away behind enemy lines and be shot there as a spy. Everything Thorfinn does is a mistake, somehow.’


‘He’s a nice boy, Thorfinn,’ said Isa Estquoy in a little tiny voice like a mouse. ‘He’s not like some of the other boys, stealing sweeties off the counter. Some of them threw a squib into the shop last Halloween! Rainbow my cat nearly died of fright. I know the names of the young scoundrels. Thorfinn isn’t in the list. Thorfinn’s a good boy.’


‘A tin of oxtail soup and a book of three-ha’penny stamps,’ said Mr Simon in his schoolroom voice. Mr Simon was a solitary man and looked after himself.


‘No,’ squeaked Isa Estquoy. ‘Oh no, Mr Simon. You owe five pounds three shillings and fivepence, it’s all marked here against you in the book. I’m sorry, I can’t serve you till the account is settled.’


‘You’ll be paid when I get my salary at the end of the month!’ thundered Mr Simon, and his face flushed a little, because some other women customers had come into the village shop.


‘I hope so indeed,’ chirped Isa, handing over the tin of soup and the book of stamps. ‘In this island people always pay for what they buy, on the nail.’


Mr Simon went out, red in the face.


‘The trouble is,’ said Isa to her customers, ‘he has to keep a divorced wife and three bairns in Glasgow. Well, that’s his lookout. He should have thought twice before he married her. But I’m sure the fault is all his. A bully. Did you hear the way he shouted just now? But he won’t frighten me. If he doesn’t settle his bill at the end of the month I’ll write to the school authorities in Edinburgh.’


The island women discussed Mr Simon for a time. One, Bella Simpson, thought he was stern, maybe, but a good teacher. One, Tina Lyde, thought he was very good-looking and needed somebody to look after him in the schoolhouse. One thought he was visiting the village inn too often, but then Mabel was the weekend barmaid there, and Mabel had a way of attracting customers. Mr Simon often had hangovers, that’s why he was often in a bad mood.


Isa Estquoy squeaked with mirth.


Matthew Ragnarson put his tobacco in his pocket and left the shop.


‘Poor Matthew,’ said Tina Lyde who had a soft spot for every unmarried man in the universe, ‘he could do with some well-handed woman up at Ingle, to bring up his four bairns, the three lasses and Thorfinn …’


Matthew the farmer walked along the two-mile road to Ingle.


His three daughters, Inga, Sigrid, and Ragna came running to meet him. He gave them each a bar of chocolate.


‘Where’s your brother?’ said Matthew. ‘He’s usually first in the queue when the chocolate’s being handed out.’


Inga and Sigrid and Ragna waved vaguely here and there. Thorfinn their brother could be anywhere – on the far side of the hill, down on the shore with the cormorants and Jimmo Greenay the beachcomber, in some hovel listening to old folk telling moth-eaten stories.


As a matter of fact, Thorfinn at that very moment was on a Swedish ship, the Solan Goose, anchored off a port in the Baltic. The skipper, Rolf Rolfson, was making plans to meet the prince of Rus, with a view to trading with his people and establishing good relations.


It should be said that Thorfinn was actually in the barn of Ingle, lying curled in the bow of his father’s fishing yole, with the collie Stalwart sleeping in the stern. But in his imagination he was walking up a beach in the eastern Baltic, along with six other Swedish vikings, to meet a troop of envoys from the court of Rus.


Each Swede had a hand hovering not too far from the axe in his belt.


‘We greet you, friends!’ cried Thorfinn, a bit of a quaver in his voice.


‘Shut up!’ said Rolf Rolfson. ‘I’ll do the talking. Leave it to me.’ The Russians stood now on the bank above the beach. They held up hands of peace, palm outward, to the Swedes.


Rolf ordered three heavy cases of iron ore to be set down on the stones, a gift to the prince of Rus from the Swedish merchants.


‘One of you stay beside the small boat,’ said Rolf Rolfson. ‘Be ready to make a quick dash for it in case they try any funny stuff.’


The seven Russians clapped their hands with delight over the open boxes of Swedish iron ore. A huge man lifted a lump of ore and balanced it in his hand. He nodded. ‘He must be a blacksmith, that one,’ said Rolf.


The young Prince Boris seemed to be delighted with his guests.


The prince and his court lived in a little palace not far from the sea. There was a village of wooden huts and gardens beside the palace. It seemed to be a splendid palace, all ivory and marble and oak, but when Thorfinn got inside it was filthy and smoky and grease-smelling, and the rain came in.


At night the Swedes were given bearskins to cover themselves.


‘Now,’ said Boris the prince, ‘you will stay here forever, my friends, and eat the fat of the land.’


They ate pieces of roasted wolf and bear, and the ale was so strong that Thorfinn nodded off where he sat, after two mouthfuls; and he had to jerk himself into wakefulness.


Though cobwebs draped the rafters, there was now a magnificent silver salver on the table with a boar’s head on it.


‘We will be careful in our dealings with this Boris,’ said Rolf Rolfson to his men. ‘Drink no more than one horn of his beer. Generosity can go too far.’


Later Rolf Rolfson said to Thorfinn, ‘You, Orkney boy, stand guard at the door of our room. Rouse us if you hear anything suspicious.’


Thorfinn stood for four nights at the door of the chamber.


At midnight on the fourth night he heard the young prince in talk with his chief bodyguard, an immense man with a beard as brown as a bear, called Illyich. Lantern light splashed them as they talked in the yard.


‘Listen well, Illyich,’ Prince Boris was saying. ‘Tomorrow night, we are to make a feast for the Swedes. Set a big barrel of the strongest ale beside the fire. The Swedes will get drunk one after the other and fall asleep at their benches. Then you and your men, Illyich, will send them on the longest journey they can ever take … Phew! – the servant women will mop up the blood in the morning. Then their ship, the Solan Goose, will be mine. It is a fine ship. I can sail in her to China or Greenland.’


‘I will do what you want,’ said Illyich in his deep rich voice. And he laughed.


Thorfinn shook Rolf Rolfson awake and told him the midnight talk he had just heard.


‘Well done, boy,’ said the skipper. ‘I am looking forward to this feast.’


In the morning Rolf told the other Swedes what was afoot. He told them to bring their daggers, hidden under their shirts, to the feast. He warned them not to drink any of the strong ale, merely to froth their beards with it, so that the prince would think they were drinking deeply. Secretly each man must pour the beer into the earthen floor.


That night when they were all seated on the benches, a man went round filling their ale-horns, and there was a high fleece of froth on every horn. The Swedes let on to drink deeply but they only laced their beards with froth, like men on a spume-flung voyage. Thorfinn had no beard – being a boy – but he had a cluster of tiny bubbles round his mouth. Dogs lapped the pools of beer on the floor.


‘Drink deeply,’ cried Prince Boris. ‘It is my best ale. It is ten years old. You will sleep well this night, my friends. Far, far you will venture into realms unknown.’


Secretly, the Swedes poured their ale into the earthen floor. Two drunken hounds rolled their eyes as if the world was a crazy place and went lolloping over to the fire and unrolled long red smoking tongues and went to sleep.


Three men came in and one had a harp of mammoth tusk, and they began to sing. They sang in such powerful deep voices that Rolf was unable to converse with his men.


‘When the boar’s head is brought in,’ said Rolf, ‘that will be the sign. We will turn ourselves into wild boars and we will have the boars’ revenge on those boar-hunters who have killed a thousand boars since their grandfathers first hunted tuskers and grunters in the forest.’


‘Drink deeply, friends,’ cried Boris. ‘The best of the beer is to come.’


The music went on.


Rolf said to Boris, ‘I thought this was a feast you had invited us to. That seems to be death music that the musicians are playing.’


‘It is music of the hunt,’ said Boris. ‘Fill the horns of our guests. Don’t you hear the cries of the wild swine in the forest? That’s what the music is about. Surely you hear the boar’s cry of defiance to the hunters and the dogs. It is all in the music.’


The dark chant went on and on.


‘Enough now!’ cried Prince Boris. ‘Bring in the boar’s head.’


As soon as the boar’s head, reeking, was carried in from the kitchen on the magnificent silver platter, Rolf gave a sign and the Swedes took out their daggers and before the wolf outside had stopped howling not one man of the palace was alive, except Boris the prince and the harpist.


There was a great lamentation of women in the village.


Boris stood there, amid all the carnage, and he said to Rolf, ‘You’re a cleverer man than I thought, Swede. You will go far, Rolf Rolfson. A man can go so far, as far as he has it in him to go, then even the luckiest man must lie down under a stone.’


‘Don’t kill the harpist,’ said Rolf. ‘He is a talented man. That was a good elegy he made, even before the death. A pity if such a good musician were to die too soon.’


So the prince and the musician went out under the stars, and nothing was ever heard of them again.


It was later said that in the Ural mountains in the east there was a travelling musician, who was accompanied everywhere by a young ragged man. And those two gave half of all the money they earned to the beggars and blind folk they met on the way. Before he played in any village square, the musician would kneel before the melancholy young man, his companion, and say, ‘Prince, may this music I am going to play now sound well in your ears …’ Those two wanderers were said to be Prince Boris and his harpist.


Rolf Rolfson took over that country but after two years he became tired of tax-gathering and boar-hunting and staying in one place.


He had a hundred men carry the Solan Goose across a great tract of land to the banks of a river called the Volga.


Rolf said to his helmsman Grettir, ‘Grettir, you are to stay behind and be prince here in Rus now. Make wars and treaties east and west, become the king of a mighty kingdom. May your name resound down the ages, Grettir.’


Grettir said all he wanted to do was to sit at the steering-oar of the Solan Goose, and so at last come home, an old man, and die in Sweden.


‘Your stars are not written that way, Grettir,’ said Rolf, ‘but as I have said.’


So Grettir watched sadly as the Solan Goose set sail down the wide River Volga. Then he went back to his palace at the edge of the forest.


There, that summer, he married a beautiful woman, and they were prince and princess of that region.


The Solan Goose was all summer sailing down the Volga. Thorfinn didn’t think there could be such a long wide river in the world.


Sometimes, out of a black forest fringing the river, a shower of arrows would come swooping into the ship. One oarsman, Valt, was killed. Rolf Rolfson told his crew to set up the shields.


Sometimes the forests thinned out and they saw immense plains, with sheep grazing and a shepherd boy playing a pipe. The boy seemed to be quite unafraid of the strange ship. He sat and played on his pipe … The shepherd dog came down to the river shore and barked against them.


Many weeks’ sailing down the river, the lookout men sighted early in the morning an orchard. Every tree was laden with apples and pears.


‘I have a great longing,’ said Rolf the skipper, ‘to sink my teeth into a ripe red apple. We will go ashore and get some.’


Thorfinn felt the inside of his own mouth running and rilling with desire for the fruit.


So the Solan Goose dropped anchor and half a dozen men rowed ashore in the little coracle.


Thorfinn begged to be taken with them.


There was a little village beside the orchard. When the villagers saw the strange vessel hesitating and halting on the river, they ran away among the trees – men and women, old doddering people, children, dogs and geese and cats.


The Swedes plucked several baskets of fruit from the trees.


Thorfinn sank his teeth into an apple. At once his mouth gushed with freshness and sweetness! He had to draw his breath before the next bite.


Solmund, one of the crew, said they ought to set the orchard on fire. A burning orchard would be a sight to wonder at.


‘You’re a fool, Solmund,’ said Rolf. ‘Even if it could be done, we wouldn’t do it.’


The sailors laughed.


‘Well,’ said Solmund, a little downcast, ‘at least we can burn down the village.’


But Rolf said they wouldn’t put torches to the village either.


Instead, Rolf took a large silver coin from his pouch and laid it on the sill of the largest house there. ‘We will pay those people for their excellent fruit,’ he said.


Then they rowed back to the Solan Goose.


The men gorged themselves on the apples and pears. Solmund ate so much that he had to lean over the side and be sick.


The sailors laughed.


They raised anchor and floated downstream.


Before they turned a bend in the river, Thorfinn looked back and saw the villagers standing in the doors of their houses.


A dog barked at the disappearing ship, but it seemed to Thorfinn to be barks of joy.


An old man was holding up his hand. His fingers flashed like a star …


The baskets of apples lasted them a full week. The fruit made a pleasant change from the great river fish they were always eating, sturgeon.


‘I will never eat a fish again, so long as I live!’ grumbled Solmund.


Sometimes one of the sailors called Bjorn who was a fowler back home at Sollentuna in Sweden brought down a few wild geese that were flying between two clouds. Then the stewpot bubbled over the fire amidships.


‘Oh,’ said Rolf, ‘for a taste of good bread! I think often of the warm crusted loaves my mother bakes in Gothenburg.’


But they did not taste bread for months.


The land on either side of the river broadened into fertile pasture and wheatlands as they sailed south.


Rolf had an eye like an eagle. ‘I see a mill beside a little stream over there,’ he said. ‘I think with luck we may be eating bread for our supper. We will go ashore now and have a word with the miller.’


They got into the coracle and rowed ashore with a few sacks to hold the grain.


The fields of golden corn stretched back to the low hills, mile on mile of fertility. Many inland villages must have lived off that plain.


They saw the miller at the top door of his mill. First the miller let fly a spear at the Swedes. It stuck quivering in the ground at Rolf’s feet. Then the miller put a horn to his mouth, and blew so hard Thorfinn thought the man’s cheeks would burst.


No sooner were the last echoes of the horn dying away than they heard the sound of hooves on the hard earth. Over the ridge rode a score of horsemen, urging on the horses, waving swords. The swords made flashing circles in the sun.


‘Now,’ said Solmund, ‘that miller certainly deserves to have his mill burned about his ears.’


‘Save your breath to get back to the ship,’ said Rolf.


The Swedes ran down to the shore.


The Cossacks’ horses pranced on the river bank above.


Thorfinn stumbled on a stone and fell.


‘Hurry!’ shouted Rolf.


Thorfinn heard footsteps on the loose stones. He could almost feel the hot breath of a Cossack on his neck. Then he was up and off like an otter. He had to swim to catch up with the coracle. He was dragged, streaming cold water, into the little wicker boat.


‘That was a near thing,’ said Rolf.


‘They’d have had you for their breakfast, the Cossacks,’ said Solmund.


The sailors laughed.


Now the river bank was lined with a score of Cossacks on horseback.


The miller seemed to be dancing with joy at the door of his mill.


All at once the Cossacks began to sing. Such a deep magnificent chorus Thorfinn was never to hear again in his lifetime. It seemed that the rich steppe itself had given voice.


‘I think we won’t be tasting bread now till we get to Byzantium,’ said Rolf the skipper.


At last the river emptied itself into a great sea.


The sailors sniffed the salt with joy.


‘It’s called the Black Sea,’ said Rolf. ‘It isn’t really a sea at all, like the Atlantic. It’s just a biggish pond among sand-dunes, like our own Baltic. Turn the rudder west.’


On the tenth day they sighted the domes and palaces of Byzantium.


‘One of two things will happen to us here,’ said Solmund. ‘Either they’ll make us slaves and we’ll go rattling with chains to our graves, or else the Emperor will enrol us in his guard.’


A very official-looking launch came to meet them. It was like a hedgehog, that vessel, with the spears and axes and swords of the men who manned her.


The commander shouted a few words – a greeting or a warning – to the Solan Goose.


Rolf replied, speaking in his Norse tongue.


At once the commander ordered his soldiers to sheathe their weapons. The ships drifted alongside. The commander put his hand on the thwart and leapt lightly aboard the Solan Goose.


He put his arms about Rolf Rolfson and embraced him.


Solmund giggled. ‘Better that than an embrace of iron chains,’ he said.


Rolf appeared confused for a moment at being hugged, this way and that, with crossed necks. Then he gave the commander a sturdy thump on the shoulder. (Thus the men of the north greet one another.)


Before the end of the week, after many interviews with officials and the filling in and filing of many documents, Rolf and his sailors were led through a door of the imperial palace.


Once or twice that day, Thorfinn wondered if he had died and was in paradise.


But then, in the courtyard, he saw blind men and crippled men begging for alms. Their wounds suppurated and flies feasted on their sores.


Rolf Rolfson had brought gifts from the king of Sweden to the Emperor. The presents were graciously received and borne away by officials. There seemed to be thousands of bureaucrats in the palace.


The men of the Solan Goose didn’t actually cast eyes on the eastern emperor for many weeks.


First they were invited to have a bath – so hot that Solmund cried out that they were being boiled alive, like lobsters. Then the splendid uniform of the Emperor’s own guard, the Varingers, was spread out for them. (The Emperor always insisted that his élite guard must be recruited from Scandinavia: they were the most trustworthy men in the world, and the greatest swordsmen.)


A rather smaller uniform had to be found for Thorfinn Ragnarson from Orkney.


A great supper was set for them: eggs and dolphins’ fins and young eaglets, and goblets of sweet wine, and fruits that, once tooth-broken, dropped nectar down the throat.


The men ate heartily. They were avid for good food after the monotonous river diet of sturgeon and wild geese.


‘And yet,’ said Rolf Rolfson, ‘I think the most toothsome thing I have eaten tonight is that hot crisp loaf. The baker here must be a magician.’


That night they slept in beds of soft down, a long dreamless sleep between Europe and Asia.


But next night, and every night as long as they were in Byzantium, they slept in their permanent quarters, the barracks. There the beds were of hard boards and their blankets were goatskins.


Solmund complained about that.


‘Quite right,’ said Rolf Rolfson. ‘Soldiers have to live rough and be ready for anything.’


Their main rations thereafter were bread and cheese, olives and beer, with fish and meat at the weekends. One day a week they were doled out water and oatcakes only, iron rations.


The guardsmen from Norway and Denmark who had been in the Emperor’s service for years, welcomed the newcomers, some grudgingly, some wholeheartedly.


They had many mutual acquaintances in the Baltic and the North Sea.


A monkey dressed in the uniform of the Varingers came ambling into the barracks. It swung from a rafter and gibbered at the new recruits.


‘An insult, putting a thing like that among us!’ said Solmund.


‘He’ll bring us luck,’ said Rolf.


The monkey, called Hieronymus, sat often on Thorfinn’s shoulder.


After two months of regimentation, Rolf Rolfson’s men began to be bored.


‘We wouldn’t care to stay here for ever,’ they said.


Solmund said, ‘I want to get back sometime to Sweden to see my wife Hild and our little son.’


Rolf said, ‘You know it is impossible for us ever to return to Sweden. The king outlawed us for killing his casteelan in Munkfors and rifling the treasury there.’


They all agreed that they would be killed if they set foot on the shore of Sweden again.


‘And yet we are tired now of all the sun and gold and emerald here in Byzantium,’ said Rolf. ‘It can never be ours. We must rot into old age as best we can.’


Word was brought that a band of Turks had stormed one of the Emperor’s outposts.


‘Get ready,’ said Rolf. ‘I think we will see some fighting soon against the Turks.’


But the Varingers who had been a long time in the barracks and the palace laughed. ‘We don’t fight,’ they said. ‘The mercenaries do the fighting. We are here to guard the Emperor.’


A whole summer passed. The Varingers drilled. They played dice and chess. They got drunk on wine at weekends and fought with each other. The citizens, who were often hungry and always poor, spat at any solitary Varinger they met on the street, then ran off before the guardsman could strike out with his baton.


Thorfinn longed more and more for the green hills and blue waters of Orkney.


Never once did the crew of the Solan Goose see the Emperor Manuel. The emperor was embowelled deep in the ivory and gold and silk of the palace. Or he walked with his courtiers in a hidden walled garden, with lutes and flutes playing, and ladies fluttering fans like butterflies.


One day there seemed to be great excitement down at the waterfront. Crowds were streaming along the street outside the barracks, going down to the wharf.


‘I hope,’ said a grizzled old Dane who had been a Varinger for thirty years and would never see Elsinore again, ‘that it isn’t another troop of Crusaders. There’s always bad trouble when the Crusaders come. The dregs and scum and layabouts of Europe, most of them.’


But soon they knew that ten ships from Orkney had anchored in the strait, and permission had been given to Earl Rognvald of Orkney and Bishop William of Orkney and the eight other skippers to be received by the emperor.


The earl and the bishop had salt in their beards, and their eyes were crinkled with Mediterranean sun and sea-glitters. They acknowledged the cheers of the towns-people and threw handfuls of silver coins. Then the townspeople gave them a louder greeting still.


Earl Rognvald and his company passed along the ranks of the Varingers. The Earl looked keenly at every face as he went past. He stopped before Thorfinn Ragnarson and said, ‘What’s a young Orkney farm boy doing here in Byzantium?’


Thorfinn stammered out that he had run away from home two years before because everyone on his island kept saying he was an idle useless boy.


‘I know your father who farms in Norday,’ said Earl Rognvald. ‘He is missing you greatly. So are the little sisters. I will see what I can do. Have patience.’


Then the earl and bishop and the commanders were received with fanfares into the great palace. Voice after voice inside intoned, ‘Earl Rognvald of Orkney and Bishop William of Orkney,’ each voice seeming to be a fading echo of the last as the procession penetrated ever deeper into the palace, and came at last to the throne room where the Emperor Manuel sat on his golden throne.


A silver trumpet thrilled.


‘Well,’ said Rolf Rolfson in the barracks that night, ‘here we are, famous Vikings and adventurers, and who does the earl speak to but our cabin-boy.’


Then the crew of the Solan Goose began to throw dice on the wine-stained tables.


And a few of them whispered that soon now they would steal down by night to where the Solan Goose was moored and sail away, for this life of idleness was beginning to gnaw at their nerves.


Rolf Rolfson told them not to be fools. The Solan Goose was no longer where they had left her. The wharfside thieves had stolen her a month since, and now she probably had a new name and a new crew and was trading somewhere between Greece and Africa.


‘Resign yourselves,’ said Rolf. ‘We’ll be here to the end of time. You can choose a little burial mound any day you like.’


At that, Solmund put his head in his folded arms and began to burble and weep.


‘Pass round the wine-skin,’ said Rolf. ‘Tomorrow we get our wages.’


One day a month later Thorfinn, with Hieronymus the monkey on his shoulder, was sitting in a shady corner of the barracks, when a shadow fell on him. He looked up, and there stood Earl Rognvald of Orkney.


‘Tomorrow,’ said the earl, ‘we are sailing away from Byzantium. The Emperor has asked us to stay on, but my people in Orkney and Shetland and Caithness have been without a governor for a long time – I must go back to them now.’


‘Take me with you,’ said Thorfinn. ‘Please.’


The earl laughed. ‘The music of your island speech,’ he said, ‘is more beautiful to me than all the treble and bass singers of the Mediterranean. Be down at the quayside at sunrise.’


‘No,’ said Thorfinn. ‘For they will execute me for desertion.’


‘I have spoken about you to the Emperor,’ said Earl Rognvald. ‘He has given permission. Go and make ready. Tell nobody. You’ll have to leave that monkey behind.’


Hieronymus chittered and spat at Earl Rognvald.


Next morning at reveille the Swedes woke and found Thorfinn Ragnarson’s bed empty.


‘The young fool,’ said Rolf Rolfson. ‘If the wharfside gangsters get a grip of him, he’ll be dead before the first hair’s on his chin. If the Emperor’s police find him …’ He drew his hand across his throat.


But even as Rolf spoke Thorfinn was on board the earl’s ship Saint Magnus sailing west through the winedark waters of the Mediterranean.


Six months later he came ashore at Scapa, with seven silver pieces in his purse, a gift from Earl Rognvald.


A fisherman sailed him to the island of Norday. There he had a good reception from his father and three sisters.


Thorfinn Ragnarson was held in high esteem on account of his adventure.


‘He wasn’t such a fool after all, that boy,’ said the three old women who met every morning beside the village well.


Thorfinn woke up from his dream of the Volga and Byzantium, humped in the bow of his father’s yole. He surfaced slowly through eight and a half centuries.


He heard his sister Ragna’s voice from the yard. ‘Where are you, Thorfinn? It’s teatime.’


And Sigrid mocked, ‘You’re a lazy idle useless boy.’
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