THE SIEGE OF CANTERBURY: THREE VOICES

AELFMAER:

Oxbone and axehead, they martyred our Alphege,

with fire and slaughter they hollowed our city.

I was the one who led them to unguarded ways

and earned myself the name of traitor.

I was a necessity of the plot, the key to it all:

every Christ demands a Judas. I was he.

Do you blame me, as our ribs grew sharper,

while they roasted our sheep in range of our nostrils

and fished the water meadows? Would they ever

have departed or simply waited out our deaths? 

Who gained in the end? What endures?



    Wrecking and looting doesn't make 

a pretty picture though it might satisfy the moment.

A holy man, frail and aged, herded onto a ship,

opposing prayer to the jeers of bulky warriors.

Oxbone and axehead, they martyred our Alphege.

They won the siege. But we have the better story.

THE DANES:

We are the men of the sea, we ride on the swell;

they dwell within walls and that is their weakness.

It wasn't difficult to sniff out a traitor, a heart

that had rotted in closed places stinking of envy.

We released him, the Abbott Aelfmaer, with smiles

though he begged us not to. He wanted it secret,

he expected discretion. But we gained pleasure

in tossing him overboard, trussed in his own treachery.

A better story?  What's better than valour

and skill in battle? So what if the old man

wasn't worth a ransom, perhaps he was as tiresome

to them as he was to us. A sermonising hostage,

who wants him? The oxbone was the best solution.

Let them remember their Alphege in a book of tales;

we are the men of the sea, we ride on the swell,

the wave and the wind are what we read, the stars narrate.

A WOMAN:

You are born of the salt and born of the sword,  

the bastard war-spawn  

                  –  the story-tellers would say  – 





of one of the women.

We're not bishops or warriors; that we kept the city

through ninety days of siege is unimportant.

To be devout, to wail in chorus when things go badly,

to dress the wounds and make meals out of nothing,

that is our role, tucked in the margins of windy sagas.

A longship beached its prow in the shingle, 

in a screech of gulls he planted his foot on the land;

this armoured thing 



–  I will not call him a man  – 





hunted me down

and left me bloodied with his seed in my womb. 

His bards approve. It makes him a hero.

Thank God for the hag who dragged me out of the dust

before a second one found me. She soothed me of terror.

You are born of the salt and born of the sword, my son,

you will do great deeds; 

         but none as great as the women of Canterbury's.

