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THE BATTLE OF MALDON

The Battle of Maldon celebrates an event of the year 991, when a large party of
Scandinavian raiders met the English defense forces on the estuary of the Blackwater
River (the Pant of the poem), near Maldon in Essex. The Vikings had made a number
of successful raids on seaports in the vicinity, after which they had encamped on an
island near the mouth of the river. The island, because it was accessible from the
mainland by a causeway that might be used only at low tide, provided a natural base
from which the Vikings could continue their hit-and-run depredations on the coun-
tryside. Birhtnoth, the earl of Essex, who was leader of the English militia, took up
his position at the end of the causeway and from there was able to prevent the enemy
from crossing to the mainland. As the poem relates, however, in his “overconfidence”
he allowed them free passage so that a battle might take place. As a result, he was
himself killed, and many of the defenders took to their heels, but the members of the
earl’s retinue—his close associates and retainers—continued to fight bravely until
they were overwhelmed. In the incomplete form in which the poem has come down
to us, we do not hear of the ultimate defeat of the English, although the grim tone
and in particular the famous speech of Birhtwold prepare us for the disaster.

The unknown poet of late Anglo-Saxon times was apparently well versed in heroic
English poetry of the type of Beowulf, and he does a brilliant job of adapting tradi-
tional epic mannerisms to his description of a local battle of no particular historical
importance, which involved people with whom he was acquainted. The defense forces
were actually no more than a home guard: inexperienced farmers and laborers con-
scripted for the local defense, together with a small group of aristocrats who were
acquainted with heroic martial tradition. Godric and his brothers, who, according to
the poem, fled from the battle, are representative of those Englishmen who preferred
to pay tribute rather than to fight. But Birhtnoth and his retinue are of the traditional
tough fiber, and it is especially in their speeches and single combats that the poet
uses the epic style. After Birhtnoth is killed, his loyal companions make speeches that
express the heroic ethic, each in his own way. Last and most eloquent, Birhtwold, an
old retainer, speaks these memorable lines, set down here, as Cædmon’s Hymn was,
in the original with interlinear translation that, where possible, provides the modern
form of the Old English word.

“Hyġe sceal py heardra, heorte py cenre,
Spirit must be by as much the harder, heart by as much the keener,

Mod sceal py mare py ure mæġen lytlap.
Mood must be by as much the more, by as much as our strength lessens.

Her liġep ure ealdor eall forheawen,
Here lieth our elder all hewn to pieces,

god on greote. A mæg gnornian
good (man) on (the) sand. Ever may he be sorry

se-pe nu fram pys wiġ-plegan wendan penċep
who now from this battle-play thinks to turn.

Iċ eom frod feores; fram iċ ne wille
I am old of life; I do not want (to go away) from (here),
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1. In this prose translation by E. T. Donaldson, a
few liberties have been taken with the text to make
clear the references of some of the loosely used
Old English terms for warrior. The translation is in
general based on the text in John C. Pope’s Seven
Old English Poems (1966).

2. Earl Birhtnoth, commander of the English
defense forces.
3. Offa is mentioned later in the poem as one of
Birhtnoth’s principal retainers; his young kinsman
is not otherwise identified.

Ac iċ me be healfe minum hlaforde,
But I myself beside my lord,

be swa leofum menn, licgan penċe.
By so beloved (a) man, think to lie (dead).”

Birhtnoth’s decision to let the Vikings cross the river is treated in the epic manner as
an instance of heroic overconfidence, like Beowulf’s refusal to use his sword against
the unarmed Grendel—but in this case it is a gesture that leads to tragic doom.
Probably Birhtnoth had a practical motive for his rashness: if the Vikings were pre-
vented from raiding here, they would simply sail along the coast to a less well-
defended spot to continue their depredations. Only their destruction would ensure
general peace, but from the local point of view, Birhtnoth’s permitting the enemy to
come where he could fight with them might well appear as the rashly noble act of a
traditional hero.

The poem was written down in a manuscript that was reduced to charred fragments
in the same fire that damaged the Beowulf manuscript. Fortunately, a transcript had
been made of it before the fire, and on this modern editions depend. Even before the
manuscript was burned, the poem must have lacked a number of lines at its beginning
and end, although most scholars believe that nothing very substantial has been lost.
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Then he2 commanded each of his warriors to leave his horse, drive it far
away, and walk forward, trusting in his hands and in his good courage. When
Offa’s kinsman3 understood that the earl would not put up with cowardice, he
let his beloved hawk fly from his hand toward the woods and advanced to the
battle: by this men might know that the youth would not weaken in the fight
once he had taken up his weapons. Eadric wished also to serve his lord the
earl in the battle; he carried his spear forward to the conflict. He was of good
heart as long as he might hold shield and broadsword in his hands; he carried
out the vow that he had made, now that he was to fight before his lord.

Then Birhtnoth began to place his men at their stations; he rode about and
advised them, taught the troops how they should stand and hold the place and
bade them grasp their shields aright, firm in their hands, and have no fear.
When he had arranged his folk properly, he alighted among them where it
seemed best to him, where he knew his retainers to be most loyal.

Then the Vikings’ herald stood on the river bank, cried out loudly, spoke
words, boastfully proclaimed the seafarers’ message to the earl where he stood
on the shore: “Bold seamen have sent me to you, have commanded me to say
to you that you must quickly send treasure in order to protect yourself; and it
is better for you to buy off this spear-assault with tribute than to have us give
you harsh war. There is no need for us to destroy one another, if you are rich
enough to pay. With the gold we will confirm truce. If you that are highest
here decide upon this, that you will ransom your people, and in return for
peace give the seamen money in the amount they request, and receive peace



The Battle of Maldon / 3

4. The weapons a tenant received from his lord;
they were returned to the lord upon the tenant’s
death.
5. King Ethelred reigned from 978 to 1016.
6. Not a bridge in the modern sense, but probably
a stone causeway, underwater even at low tide;

immediately below, it is called a ford.
7. Literally, “to practice deception”—an over-
statement due to the poet’s scorn for fighters who
refused to do things the hard heroic way.
8. A wall of shields (a common defensive forma-
tion).

from us, we will go to ship with the tribute, set sail on the sea, and keep peace
with you.”

Birhtnoth spoke, raised his shield, his slender ash-spear, uttered words,
angry and resolute gave him answer: “Do you hear, seafarer, what this folk
says? They will give you spears for tribute, poisoned point and old sword,
heriot4 that avails you not in battle. Sea-wanderers’ herald, take back our
answer, speak to your people a message far more hateful, that here stands with
his host an undisgraced earl who will defend this country, my lord Æthelred’s5

homeland, folk and land. Heathen shall fall in the battle. It seems to me too
shameful that you should go unfought to ship with our tribute, now that you
have come thus far into our land. Not so easily shall you get treasure: point
and edge shall first reconcile us, grim battle-play, before we give tribute.”

Then he ordered the men to bear their shields, go forward so that they all
stood on the river bank. Because of the water neither band could come to the
other: after the ebb, the floodtide came flowing in; currents met and crossed.
It seemed to them too long a time before they might bear their spears together.
On the river Pant they stood in proud array, the battle-line of the East Saxons
and the men from the ash-ships. Nor might any of them injure another, unless
one should receive death from the flight of an arrow.

The tide went out. The seamen stood ready, many Vikings eager for war.
The earl, protector of men, bade a war-hard warrior—he was named Wulfstan,
of bold lineage—to hold the bridge:6 he was Ceola’s son, who with his spear
pierced the first man bold enough to step upon the bridge. There stood with
Wulfstan fearless fighters, Ælfhere and Maccus, bold men both who would
not take flight from the ford, but defended themselves stoutly against the
enemy as long as they might wield weapons.

When the loathed strangers saw that, and understood clearly that they
would face bitter bridge-defenders there, they began to prefer words to deeds,7

prayed that they might have access to the bank, pass over the ford and lead
their forces across. Then in his overconfidence the earl began to yield
ground—too much ground—to the hateful people: Birhthelm’s son began to
call over the cold water while warriors listened: “Now the way is laid open for
you. Come straightway to us, as men to battle. God alone knows which of us
may be master of the field.”

The slaughter-wolves advanced, minded not the water, a host of Vikings
westward over the Pant, over the bright water bore their shields: sailors to land
brought shields of linden. Opposite stood Birhtnoth with his warriors, ready
for the fierce invaders. He ordered his men to form a war-hedge8 with their
shields and to hold the formation fast against the enemy. Now was combat
near, glory in battle. The time had come when doomed men should fall. Shouts
were raised; ravens circled, the eagle eager for food. On earth there was uproar.

They let the file-hard spears fly from their hands, grim-ground javelins. Bows
were busy, shield felt point. Bitter was the battle-rush. On either side warriors
fell, young men lay dead. Wulfmær was wounded, chose the slaughter-bed:
kinsman of Birhtnoth—his sister’s son—he was cruelly hewn down with
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9. I.e., Eadweard.
1. A common soldier, in contrast to “earl” Birht-
noth.
2. Apparently the Vikings preferred weapons

made in England or France—the “south.”
3. The maneuver described frees the spear from
the wounded man’s body and enables him to take
retaliatory action.

swords. Then requital was made to the Vikings: I have heard that Eadweard
struck one fiercely with his sword, withheld not the stroke, so that the warrior
fell doomed at his feet; for this his lord gave the chamberlain9 thanks when
he had opportunity. Thus men stood firm in the battle, stern of purpose.
Eagerly all these armed fighters contended with one another to see who could
be the first with his weapon’s point to take life from doomed man. The slain
fell, carrion, to the earth. The defenders stood fast; Birhtnoth urged them on,
bade each man who would win glory from the Danes to give his whole heart
to the battle.

A war-hard Viking advanced, raised up his weapon, his shield to defend
himself, moved against Birhtnoth. As resolute as the churl,1 the earl advanced
toward him. Each of them meant harm to the other. Then the seaman threw
his southern-made2 spear so that the fighters’ chief was wounded. But he
thrust the spear with his shield so that the shaft split and the spearhead broke
off and sprang away.3 The war-chief was maddened; with his spear he stabbed
the proud Viking that had given him the wound. Wise in war was the host’s
leader: he let his spear go through the man’s neck, guided his hand so that he
mortally wounded the raider. Then he quickly stabbed another, breaking
through the mail-shirt: in the breast, quite through the corselet, was this one
wounded; at his heart stood the deadly point. The earl was the blither; the
bold man laughed, gave thanks to God that the Lord had given him this day’s
work.

One of the Vikings loosed a javelin from his hand, let it fly from his fist, and
it sped its way through Æthelred’s noble thane. By the earl’s side stood a lad
not yet grown, a boy in the battle, son of Wulfstan, Wulfmær the young, who
plucked full boldly the bloody spear from the warrior. He sent the hard spear
flying back again: its point went in, and on the earth lay the man who had
sorely wounded his lord. Then an armed Viking stepped toward the earl. He
wished to seize the earl’s war-gear, make booty of rings and ornamented sword.
Then Birhtnoth took his sword from its sheath, broad and bright-edged, and
struck at his assailant’s coat of mail. Too soon one of the seafarers hindered
him, wounded the earl in his arm. Then the gold-hilted sword fell to the earth:
he might not hold the hard blade, wield his weapon. Yet he spoke words, the
hoar battle-leader, encouraged his men, bade them go forward stoutly
together. He might no longer stand firm on his feet. He looked toward Heaven
and spoke: “I thank thee, Ruler of Nations, for all the joys that I have had in
the world. Now, gentle Lord, I have most need that thou grant my spirit grace,
that my soul may travel to thee—under thy protection, Prince of Angels, depart
in peace. I beseech thee that fiends of hell harm it not.” Then the heathen
warriors slew him and both the men who stood by him; Ælfnoth and Wulfmær
both were laid low; close by their lord they gave up their lives.

Then there retired from the battle those who did not wish to be there. The
son of Odda was the first to flee: Godric went from the fight and left the good
man that had given him many a steed. He leaped upon the horse that his lord
had owned, upon trappings that he had no right to, and both his brothers
galloped with him, Godwine and Godwig cared not for battle, but went from
the war and sought the wood, fled to its fastness and saved their lives—and
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4. Boasting of prowess while drinking is a com-
mon element in Old English poetry.
5. The Essex village where the speaker lived.
6. I.e., freeman of the lowest rank.

7. Among Germanic peoples, hostages of high
rank generally fought on the side of the warriors
who held them in hostage.

more men than was in any way right, if they remembered all the favors he had
done for their benefit. So Offa had said to him that day at the meeting he had
held in the place, that many there spoke boldly who would not remain firm at
need.

The folk’s leader had fallen, Æthelred’s earl: all his hearth-companions saw
that their lord lay dead. Then the proud thanes advanced; men without fear
pressed eagerly on. They all desired either of two things, to leave life or avenge
the man they loved. Thus Ælfric’s son urged them on; the warrior young of
winters spoke words; Ælfwine it was who spoke, and spoke boldly: “Remember
the speeches we have spoken so often over our mead,4 when we raised boast
on the bench, heroes in the hall, about hard fighting. Now may the man who
is bold prove that he is. I will make my noble birth known to all, that I was of
great kin in Mercia. My grandfather was named Ealhelm, a wise earl, worldly-
prosperous. Thanes among that people shall not have reason to reproach me
that I would go from this band of defenders, seek my home, now that my lord
lies hewn down in battle. To me that is greatest of griefs: he was both my
kinsman and my lord.” Then he went forward, bent on revenge, and with the
point of his spear pierced one of the pirate band, so that he lay on the earth,
destroyed by the weapon. Then Ælfwine began to encourage his comrades,
friends and companions, to go forward.

Offa spoke, shook his ash-spear: “Lo, you, Ælfwine, have encouraged us all,
thanes in need. Now that our lord the earl lies on the earth, there is need for
us all that each one of us encourage the other, warriors to battle, as long as
he may have and hold weapon, hard sword, spear and good blade. The coward
son of Odda, Godric, has betrayed us all; when he rode off on that horse, on
that proud steed, many a man thought that he was our lord. Therefore here
on the field folk were dispersed, the shield-wall broken. Curses on his action,
by which he caused so many men here to flee.”

Leofsunu spoke, raised the linden buckler, his shield to defend himself; he
answered the warrior: “I promise that I will not flee a footstep hence, but I
will go forward, avenge my dear lord in the fight. Steadfast warriors about
Sturmer5 need not reproach me with their words that now that my patron is
dead I would go lordless home, abandon the battle. But weapon, point and
iron, shall take me.” Full wrathful he went forward, fought fiercely; flight he
despised.

Then Dunnere spoke, shook his spear; humble churl,6 he cried over all,
bade each warrior avenge Birhtnoth: “He who intends to avenge his lord on
the folk may not hesitate nor care for life.” Then they advanced: they cared
not for life. The retainers began to fight hardily, fierce spear-bearers, and
prayed God that they might avenge their patron and bring destruction to their
enemies.

The hostage7 began to help them eagerly. He was of bold kin among the
Northumbrians, the son of Ecglaf: his name was Æscferth. He did not flinch
at the war-play, but threw spears without pause. Now he hit shield, now he
pierced man: each moment he caused some wound, as long as he might wield
weapons.

Eadweard the Long still stood in the line, ready and eager, spoke boasting
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8. Apparently a description of a Viking’s attack on
Offa has been lost.

9. Identification uncertain.

words, how he would not flee a footstep nor turn back, now that his chief lay
dead. He broke the shield-wall and fought against the foe until he had worthily
avenged his treasure-giver on the seamen—before he himself lay on the
slaughter-bed.

So also did Æthelric, noble companion, eager and impetuous; he fought
most resolutely, this brother of Sibirht, as did many another: they split the
hollow shield and defended themselves boldly.8 . . . The shield’s rim broke and
the mail-shirt sang one of horror’s songs. Then in the battle Offa struck the
seafarer so that he fell on the earth, and there Gadd’s kinsman himself sought
the ground: Offa was quickly hewn down in the fight. He had, however, per-
formed what he had promised his lord, what he had vowed before to his ring-
giver, that they should either both ride to the town, hale to their home, or fall
among the host, die of wounds in the slaughter-place. He lay as a thane should,
near his lord.

Then there was a crash of shields. The seamen advanced, enraged by the
fight. Spear oft pierced life-house of doomed man. Then Wistan advanced:
Thurstan’s son fought against the men. He was the slayer of three of them in
the throng before the son of Wighelm9 lay dead in the carnage. There was
stubborn conflict. Warriors stood fast in the fight. Fighting men fell, worn out
with wounds: slain fell among slain.

All the while Oswold and Eadwold, brothers both, encouraged the men,
with their words bade their dear kinsmen that they should stand firm at need,
wield their weapons without weakness.

Birhtwold spoke, raised his shield—he was an old retainer—shook his ash
spear; full boldly he exhorted the men: “Purpose shall be the firmer, heart the
keener, courage shall be the more, as our might lessens. Here lies our lord all
hewn down, good man on ground. Ever may he lament who now thinks to
turn from war-play. I am old of life; from here I will not turn, but by my lord’s
side, by the man I loved, I intend to lie.”

So also the son of Æthelgar encouraged them all to the battle: this Godric
oft let spear go, slaughter-shaft fly on the Vikings; thus he advanced foremost
among the folk, hewed and laid low until he died in the fighting: he was not
that Godric who fled the battle.


