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Chapter 1: 
 

A Letter from the Thegn 
 
 
 
 

unlight filtered dimly into the room from high set windows 
above. The windows did not have glass in them, for they were 

merely narrow cutouts in the smooth stone wall of the burh. Old 
parchments and scrolls were revealed in the light – the golden beams 
alighting on them and showing that a thin layer of dust covered their 
surface. Many rows of wooden shelves held stacks and stacks of scrolls, 
some of them tied up with satin ribbon or leather. A large wooden table 
in the center of the room also had a few piles of paper on it, though these 
parchments looked newer and without a speck of dust on them. It was a 
quiet and lonely sort of room – one that begged for solitude and privacy. 

A single girl, young enough to look around ten or eleven years old, 
was the only living soul in the room. She looked cautious and timid – as 
though she had stepped into the place uninvited. As a matter of fact, this 
is exactly what she had done. Her name was Rosina of Godfrey, and her 
green eyes were looking everywhere around her at the grandeur of the 
place. She strode over to the table and glanced at some of the parch-
ments. Most of the papers had numbers, figures, or names of places she 
had never heard of before. Most girls her age – in fact, most adults of her 
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class during this Anglo Saxon time, would not have been able to read the 
papers at all. But, Rosina of Godfrey was knowledgeable, for her older 
brother had been teaching her how to read. He himself had learned be-
cause they had a clever father who had taught him. 

Rosina would have left the room quickly. Her heart was beating fast, 
and she kept turning her eyes to the doorway, afraid that someone would 
find her in a place not intended for her status. Just before she turned to 
go, her eyes caught sight of a parchment that drew her attention. She 
read the following: 
 

To Seth of Godfrey, 
 

I, Thegn Samuel of the Hillocks, have news concerning thy father that 
thou deservest to know. Be it known that I have a dozen times made up 
my mind to tell thee with mine own mouth, but thy youthful years coupled 
with thy mother’s illness have stayed my tongue. Howe’er, thou shouldst 
know what happened afore thy father’s passing, when he served in my 
fyrd for the last time. Thy father’s valiant and noble deeds worked to pre-
serve the whole of the Hillocks. . . . 
 

Footsteps echoed down the hallway adjoining the room, and Rosina’s 
head turned sharply toward the doorway. In a moment of instinct, she 
snatched the paper that had been lying flat upon the table and tucked it 
within a fold of her clothing. She sprang out the doorway and was re-
lieved that the footsteps had disappeared into a side room of the burh. 

Rosina had never before dared to cross over the threshold of the back 
kitchens into the grander interior of the burh. When her feet carried her 
over, she had been compelled to walk further and further – her eyes daz-
zled by embroidered tapestries, colorful paintings, and polished metal 
displays. It wasn’t until now that her conscience acknowledged she had 
no right to peer into places where she hadn’t been invited. Quickly, she 
tried to hurry back toward more familiar surroundings. However, she 
found that she was lost in the lavish stone corridors and hallways. 
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Some were too busy about their work to speak to Rosina of Godfrey, 
merely giving her odd or curious looks. They would glance at her dust 
covered feet treading upon the polished floors, knowing that those same 
feet must have been out tending the gardens that morning. Though her 
face had been recently washed clean, her linen clothes bore no embroi-
dered emblems, tassels, ribbons, or golden fringes. She looked wary that 
someone would halt and reprimand her for intruding. 

“Ah, where hast thou come from, Rosina?” asked a voice who had 
stepped in front of her in a hallway. 

Rosina started as she looked up. “Hadden, thou hast given me a 
fright,” she said as she recovered her breath. “In thou pleaseth, I have 
lost my way.” 

“That I shall warrant, for thou dost know that thou canst not find 
lodgings hither.” Hadden Hall spoke in a soft and quiet voice, much the 
way one would expect a seasoned curator to speak. “Though I would 
have it otherwise, thou art still a gebur. We have spoken concerning that 
erstwhile.” He was a man of perhaps twenty, standing tall with a blue 
linen tunic that had an embroidered hill and shield on its front. There 
was a belt around his waist, made of satin cord, with golden tassels at 
the ends. His position was that of a house ceorl. “Fear not, for I shall not 
report thy misdeed. Howe’er, we best move back toward the kitchen 
halls.”  

“Very well,” said Rosina. “Even with thy fortune, thou shouldst not 
forget our lineage and relation, cousin.” 

“I would never forget that, Rosina, thou dost certainly know,” said 
Hadden with a courteous voice. He looked sorrowful as he added, “For-
sooth, I am sorry about thy mother’s passing. It bereaves me to lose my 
aunt, and thou thy mother. She hath bequeathed to the Hillocks much of 
our noble’s prosperity, for though first a gebur and then ceorl by forti-
tude, she had the noble heart of an ealdorman!” 

Rosina’s face set as though she was trying not to show tears, and she 
exclaimed ardently, “Aye, she had a heart greater than an ealdorman, for 
a princess could not match her caring soul.” 
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“Aye; we shall have to speak more of her passing, later.” The house 
ceorl, Hadden, continued leading Rosina down a number of hallways 
until, turning a corner, Rosina recognized the familiar back halls leading 
to the kitchens. The gray stone was less adorned, but the beams of sun-
light gave the place a merry and welcoming look. 

“Gramercy for showing the way,” said Rosina. She could hear the 
pleasant sounds of many other geburs doing their work. With a wave of 
her hand, she sprang around the corner into the large kitchen halls.  
 
 

 
Though the story of Lord Samuel’s cniht has never been told before, 

he lived in the distant past. Many centuries ago, long before your great 
grandfather’s great grandfather was born, Middle English was the pre-
ferred way of speaking. It was an earlier form of speech, using words you 
will find in older versions of the Bible or similarly ancient books – words 
such as “whither to”, “henceforth”, “forsooth”, “thee”, and “thou”. Many 
centuries before Middle English was established, there was an even older 
speech now called “Old English”. There was a time when Old English was 
not so old and was rather the new way of speaking. The Anglo Saxons 
spoke Old English after they came to the British Isles in the fifth century. 
They came to a place that, centuries later, they would call “Englaland”, 
from which eventually was derived the name England. I cannot write this 
story in Old English because the chances are that you and I would not 
understand a word of it. And so, even though Rosina was really speaking 
Old English, I have to translate it into Middle English so that we can 
understand their speech. 

Before the land of the Angles was unified into one kingdom of 
Englaland, they ruled over seven smaller kingdoms known as Northum-
bria, Mercia, East Anglia, Wessex, Sussex, Essex, and Kent. I had to 
mention these names because it is important that you understand how 
hard it was for the Anglo Saxons to unify Englaland. Under Alfred the 
Great, the four southern kingdoms were unified into the one kingdom of 
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Wessex. Around that time, some of the other kingdoms had been loosely 
conquered by the Danish Vikings who enforced Danelaw. The Anglo 
Saxons called them the “Great Heathen Army”. They hated Danelaw and 
did not wish to submit to the Danish invaders. When the Anglo Saxon 
King Æthelstan of Wessex rose up in the tenth century, he liberated the 
northern and central kingdoms from Danelaw. He was the first Anglo 
Saxon king to unify all the kingdoms of the Anglo Saxons, and some con-
sider him to be the first king to rule all of Englaland.  

When King Æthelstan died, he was succeeded on the throne. In 
name, the kings ruled all of Englaland, though they lived in the south (in 
old Wessex). To help govern – their influence being weak in some areas – 
the kings divided their rule among lesser nobles who pledged loyalty to 
them and ruled under the king’s authority. The greatest of these nobles 
were called Ealdormen. (After the eleventh century, their titles would be 
changed to Earls, Dukes, and the like). Underneath the ealdormen’s 
authority were several other rulers called Thegns, and to the thegns were 
given many “hides” (portions of land) to govern and protect. The thegns 
were the noble knights and barons of the Anglo Saxon times.  

There were several classes of thegns. Ordinary thegns ruled over local 
provinces. Others were given more robust and greater portions of land. 
“Princely thegns” were the highest class of thegn and were generally part 
of the king’s entourage, living near him and in his favor. All classes of 
thegns were responsible for many tasks, one of them being to organize 
each their own “fyrd” (local army) and to come to the king’s aid with their 
fyrd when summoned.  

When governing their own hides, the thegns were generally able to 
rule as they saw fit as long as they were loyal to any edict the king or 
archbishop gave from the south of Englaland. The thegns kept the land 
well-tended and yielding plenty. They lived in stone castles that they 
called “burhs”, and some burhs were so large that they housed almost a 
mini town with various classes of people. The lands surrounding the 
burh, still governed by the thegns, could also hold villages, cottars, and 
settlements. The villages were more directly governed by reeves – Anglo 
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Saxon mayors or sheriffs. However, it was the duty of the thegns to 
protect their lands from foreign invasion and command their fyrds when 
necessary. 

Ceorls were the lowest class of freemen, though they still had many 
rights of their own and generally owned land. The thegns would hire 
them to help maintain their burhs, and these ceorls became known as 
house ceorls. Geburs were part of a lower class still, not being fully free, 
and they worked the lands of the thegns. Though they had only a few 
limited rights, they were still not quite thought of as slaves (called Þēows) 
who could be bought and sold. Gedrihts were the personal guards of the 
thegns, ealdorman, and other nobles. They were placed as sentries 
guarding burhs, villages, and nobles and would fight with the fyrds 
during battle campaigns.  

Ceorls, geburs, gedrihts and other classes like cottars (freemen 
dwelling in cottages) all had each their own weregild. A weregild was a 
status symbol, priced by money, which determined a person’s class. 
Lower classes had lower weregilds (lower prices), meaning that their 
words in a trial would not mean as much as the words of someone with a 
higher weregild. Depending upon a certain thegn’s weregild, it could take 
ten ceorls to be considered equal to one thegn and four thegns to be 
equal to one ealdorman. The higher the weregild a person had, the more 
important were his words valued. 

It was now the early 960s, and Edgar the Peaceful was on the Anglo 
Saxon throne. He has been called “the peaceful” because his reign wasn’t 
fraught with the invasions of the past. Most thegns scattered throughout 
Englaland knew that if they were to keep unified under one nation and 
not be defeated again by invaders, they would have to remain loyal under 
one banner of the king.  
 
 

 
Lord Samuel, Thegn of the Hillocks – who had written the letter that 

Rosina of Godfrey had just taken – was standing on a large stone-paved 
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dais that particular afternoon. He lived in what had once been the 
northern part of Mercia, now a part of central Englaland. His name “of 
the Hillocks” was given because he governed many hides that had slopes 
and hills – near what is called today Burbage Brook and Padley Gorge, 
not far from present day Grindleford.  

His eyes looked bright as they surveyed the water in the valley below. 
Every ripple of the cascading waters below him reflected upon his face 
and blue eyes in the shining sunlight. His shoulders were broad, and he 
stood tall. Though an observer would first notice his strength and dex-
terity, his countenance also had a graceful expression that almost 
appeared to be laughing. As his ears noted the sound of an eagle in the 
distance, they also listened intently to a voice coming from another 
corner of the dais. One of his hired scribes, holding a high weregild sta-
tus for a house ceorl, was reading from a parchment in a droning and 
monotone voice. 

“. . .whereupon, the edict summarizes a ration of cheese be placed 
upon all men of gebur or lower weregild living within the village Herring-
thwaite.” 

“Absurd,” spoke the Thegn of the Hillocks. “If the reeve of Herring-
thwaite desires the good of the village, then he should treat his geburs 
better. Forbidding them to eat what is theirs by right shall only cause 
trouble. Prepare to write a letter, Cyneric, to this reeve.” 

“That shall not be necessary, my lord,” spoke the scribe, Cyneric. “He 
hopes to be hither afore the end of the day.” 

Lord Samuel turned to his house ceorl with a curious eye. “Hither? 
How canst thou know? It is more than a two day journey to come.” 

“He hath written a note to thee, my lord,” said Cyneric. “It is attached 
to the end of this edict.” 

“What doth he say?” 
“Only that there is urgent business which shall intrigue thee keenly.” 

The scribe paused as his eyes glanced over the parchment, and his voice 
faltered. 
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The Thegn of the Hillocks read the surprise upon the scribe’s face. 
“What else doth he say? Read the whole letter aloud.” 

The house ceorl nodded his head and read, “‘I shall be coming to thee, 
I hope, the very day this letter arrives with thee. I have urgent news 
which shall interest thee keenly. It is grave news concerning a former 
acquaintance of thine, Thegn Augustus of Garside. Signed, Reeve 
Godwin.’” 

The noble Thegn of the Hillocks, who rarely broke his composure, 
gave a brief start. “The Thegn of Garside – ah! What trouble doth Lord 
Augustus give to us now, I wonder. He hath been a growing danger.” 

Lord Samuel looked out at the scenery, lost in thought for a moment. 
The dais his feet stood upon was called the Dais of Casicare Cumb (Casi-
care being a Latin word meaning “to fall” – where we derive the word cas-
cade, and Cumb being the Old English word for valley). The name suited 
the place, for many small streams and cascades – probably tributaries of 
what is today called the River Derwent – splashed down the hillside of 
Casicare Cumb and into a central lake at the bottom. The dais was built 
into the hillside and overlooked the valley. To the other side were sloping 
hills and small ridges with more rivers flowing down to the valley.  

The thegn’s eyes were mesmerized by the rushing, skipping water – 
made up of a hundred cascading streams – breaking the sunlight into a 
myriad of prisms. The rivers raced one another as they bounded down 
the hillsides, flowing in a laughing, downward dance. Most of the water-
ways were covered with rich vegetation, the lush grasses and downy turf 
alive with greenery that stretched toward the sky. Copses of trees sprang 
up between the streams, leading toward a vast forest that surrounded 
the lake in the valley. The sun’s rays stretched through the canopy of the 
trees and penetrated to the forest floor. The central lake in the valley 
dominated the scene and acted like a shining blue mirror, inverting the 
trees and sky and turning the world upside down in its glassy surface. 

On the front edge of the Dais of Casicare Cumb – where the dais 
overlooked the valley – was a stone wall about three feet high. The Thegn 
of the Hillocks rested his hands upon the wall, leaning over the edge to 
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look down the hillside. His leather boots, reaching halfway between his 
ankle and knees, aided his firm stance upon the smooth granite floor of 
the dais. It was polished a dark hue. Tracing the flight of an eagle gliding 
down toward the valley, Lord Samuel was suddenly aware of a persistent 
voice droning in his ear. 

“Lord Samuel?” the scribe was prompting. 
“Ah, yes?” the thegn spoke as he looked back toward where his scribe 

was seated. “Whither were we in discourse? Ah – I suppose we shall 
await Reeve Godwin’s appearance hither! I shall not be pleased to hear of 
Thegn Augustus’s latest works – treacheries – or whate’er they may be. It 
shall bode ill with the thegn if he hath crossed into Herringthwaite.” Lord 
Samuel then shook his head and waved his hand dismissively and with a 
tinge of irritation. “I would rather confront Reeve Godwin concerning his 
latest edict to the village, though it doth seem that his greatest news 
shall be concerning the Thegn of Garside.” 

Lord Samuel then became aware that he could hear the sound of 
something else outside the dais. He couldn’t yet see what made the 
sound, for the three sides of the dais away from the valley were bordered 
by tall hedges and trees. The dais had been made into a quiet and se-
cluded arbor, and the only reasonable way onto the dais was from the 
side opposite the stone wall. A large split in a crack willow tree allowed 
passage into the Dais of Casicare Cumb.  

Lord Samuel listened. He could hear the distinct sounds of footsteps 
approaching from somewhere beyond the crack willow’s entrance. 
Through the crack willow, a pathway led up the rest of the hillside and to 
the other side of the hill. Bordered by juniper bushes and hazel trees, 
this pathway – named the Hall of Scents for its fragrant aroma – led far 
away toward Lord Samuel’s burh. The thegn presumed that whoever was 
approaching had come from there. 

The footsteps halted on the other side of the crack willow entrance. 
The thegn could distinguish a form that looked a little small to be a full 
grown man. As it wasn’t fully presenting itself through the opening in the 
tree, he couldn’t see it clearly. The scribe, still seated, waited expectantly. 
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“If he is not a danger, then let him in, Winifred,” Lord Samuel called 
out. 

The two on the dais could hear Winifred, one of the thegn’s gedrihts, 
speak something quietly to whoever had approached. The speaking con-
tinued indistinguishable for a moment until they could make out Wini-
fred’s final words, “I warn thee not to take up much of the thegn’s time.”  

Then, the smaller form passed through the opening of the crack wil-
low and into the light upon the Dais of Casicare Cumb. He was a youth, 
aged around fourteen years, looking fit and intelligent for his few years. 
When Lord Samuel’s eyes fell upon him, they lit with surprise. However, 
there was a kindhearted ring to his tone. 

“Ah, well then,” said the thegn, “what brings thee hither, Seth of God-
frey?” 

“Pardon mine intrusion,” the boy spoke with a dignified and honest 
air, “but I was sent hither from the burh with a message from one of thy 
house ceorls, Alston. He was supposed to come but is delayed by his 
duties in the burh, and since I am a cousin of Hadden, he saith that it 
would be alright if I came.” 

“’Tis no degradation,” Lord Samuel encouraged, “Say on, and worry 
not about taking up too much of my time.” 

“I have come to remind thee that thou wert planning to ride to Hew-
ickhyrst afore the evening.” 

“Let thy cousin know that I have not forgot,” said Lord Samuel, “and 
shall return to the burh shortly.” As he watched the boy turn to leave, 
the thegn’s face grew suddenly sympathetic. “One moment, Seth of God-
frey. I offer thee my condolences upon the passing of thy mother only a 
day in the past. Forsooth, we shall speak more of it later.” 

The boy looked pleasantly surprised at the remark. “I thank thee and 
am honored!” he spoke with a slight bow. He waited for the thegn to say 
more, but when he didn’t, Seth turned and left the dais, passing through 
the opening of the crack willow. 

“Be off with thee,” Winifred spoke – not unkindly, but with an edge of 
sternness. The gedriht stood with his back to the crack willow and looked 
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imposing in his clad chainmail. He held a long pike in his right hand, the 
butt of which rested on the ground. The other end stood above the 
gedriht’s head and looked like a spear point and a battleax head com-
bined. The man also had a sheathed sword hanging from his belt. 

The boy did not tarry but was quick to obey. He had ceased to be 
intimidated by the gedrihts but also knew to respect them. His own 
clothing did not match the gedriht’s. It looked simple, with a linen col-
lared shirt and trousers. However, the clothing was not frayed or worn 
and looked as though it could endure long hours of outdoor labor. He 
also wore a black linen cap with a tassel at the top. 

Seth of Godfrey was a clever sort. He was called “of Godfrey” because 
his father was named Godfrey and had been a trusty fyrdsman under 
Lord Samuel. He had died in battle a few years past. Before his passing, 
though, Godfrey had won a ceorl’s weregild through his valiant battle 
exploits, and as long as he had lived, the rest of the family was protected 
under his weregild. After his passing, Lord Samuel had honored the fam-
ily by granting the mother ceorl rights and giving them housing not too 
far away from the burh. However, the children were still geburs and 
continued the servitude of their class. Some thought of them like ceorls, 
though they were never allowed the day-to-day duties of a ceorl – such as 
finding a position within Lord Samuel’s burh. The large back kitchen 
halls, though structurally part of the burh, was almost a mini-house in 
itself and looked vastly different from the more domestic parts of the 
burh. Now that the children’s mother had perished from illness, they 
were no longer protected under any ceorl weregild. They lived in a large 
stone house not far from the burh that housed many other geburs.  

Before his death, Godfrey had passed on much of his knowledge and 
wit to Seth. The house ceorls of the burh had begun to take notice of his 
intelligence and courtly demeanor. His emerald colored eyes created a 
curious and amusing expression, and his stately form carried an atten-
tiveness that would make the other geburs speak to him as if he were of 
noble blood. Even his two sisters were not like other geburs. The young-
est of them, Marigold, had found many occasions to hide behind a hedge 



The Cniht of the Hillocks 
 

32 
 

row when the lady and daughters of the Hillocks were out in the court-
yards, and she had learned how to speak more like them. She would 
work in the back kitchens with her sister Rosina all day, cutting vege-
tables, filleting fish, baking bread, sharpening implements, baking 
bricks, grinding meal and spices, and filling the other geburs with 
interested laughter by their witty stories and speech. The two sisters also 
worked in the gardens surrounding the burh, and it was on some of 
these occasions that they could listen to Lady Gwen of the Hillocks, wife 
of their thegn, and her three daughters. They had never spoken to them 
but felt almost as though they knew them. 

Seth’s eyes took in the juniper and hazel trees as he breathed in the 
sweet, fresh air. It was midafternoon, and the late spring air was heavy 
with the scents of flower, bush, and tree. The Hall of Scents wound up-
ward, the juniper and hazel trees always being its guide. It reached the 
top of the hill and continued across the even turf. Seth had never crossed 
through the Hall of Scents before, though he had seen the entrance to it. 
The new spring leaves of the hazel trees fluttered in a light breeze. Soon, 
the pathway bent around again and began a short descent. A vast plot of 
level ground on the hillside revealed the sturdy walls and courtyards, 
gardens and grounds of the burh, with the stone fortification in the 
center. The Hall of Scents ended in one of the distant and exterior court-
yards from the burh.  

When Seth reached the interior courtyard gardens, they brought more 
fresh scents. He strode through the familiar rows of vegetables and 
flowers, moving from courtyard to courtyard – the walls of which were 
normally made of hedgerows, though sometimes small stone walls. The 
burh ahead rose higher and higher – its many walls, towers, wings, and 
ramparts looming above him. Seth approached the massive stone fortress 
from the back, passing under several wooden archways that led up to the 
back kitchen doors. As he neared them, he could hear the indistinct 
conversations of many geburs laughing, talking, and working from 
within. 
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Before the boy reached the door, it flung open to reveal his sister 
Rosina quickly coming outside and closing the door. A curious look was 
in her eyes as she peered at him. 

“I saw thee from the window and wanted to speak with thee,” said 
Rosina of Godfrey. 

“What is it,” asked Seth, “and from whence the worried look?” 
“It is not worry,” Rosina corrected. “If my face doth look worried, it is 

only with grief of our passing mother. Howe’er, I found something of 
intrigue that hath brought me out to thee hither. I have not had a chance 
to speak yet to Marigold about it.” She lowered her voice. “I have been 
further within the burh.” 

“What?!” asked Seth chidingly – but more in surprise as his eyes 
widened. “Thou shouldst not presume upon our thegn’s kindness too 
much.” 

“I know that I should not have,” said Rosina innocently, “but once I 
had begun, I had to walk further and further.” 

Seth of Godfrey shook his head, but his eyes looked curious and not 
disapproving. “We should wait for our thegn’s blessing afore thinking we 
may degrade the burh’s floors with our feet. Howe’er, what didst thou 
see?” He asked the last sentence with an intense curiosity. 

“I can describe it to thee later,” said Rosina as she looked behind her 
toward the kitchen door. When she seemed satisfied that no one was 
watching or listening to them, she turned back to Seth. “I found some-
thing, though, that concerns us. It is a letter addressed to thee, written 
by Lord Samuel, Thegn of the Hillocks himself! I have taken it.” 

Seth merely stammered for a moment. “Addressed to me? Thou didst 
take it?!” he finally managed to speak. “Forsooth, thou didst presume 
more boldness than even what I could have mustered, taking it without 
permission. Where didst thou find it?” 

“It lay in a large room full of scrolls, parchments, and writings,” said 
Rosina. “It must be our thegn’s room of record keeping.” 

“Was there no gedriht to bar thine entrance to it?” asked Seth half in 
disbelief. 
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“None when I was thither,” said Rosina. “Dost thou not wish to read 
the letter? It concerns our father, though I have not been able to read it 
all.” 

“Our father,” Seth echoed in surprise. He spoke haltingly as he 
continued, “We shall certainly be reprimanded if it is found we have 
taken the letter afore it was given to us. Howe’er, if thou hast read some 
of it, then I suppose it is the same as if our thegn had given it to us al-
ready. Aye, of course I shall read it.” 

Rosina had pulled a piece of parchment out of her clothing, and Seth 
snatched it with anticipation. Just as he did so, the door opened, and a 
head peered out. 

“What are thee doing, Rosina? I have more pheasant for thee to pre-
pare. Thou canst lend a hand, Seth.” 

“I am on an errand, Ghislain,” Seth said as he quickly put the paper 
behind his back. “House ceorl Hadden hath sent me to our thegn with a 
message, and I am bringing word back to him.” 

Ghislain, a man in his fifties, looked inquisitive and almost half dis-
believing at first. Then, he waved his hand. “That is what comes of 
having a cousin in higher places. I cannot say that I envy thee. Howe’er, 
take not thy sister’s time, for our lord’s gathering upon the morrow shall 
not be having supper if our time is wasted.” 

Seth looked haltingly toward Rosina and saw her desire to hear the 
rest of the letter. “I shall wait for thee to read it,” he whispered after a 
moment of indecision. Then, he spoke up, “So long, Ghislain! I shall be 
round later to lend a hand.” 

Rosina smiled and thanked her brother with her eyes. She was then 
off, back inside the kitchens after watching Seth slip the letter into his 
satchel. 

Though simple in style, the back kitchen halls were far from being 
gloomy. “Lively” would be the word Godfrey’s children would use. It was 
always swept clean. With the many doorways usually open and the cut-
out windows, fresh scents of the gardens were always coming in to mix 
with the smells of cooking meat, fish, vegetables, or pottage; frying eggs; 
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or baking breads. Several large rooms, almost like great and wide halls, 
had each their own neighboring community of people laughing, talking, 
swapping stories, sometimes even playing music or juggling, and always 
working. There were knife and implement sharpeners, bakers, cooks, 
butchers, harvesters from the vegetable gardens, brick layers baking 
their bricks, seamstresses, weavers, leathercraft makers, tanners, fisher-
men preparing their catch, and the many other activities such as pluck-
ing pheasants or other birds, cleaning the stone stoves and fireplaces, 
preparing firewood, feeding the fires, cranking the turnspits staked with 
meat over the fire – usually filled with pork, mutton, or fowl – and many 
other tasks that needed to be done.  

The back kitchens were also the ancient news rooms, circulating the 
gossip of the burh and hides of the Hillocks. As Rosina reentered the 
hall, she could hear many titbits of conversation flowing around her – the 
place filled with chatter and abuzz with life. Most of the conversation she 
heard centered on the coming gathering of nobles. Lord Samuel was to 
hold a feast of honor for an ealdorman, Titus of Hilton, who lived to the 
east.  

“Thou hast seemed a little distracted, today,” spoke a young lady, 
perhaps twenty-five, to Rosina. “Pray, what be on thy mind?” 

“Trouble her not, Hilda,” spoke another lady, looking close to sixty 
years old. She had a motherly voice and a name – Edith – that most 
geburs in the Hillocks knew well and respected. “Forsooth, she lost her 
mother only recently.” The older lady was chopping vegetables, scraping 
the slices off her wooden board and into a wooden bowl every few mo-
ments. There were several bowls, and she sorted the vegetables into them 
– watercress, parsley, carrots, onions, long beans, and the like. 

Hilda looked sympathetically toward the girl. “Prithee, be not dis-
turbed. I knew of her illness but not her passing. It bereaves me that she 
shall not grace this hall again. Let me know if I can be of service! She is 
not lost to our Lord of Heaven and doth now grace His table.” 

“I cry thee gramercy,” said Rosina. “Thy words are welcome.” She 
stood a little further down the table next to Ghislain where freshly killed 
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pheasants lay steaming in pots of hot water, heated from a nearby fire. 
She went to work plucking the feathers. “Prithee, what news of the 
morrow’s festivities?” 

“Eadwald, thither,” said Edith, still chopping vegetables as she 
pointed to a man turning a spit near a fireplace about fifteen feet away, 
“hath a friend who is nephew to one of the gedrihts under Ealdorman 
Titus of Hilton.” 

“The ealdorman. . .” Rosina slowly gasped. “But forsooth, he is the 
guest of honor. What news hath Eadwald brought?” 

“They spoke just two weeks afore – the nephew and Eadwald,” said 
Edith in her quiet declarative way, as though she was giving trusted 
information, “and he spake – the gedriht’s nephew, that is – that Lord 
Titus was already asking his weavers to make new tapestries for the 
pavilions his entourage shall be bringing. And, many cottars from Hilton 
are already being hired as new house ceorls to accompany the ealdor-
man’s company hither. There shall be such a show of merriment coming 
from him – with minstrels, jesters, lords and ladies, tents, banners, 
tapestries, torchlight, and the ealdorman himself. Some of his thegns 
serving under him shall be coming with him and some of the lords 
serving under them.” 

“Is that all that Eadwald told to thee, Edith?” asked a man with a 
laugh. He was sitting in a chair not far from the long table cranking a 
grindstone as he sharpened a knife. Rosina wondered how he managed 
to hear them in the ruckus of noise sweeping down the hall. The man 
continued, “I have heard more about Hilton than that.” 

“What dealings dost thou have with Eadwald, Wilfrith?” asked Hilda 
in a chiding voice. “Thou and he have not let a day go by that the two of 
thee were not in heated dispute.” 

“Mayhap I heard my news elsewhere,” spoke Wilfrith with a flare of 
mystery. He looked in his forties and always had a sharp or mischievous 
glint in his eyes. 

“I have ne’er seen thee leave the Hillocks,” said Hilda, “and rarely dost 
thou leave these halls.”  
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“I used to serve under Thegn Eldred afore he took up service under 
Lord Samuel of the Hillocks,” answered Wilfrith. “Forsooth, there can be 
more to those who enter hither than what meets the eye, as thou 
shouldst know thyself, Hilda. Wert thou not a cottar as a child?” 

“Aye, that I was,” said Hilda. “And, I say that there is no shame in 
deciding to serve one’s thegn from cottage or burh.” 

“I could not have stated it better,” said Wilfrith with an approving bow 
of his head.  

“Prithee, Wilfrith, what news dost thou have concerning the 
Ealdorman of Hilton?” asked Rosina, eager to learn all about the high 
and most honored guest that would be coming to the Hillocks next day. 
She had never seen an ealdorman before and wondered if she would have 
a chance to take a glimpse at one upon the morrow. 

“Well, Eadwald told me – aye, it was Eadwald – that the gedrihts 
nephew told him,” began Wilfrith, the mischievous glint returning to his 
eyes, “that things have been changing in the North East. Ealdorman 
Titus hath this year already diffused an insurrection near York. There is 
talk, they say, that most of the ealdorman’s eastern fyrds shall not have 
to wage battle campaigns this summer. Though that is just the opinion of 
a certain gedriht, a gedriht’s words are weighed carefully, and his wrath 
is not something to stir.” 

“Aye, and what about troubles to the southwest?” spoke Ghislain, 
standing next to Rosina and not taking his eyes off the pheasants. 
“Mayhap, our ealdorman can send his fyrds to help our thegn’s struggle 
thither.” 

“What trouble is thither in the South West?” asked Rosina. 
“Oh, there is always trouble in some corner of the world,” said Hilda 

in a dismissive voice. “I say that people should not poke their noses in 
places they do not belong. It only brings fright and worry.” She looked at 
Rosina’s work. “Nay, save these quills for writing. Hast thou forgotten our 
thegn’s treasured Pheasant quill pens? Poor thing; thou art doubtless 
still disturbed by thy mother’s passing. She was the best and kindest 
ceorl I have ever known.” 
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“She was, that,” spoke Edith with a nod of her head. “Do not let thy-
self forget what I told thee this morning, Rosina.” 

Rosina smiled and nodded. “I shall not forget, and I thank thee.” She 
looked about her. “Dost thou know whither Marigold hath gone?” 

“Out in one of the distant gardens, I think,” said Hilda. “Ceorl Alston 
hath been frantic in preparations for the morrow. He hath been assigning 
us many duties. The last I heard, Marigold is harvesting flower arrange-
ments for the bowers and archways they are placing in the courtyards.” 

“I mentioned the same to him when I saw him last,” said Eadwald 
suddenly, still cranking the spit of pork near the fire.  

Rosina turned, noticing that Ghislain and he were in conversation, 
Ghislain halting his work with the pheasants for the first time. 

“And what spake he?” asked Ghislain. 
“He saith mayhap so, though he hath heard naught about it,” said 

Eadwald. “What I know about the southwest is the same as thyself – that 
some of our gedrihts have been whispering a name, Thegn Augustus of 
Garside, that seems to lower their hearts and put their hands upon their 
sword hilts. I know nothing more, though, and the name is hollow to 
me.” 

“Another thegn,” said Rosina their way. “Shall he be attending tomor-
row’s feast?” 

“Nay, I doubt that,” said Ghislain to her. “His name is never men-
tioned hither in a pleasant air.” 

“Dost thou reason that Lord Samuel shall be sending fyrds to Garside 
this summer?” asked Eadwald.  

“Mayhap, they would be taking thee along, Eadwald,” spoke Wilfrith 
with a laugh. His mischievous eyes showed he was not unfavorable to-
ward Eadwald and was actually close friends with him. The two had a 
witty sort of way of speaking to one another. 

Eadwald, a man of tall stature who had a mild face, was currently 
bent down near the turnspit. “A great honor rightfully bestowed,” he 
spoke with a smile as he turned and gave a bow with his head. 
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Rosina and the others at the table chuckled at the remark. Only 
Rosina could hear Ghislain utter under his breath as he returned to the 
pheasants, “Nothing good shall come from Garside.” 
 
 

 
When that evening came, as most of the geburs were finishing clean-

ing the stoves, fireplaces, tables, floors, and utensils of their work, 
Rosina was able to find a moment to speak to Marigold about what she 
had found. The setting sunlight filtered through the cutout windows and 
alighted on the tables and benches of the back kitchen halls. The two 
girls had helped with the cleaning as was their custom before slipping 
out one of the back wooden doors. They could hear a chorus of evening 
crickets chirping in the sunlight, and the western horizon was that fiery 
hue of orange that foretells of the coming summer.  

Marigold was still holding a small wooden tool used for plucking 
weeds. Rosina signaled for her to tuck it into the braided cord around 
her waist as they stepped off the stone floor leading to the back kitchens 
and onto the soft grass. Marigold’s eyes always looked wide and inquis-
itive. She liked spending most of her time in the gardens when she could, 
listening to the other gardeners about their work and the birds singing. 
When she was in the kitchen halls, she was normally with Edith or Hilda 
or some of the other children of the geburs. “The place hath been swirling 
with talk,” she said to her older sister. “Ceorls and nobles have been tel-
ling us what to do to prepare for the gathering upon the morrow. It must 
be a grand festivity!” 

Marigold spoke with excitement, though Rosina could still see the 
tinge of sorrow over their mother’s passing. “I have news that might 
cheer thy heart.” 

“’Twould have to be the best news,” said Marigold honestly as she 
quickly wiped a tear away that had begun to form in her eye.  

“Well, I have been further within the burh,” whispered Rosina. 
“What?!” asked Marigold in a surprised voice. 
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“Hush, not so loud,” said Rosina as she looked around her. They were 
walking next to a hedgerow about their height that bordered one of the 
courtyards. Several rows of fruit trees revealed the courtyard to be an 
orchard, and next to it lay a flower garden. 

“Hast thou tread upon the burh’s floors with thine own feet?” 
whispered Marigold. “Wast thou not caught?” 

“I was caught, by Hadden,” said Rosina, “but oh, it was magnificent to 
see!” 

“Did no gedrihts halt thee?” asked Marigold in a wondering voice. 
“Nay, I only saw two in a distant hallway,” said Rosina, “for though I 

did become lost, I do not think I went too far.” 
“How didst thou find thy way?” asked Marigold. “And, what was it 

like?” 
“Forsooth, the floors are polished with special fragrant oil that gives a 

wonderful scent,” said Rosina, “and there are tapestries on the walls, 
torches near the doorways, items of bronze, silver, and even gold, paint-
ings, beautiful wooden carved chairs, tables, and archways, and the soft-
est pillows thou canst imagine! Hadden showed me the way back. But, 
that is not all I found.” 

“What didst thou find?” asked Marigold, now thoroughly intrigued 
and her eyes looking even larger than normal. 

“A letter,” said Rosina mysteriously. “It was addressed to Seth, written 
by our thegn himself, and concerns our father.” 

“Our father?” echoed Marigold questioningly. 
“Aye,” said Rosina, “but I have not finished reading it, for I was afraid 

someone was coming. I have given it to Seth. He promised not to read it 
until we had the chance to hear it with him. Let us see if mayhap he 
hath returned to our lodgings!” 

The two of them continued striding through the courtyards, Rosina 
telling Marigold of all the sights she saw within the burh and both of 
them wondering what the letter said that she had found. They went 
further and further from the burh, exiting one courtyard and entering 
another through gateways and open walkways. They passed by a few 
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other stone buildings, some of them lodgings and some of them guard 
towers or storerooms of Thegn Samuel’s. 

A large stone house was nestled away in another courtyard marked 
by a wall of trees. An open glade within the courtyard went up to the 
house. Rosina and Marigold splashed their faces, arms, and feet in a 
small stream close by before striding through the doorway. They could 
see some of the other lodgers, all geburs, talking at a few tables and 
benches in the open room. Upstairs were the bedrooms, and the Godfrey 
children shared a room to themselves, made up of three beds, plenty of 
bedding, and also a side room divided by a curtain where they kept their 
possessions. Not every gebur had such fortitude. 

Seth was speaking with someone in the great hall downstairs, but 
when he caught sight of Rosina and Marigold, he quickly came up to 
them. “I have kept my promise, forsooth, though it was hard to do. Hast 
thou heard, Marigold?” 

“Aye, though I wish I could have gone with Rosina into the burh!” said 
Marigold wistfully. 

“Those floors must not be traversed by any of us uninvited, again,” 
said Seth cautiously, “though I believe we shall all see them in time. I 
have spake with Lord Samuel today, but I can tell thee that, later. Now, 
for the letter!”  

He motioned for them to follow, and the three of them went up to 
their room. A single cutout window opening brought in the daylight, 
though it was beginning to dim toward dusk. Seth pulled the letter out 
from a fold of his clothing and read aloud what Rosina had read earlier 
that day. Then, he continued: 

“. . . Thy father’s valiant and noble deeds worked to preserve the 
whole of the Hillocks. There was an insurrection to the South West, and I 
had taken my local fyrd thither to suppress it. A certain thegn had allied 
himself with the Brits to the west of the old Mercian Kingdom. He had in-
vaded some of my hides and was changing laws from what the arch-
bishop had instituted to Danelaw. He used violence against those loyal to 
the king and usurped his authority into my rule. My fyrd was able to drive 
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his own fyrd members away, though it took weeks to accomplish and 
reinstitute the king’s law.  

“Thou must pardon me now, Seth of Godfrey, for had I let the matter go 
at that, thy father might still be living. Howe’er, it was my desire to bring 
this thegn to justice. He held influence over many thegns and nobles to the 
southwest of my hides of land, and I attempted to try him. He would not 
be tried willingly, and our fyrds fought together for a day within his own 
lands. Thy father, who was most influential at reclaiming our land, fought 
gallantly. Howe’er, he perished in the struggle. I was forced to withdraw 
my fyrd, being unable to prove any treachery committed against the king – 
indeed, the certain thegn hath many under his sway – and I have ne’er 
been able to bring the matter to full light among higher courts.” 

Seth sat the letter down, looking lost in thought. He absently turned 
to the window. 

“Is that the whole letter?” asked Marigold in a questioning voice. 
“Aye, that is all.” 
“Mother always spake that Father was the most skilled fyrdsman of 

them all,” said Rosina. “Forsooth, even our thegn seems to think so. He 
must have fought bravely to restore our thegn’s southwestern hides.” 
Rosina’s eyes then widened as though she had just remembered some-
thing. 

“What is it?” asked Marigold. 
“The South West,” said Rosina. “Ghislain told me today that there is 

still trouble in the South West. He mentioned a name. . . I cannot re-
member it,” she concluded after a moment’s thought. 

“I remember that summer, three years ago,” said Seth. “Our father 
had been away for weeks in the fyrd. Lord Samuel visited us himself, the 
only time he hath done so. ‘Twas then that he gave our mother the were-
gild of a ceorl. He seemed to look sad and almost regretful at the cam-
paign he had waged. Forsooth, the loss was not his fault as it doth seem 
from this letter, for he worked to uphold the laws of our king.” 

Just then, a knock was heard at their door. “Now, who could that 
be?” asked Seth aloud.  


