Returning to Maldon
Words no longer fly over the water – 

neither Viking threat nor our response.  Though

we stand where Byrhþnoth, earl of Essex stood,
call across the river as he did, the same words seem
lightweight, can’t be heard.  A thousand years of
language change; the Blackwater River is wider too.
We signal to those on the other bank
and moving upstream, choose a narrower place
where on both sides we regroup.  Pale as mourners, 

grey-shrouded in marshland mist, we call again,
Gehyrst þu sæliða, hwæt þis folc segeð.
Do you hear, seafarer, what our people say?
Words lie shining, buried in water, half-
remembered till they feel our reach.  No language
can be quite forgotten.  The Viking lord demands
that either we fight or give up all our gold.
Our choice is battle.  We may lose lives but no!

we will not give up our rings!  Neither side
can walk on water.  So we watch and wait
for change in the tide.  Dry land will appear
when the river subsides.  As the Danes,
those wolves of war, are first to cross the causeway
we raise our shields of linden wood.  Each Viking
swings, then lowers his axe. And all around,
the slaughtered fell to earth.  The poet says

the raven and the eagle came, circled above
the battle dead.  Lives lost, gold lost too, that day,

but their story kept.  Poetry on parchment,

turned to ashes in the fire.  One copy found.
We call again across the Blackwater River.  
Their language.  Ours.  Words fly.
Gehyrst þu, hwæt þis folc segeð.
