The Unknown Warrior

Were you the war-glamoured warrior

Brandishing high your burnished sword,

Bellowing curses, bright gold

Flashing in sunlight?

Were you destined for this death-day 

When you listened, enthralled, to tales of

Beowulf and Sigemund,  

When the bard opened his word-hoard 

And you sat straight-backed on the mead-bench,

Sword hand flexing, imagined hilt

Hard on your soft palm?

Now calloused and scarred, 

Your hands are badged 

With your high born inheritance, 

In thrall to ancient codes

Of blood-feuds and vengeance,

Gift-giving and allegiances.

Were you armoured with ritual,

Your helmet embellished with

Totemic birds, strong-beaked,

Hook-clawed, heads bent back, 

To bite their own bodies, sacrificial emblems of 

Hanged gods? Did you finger the eagles

On your sword pyramid, invoking 

Their power, giving thanks to the smith-god

For their otherworld alchemy of deadly beauty?

Did you roar into the frenzied fight,

Intoxicated by savage madness,

Blinded by blood in a rush of battle frenzy,

Strength surging with wild pride,

Terror struck as you were cut down 

By blade-thrust, battered with flat of sword?

Did you, at the last, 

Call for Woden, or the Lord of Men

As your gashed skin wept garnet beads, 

And gobbets of flesh fell from your skull?

When the sky was riven by shrieks of the dying, 

Did you hear the Wild Hunt ride, 

And did you pray through white lips 

For salvation as you lay on the borderlands?

Or did you curse the god who failed you,

The victors despoiling in disdain 

The golden cross that drew you to your death?

Did your wife, hair bound in black,

Keen, grief-struck, at your funeral pyre?

Did she shriek vengeance on your vanquishers,

Or was she heart sick, worn with weeping

Over the doom of battles?

Your fate was never to return to the mead-hall

To be gloried in harp-songs and stories

At lavish tables of meat and mirth,

Your swords and seaxes never to be gifted

To hot young warriors, baptised in blood. 

Instead you have left us your hard-won treasure,

But we are as wanderers, exiled in a strange land,

Our only companions conjecture and hypothesis, 

Seeking answers to runic riddles,

Not knowing the right questions to ask.
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