THE BALLAD OF THEWHITE HORSE
By G.K. Chesterton

DEDI CATI ON

O great linbs gone to chaos

A great face turned to night--
Wy bend above a shapel ess shroud
Seeking in such archaic cloud
Sight of strong lords and light?

VWere seven sunken Engl ands

Li e buried one by one,

Why shoul d one idle spade, | wonder,
Shake up the dust of thanes |ike thunder
To snoke and choke the sun?

In cloud of clay so cast to heaven
What shape shall nan di scern?
These lords may |ight the nystery
O nmastery or victory,

And these ride high in history,

But these shall not return

Cored on the Nornan gonfal on

The Gol den Dragon di ed:

We shall not wake with ballad strings
The good time of the smaller things,
We shall not see the holy kings

Ri de down by Severn side.

Stiff, strange, and quaintly col oured

As the broidery of Bayeux

The Engl and of that dawn renains,

And this of Alfred and the Danes

Seens like the tales a whole tribe feigns
Too English to be true.

O a good king on an island

That rul ed once on a tinmg;

And as he wal ked by an apple tree
There canme green devils out of the sea
Wth sea-plants trailing heavily

And tracks of opal sline.

Yet Alfred is no fairy tale;

H s days as our days ran,

He al so | ooked forth for an hour

On peopl ed plains and skies that |ower,
Fromthose few wi ndows in the tower
That is the head of a man.

But who shall | ook fromAl fred s hood
O breathe his breath alive?
His century like a small dark cloud



Drifts far; it is an eyel ess crowd,
Where the tortured trunpets scream al oud
And t he dense arrows drive.

Lady, by one light only

We | ook fromAlfred s eyes,

We know he saw at hwart the weck
The sign that hangs about your neck
Where One nore than Mel chi zedek

I s dead and never dies.

Therefore | bring these rhynmes to you
VWo brought the cross to ne,

Since on you flam ng without flaw

| saw the sign that Guthrum saw

When he |l et break his ships of awe,
And | ai d peace on the sea.

Do you remenber when we went

Under a dragon noon,

And "mid volcanic tints of night

Wal ked where they fought the unknown fi ght
And saw bl ack trees on the battl e-height,
Bl ack thorn on Ethandune?

And | thought, "I will go with you

As man with God has gone,

And wander with a wandering star

The wandering heart of things that are,
The fiery cross of |ove and war

That |ike yourself, goes on."

O go you onward; where you are

Shal | honour and | aughter be,

Past purpled forest and pearled foam
CGod's winged pavilion free to roam
Your face, that is a wandering hone,
A flying hone for ne.

Ri de through the silent earthquake | ands,
Wde as a waste is wide,

Across these days |ike deserts, when
Pride and a little scratching pen

Have dried and split the hearts of nen
Heart of the heroes, ride.

Up through an enpty house of stars,
Bei ng what heart you are,

Up the inhuman steeps of space

As on a staircase go in grace,
Carrying the firelight on your face
Beyond the |oneliest star.

Take these; in nenory of the hour

We strayed a space from hone

And saw t he snoke-hued hanl ets, quaint
Wth Westland king and Westl and sai nt,
And wat ched the western glory faint

Al ong the road to Frome.
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THE VI SION OF THE KI NG

Bef ore the gods that made the gods

Had seen their sunrise pass,

The White Horse of the Wiite Horse Vale
Was cut out of the grass.

Bef ore the gods that made the gods

Had drunk at dawn their fill,

The White Horse of the Wiite Horse Vale
Was hoary on the hill.

Age beyond age on British I and,
Aeons on aeons gone,

Was peace and war in western hills,
And the White Horse | ooked on

For the \Wite Horse knew Engl and
When there was none to know,

He saw the first oar break or bend,
He saw heaven fall and the world end,
O God, how | ong ago.

For the end of the world was | ong ago,
And all we dwell to-day

As children of some second birth,

Li ke a strange people left on earth
After a judgnment day.

For the end of the world was | ong ago,
When the ends of the world waxed free,
When Ronme was sunk in a waste of sl aves,
And the sun drowned in the sea

When Caesar's sun fell out of the sky
And whoso hearkened ri ght

Coul d only hear the plunging

O the nations in the night.

When the ends of the earth canme marching in

To torch and cresset gl eam

And the roads of the world that | ead to Rone
Were filled with faces that noved |i ke foam
Li ke faces in a dream

And nmen rode out of the eastern |ands,
Broad river and burning plain;

Trees that are Titan flowers to see,
And tiger skies, striped horribly,
Wth tints of tropic rain.

VWere Ind' s enanell ed peaks arise
Around that innost one,

Where ancient eagles on its brink,
Vast as archangels, gather and drink



The sacranment of the sun.

And nen brake out of the northern | ands,
Enor nous | ands al one,

Where a spell is laid upon life and | ust
And the rain is changed to a silver dust
And the sea to a great green stone.

And a Shape that noveth nurkily

In mrrors of ice and night,

Hat h bl anched with fear all beasts and birds,
As death and a shock of evil words

Blast a man's hair with white.

And the cry of the palns and the purple npons,
O the cry of the frost and foam

Swept ever around an innost place,

And the din of distant race on race

Cried and replied round Rone.

And there was death on the Enperor
And ni ght upon the Pope

And Al fred, hiding in deep grass,
Har dened his heart with hope.

A sea-folk blinder than the sea

Broke all about his I and,

But Al fred up agai nst them bare

And gripped the ground and grasped the air,
St aggered, and strove to stand.

He bent them back with spear and spade,
Wth desperate dyke and wall,

Wth foenen | eaning on his shield

And roaring on himwhen he reel ed;

And no help cane at all.

He broke themw th a broken sword
Alittle towards the sea

And for one hour of panting peace,
Ringed with a roar that would not cease,
Wth golden crown and girded fleece
Made | aws under a tree.

The Northmen cane about our | and
A Christless chivalry:

VWo knew not of the arch or pen

Great, beautiful half-witted nen
From the sunrise and the sea.

M sshapen shi ps stood on the deep
Ful | of strange gold and fire,
And hairy nmen, as huge as sin
Wth horned heads, cane wading in
Through the long, |ow sea-nire

Qur towns were shaken of tall kings
Wth scarlet beards |ike bl ood:
The world turned enpty where they trod,



They took the kindly cross of God
And cut it up for wood.

Their souls were drifting as the sea,
And all good towns and | ands

They only saw with heavy eyes,

And broke wi th heavy hands,

Their gods were sadder than the sea,

Cods of a wandering wll,

Who cried for blood Iike beasts at night,
Sadly, fromhill to hill.

They seened as trees wal king the earth,
As witless and as tall

Yet they took hold upon the heavens
And no help cane at all.

They bred like birds in English woods,
They rooted |ike the rose,

Wen Al fred cane to Athel ney

To hide himfromtheir bows

There was not English armour |eft,
Nor any English thing,

When Al fred cane to Athel ney

To be an English king.

For earthquake swal | owi ng eart hquake
Uprent the Wessex tree;

The whirl pool of the pagan sway

Had swirled his sires as sticks away
VWen a flood snmites the sea.

And the great kings of Wssex

Weari ed and sank in gore,

And even their ghosts in that great stress
Grew greyer and greyer, |less and |ess,
Wth the lords that died in Lyonesse

And the king that cones no nore.

And the God of the CGol den Dragon
Was dunb upon his throne,

And the lord of the Gol den Dragon
Ran in the woods al one.

And if ever he clinbed the crest of |uck
And set the flag before,

Returning as a wheel returns,

Canme ruin and the rain that burns,

And all began once nore.

And naught was left King Alfred
But shameful tears of rage
In the island in the river
In the end of all his age.

In the island in the river
He was broken to his knee:
And he read, wit with an iron pen



That God had wearied of Wessex men
And given their country, field and fen
To the devils of the sea.

And he sawin a little picture,

Tiny and far away,

His nother sitting in Egbert's hall
And a book she showed him very small
VWere a sapphire Mary sat in stall
Wth a golden Christ at play.

It was wought in the nonk's slow nmanner
From sil ver and sangui ne shell

VWere the scenes are little and terrible,
Keyhol es of heaven and hell.

In the river island of Athel ney,

Wth the river running past,

In col ours of such sinple creed

Al things sprang at him sun and weed,
Till the grass grew to be grass indeed
And the tree was a tree at |ast.

Fearfully plain the flowers grew,

Li ke the child' s book to read,

O like a friend' s face seen in a gl ass;
He | ooked; and there Qur Lady was,

She stood and stroked the tall |ive grass
As a man strokes his steed.

Her face was |ike an open word
VWen brave nen speak and choose,
The very col ours of her coat
Were better than good news.

She spoke not, nor turned not,

Nor any sign she cast,

Only she stood up straight and free,
Bet ween the flowers in Athel ney,

And the river running past.

One di m ancestral jewel hung

On his ruined arnour grey,

He rent and cast it at her feet:

Where, after centuries, with slow feet,
Men cane from hall and school and street
And found it where it |ay.

"Mot her of Cod," the wanderer said,
"I am but a common ki ng,

Nor will | ask what saints may ask,
To see a secret thing.

"The gates of heaven are fearful gates
Worse than the gates of hell;

Not | woul d break the spl endours barred
O seek to know the thing they guard,
VWich is too good to tell.

"But for this earth nost pitiful,



This little land | know,

If that which is for ever is,

O if our hearts shall break with bliss,
Seei ng the stranger go?

"When our | ast bow is broken, Queen
And our |ast javelin cast,

Under sone sad, green eveni ng sky,
Hol di ng a rui ned cross on high
Under warm westland grass to lie,
Shall we conme hone at |ast?"

And a voi ce cane human but high up

Li ke a cottage clinmbed anong

The clouds; or a serf of hut and croft
That sits by his hovel fire as oft,
But hears on his old bare roof aloft
A belfry burst in song.

"The gates of heaven are lightly | ocked,
We do not guard our gain,

The heavi est hind nay easily

Cone silently and suddenly

Upon ne in a | ane.

"And any little naid that wal ks

In good thoughts apart,

May break the guard of the Three Kings
And see the dear and dreadful things

| hid within ny heart.

"The nmeanest man in grey fields gone

Behi nd the set of sun,

Hearet h between star and other star,

Thr ough the door of the darkness fallen ajar,
The council, eldest of things that are,

The talk of the Three in One.

"The gates of heaven are lightly | ocked,
We do not guard our gold,

Men rmay uproot where worl ds begin

O read the nane of the nanel ess sin;
But if he fail or if he win

To no good man is told.

"The nmen of the East nay spell the stars,
And tines and triunphs nmark,

But the nen signed of the cross of Christ
Go gaily in the dark

"The nmen of the East may search the scrolls
For sure fates and fane,

But the nen that drink the bl ood of God

CGo singing to their shane.

"The wi se nen know what wi cked things

Are witten on the sky,

They trimsad | anps, they touch sad strings,
Hearing the heavy purple w ngs,

Were the forgotten seraph kings



Still plot how God shall die.

"The wi se nen know all evil things
Under the twi sted trees,

Were the perverse in pleasure pine
And nmen are weary of green w ne

And sick of crimson seas.

"But you and all the kind of Christ
Are ignorant and brave,

And you have wars you hardly win
And soul s you hardly save.

"I tell you naught for your confort,
Yea, naught for your desire,

Save that the sky grows darker yet
And the sea rises higher.

"Ni ght shall be thrice night over you
And heaven an iron cope

Do you have joy wi thout a cause,

Yea, faith w thout a hope?"

Even as she spoke she was not,

Nor any word said he,

He only heard, still as he stood
Under the old night's noddi ng hood,
The sea-fol k breaking down t he wood
Li ke a high tide from sea

He only heard the heathen nen
VWose eyes are blue and bl eak

Si ngi ng about sone cruel thing
Done by a great and smling king
In daylight on a deck

He only heard the heathen nen

VWose eyes are blue and blind,

Si ngi ng what shanmeful things are done
Bet ween the sunlit sea and the sun
When the land is left behind.
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THE GATHERI NG OF THE CHI EFS

Up across wi ndy wastes and up
Went Al fred over the shaws,
Shaken of the joy of giants,
The joy wi thout a cause.

In the slopes away to the western bays,
Where bl ows not ever a tree,

He washed his soul in the west w nd
And his body in the sea



And he set to rhyne his al e-neasures,
And he sang al oud his | aws,

Because of the joy of the giants,
The joy w thout a cause.

The King went gathering Wessex men,
As grain out of the chaff

The few that were alive to die,
Laughing, as littered skulls that lie
After lost battles turn to the sky
An everl asting | augh.

The King went gathering Christian nen,
As wheat out of the husk;

El dred, the Franklin by the sea,

And Mark, the man fromltaly,

And Col an of the Sacred Tree,
Fromthe old tribe on Usk.

The rook croaked honeward heavily,
The west was cl ear and warm

The snoke of evening food and ease
Rose like a blue tree in the trees
When he cane to Eldred's farm

But Eldred's farmwas fallen awy,

Li ke an old cripple's bones,

And Eldred's tools were red with rust,
And on his well was a green crust,
And purple thistles upward thrust,

Bet ween t he kitchen stones.

But snoke of some good feasting

Went upwar ds ever nore,

And El dred's doors stood wi de apart
For loitering foot or |abouring cart,
And Eldred's great and foolish heart
St ood open like his door.

A mghty nan was El dred,
A bulk for casks to fill,
Hi s face a dreaning furnace,
Hi s body a wal king hill.

In the old wars of Wssex

Hi s sword had sunken deep,

But all his friends, he signed and said,
Were broken about Ethelred;

And between the deep drink and the dead
He had fallen upon sl eep.

"Come not to ne, King Alfred, Save always for the
Why shoul d ny harml ess hinds be slain

Because the chiefs cry once again,

As in all fights, that we shall gain,

And in all fights we fail?

"Your scalds still thunder and prophesy
That crown that never cones;
Friend, | will watch the certain things,



Swi ne, and sl ow noons |ike silver rings,
And the ripening of the pluns."

And Al fred answered, drinking,

And gravely, w thout bl aneg,

"Nor bear | boast of scald or king,
The thing | bear is a |l esser thing,
But comes in a better nane.

"Qut of the mobuth of the Mdther of God,
More than the doors of doom

| call the nuster of Wessex nen

From grassy haml et or ditch or den,

To break and be broken, God knows when,
But | have seen for whom

Qut of the nouth of the Mdther of God
Like a little word cone |;

For | go gathering Christian nmen
From sunken paving and ford and fen,
To die in a battle, God knows when,
By God, but | know why.

"And this is the word of Mary,
The word of the world's desire
"No nore of confort shall ye get,
Save that the sky grows darker yet
And the sea rises higher.' "

Then silence sank. And slowy

Arose the sea-land lord,

Li ke some vast beast for nystery,

He filled the roomand porch and sky,
And from a cobwebbed nail on high
Unhooked his heavy sword.

Up on the shrill sea-downs and up

Went Alfred all al one,

Turning but once e'er the door was shut,
Shouting to Eldred over his butt,

That he bring all spears to the woodnan's hut
Hewn under Egbert's Stone.

And he turned his back and broke the fern,
And fought the noths of dusk,

And went on his way for other friends
Friends fallen of all the wide world' s ends,
From Rorme that wath and pardon sends

And the grey tribes on Usk.

He saw gigantic tracks of death

And many a shape of doom

CGood steadings to grey ashes gone

And a nonk's house white |ike a skeleton
In the green crypt of the conbe.

And in many a Roman villa

Earth and her ivies eat,

Saw col oured pavenents sink and fade
In flowers, and the wi ndy col onnade



Li ke the spectre of a street.

But the cold stars clustered
Among the col d pines

Ere he was half on his pilgrinmage
Over the western |ines.

And the white dawn wi dened

Ere he came to the |ast pine,

VWhere Mark, the man fromlitaly
Still nmade the Christian sign

The long farmlay on the large hill-side,
Flat |like a painted plan,

And by the side the | ow white house,
Where dwelt the southland man.

A bronzed man, with a bird's bright eye,
And a strong bird' s beak and brow,

Hi s skin was brown |ike buried gold,

And of certain of his sires was told

That they cane in the shining ship of old,
Wth Caesar in the prow.

His fruit trees stood |like soldiers
Drilled in a straight Iine,

Hi s strange, stiff olives did not fail,
And all the kings of the earth drank ale,
But he drank wi ne.

W de over wasted British plains

St ood never an arch or done,

Only the trees to toss and reel

The tribes to bicker, the beasts to squeal

But the eyes in his head were strong |ike steel
And his soul remenbered Rone.

Then Al fred of the |onely spear
Lifted his lion head;

And fronted with the Italian's eye,
Aski ng himof his whence and why,
King Al fred stood and sai d:

"I amthat oft-defeated King

Whose failure fills the |and,

Who fled before the Danes of old,

VWho chaffered with the Danes with gold,
VWho now upon the Wessex wol d

Hardly has feet to stand.

"But out of the nouth of the Mther of God
| have seen the truth like fire,

Thi s--that the sky grows darker yet

And the sea rises higher."

Long | ooked the Roman on the |and;

The trees as gol den crowns

Bl azed, drenched with dawn and dew- enpearl ed
While faintlier coloured, freshlier curled,
The clouds from underneath the world



St ood up over the downs.

"These vines be ropes that drag me hard,
He said. "I go not far;

Where woul d you neet? For you must hold
Hal f WIltshire and the Wite Horse wol d,
And the Thames bank to Owsenfol d,

I f Wessex goes to war.

"Quthrumsits strong on either bank
And you nust press his |ines

| nwar ds, and eastward drive hi m down;
| doubt if you shall take the crown
Till you have taken London town.

For ne, | have the vines."

"I'f each man on the Judgnent Day

Meet God on a plain alone,”

Said Alfred, "I will speak for you

As for nyself, and call it true

That you brought all fighting folk you knew
Li ned under Egbert's Stone.

"Though | be in the dust ere then,

| know where you will be."

And shoul deri ng suddenly his spear

He faded |ike sone elfin fear,

VWere the tall pines ran up, tier on tier
Tree overtoppling tree.

He shoul dered his spear at norning

And | aughed to lay it on,

But he | eaned on his spear as on a staff,
Wth mght and little nmood to |augh,

O ever he sighted chick or calf

O Col an of Caerl eon.

For the man dwelt in a lost |and

O boul ders and broken nen,

In a great grey cave far off to the south
Where a thick green forest stopped the nouth,
G ving darkness in his den.

And the man was cone |ike a shadow,
Fromthe shadow of Druid trees,
Where Usk, with m ghty nurnurings,
Past Caerl eon of the fallen kings,
Coes out to ghostly seas.

Last of a race in ruin--

He spoke the speech of the Gaels;
His kin were in holy Irel and,

O up in the crags of \Wales.

But his soul stood with his nother's folk,
That were of the rain-wapped isle,

VWere Patrick and Brandan westerly

Looked out at |ast on a | andl ess sea

And the sun's last snmle.



Hi s harp was carved and cunni ng,

As the Celtic craftsman nakes,
Graven all over with tw sting shapes
Li ke many headl ess snakes.

Hi s harp was carved and cunni ng,

Hi s sword pronpt and sharp

And he was gay when he held the sword,
Sad when he held the harp

For the great Gaels of Ireland
Are the men that God made nad,
For all their wars are merry,
And all their songs are sad.

He kept the Roman order

He made the Christian sign;

But his eyes grew often blind and bri ght,
And the sea that rose in the rocks at night
Rose to his head |ike wi ne.

He made the sign of the cross of God,
He knew t he Roman prayer,

But he had unreason in his heart
Because of the gods that were.

Even they that wal ked on the high cliffs,
Hi gh as the clouds were then

CGods of unbearabl e beauty,

That broke the hearts of nen.

And whether in seat or saddle,
VWhether with frown or sml e,

Whet her at feast or fight was he,

He heard the noi se of a nanel ess sea
On an undi scovered isle

Lifting the great green ivy

And the great spear |owering,

One said, "I am Al fred of Wssex,
And | am a conquered king."

And the nman of the cave nade answer,
And his eyes were stars of scorn
"And better kings were conquered

O ever your sires were born

"What goddess was your nother,
What fay your breed begot,

That you should not die with Uther
And Arthur and Lancel ot?

"But when you wi n you brag and bl ow,
And when you | ose you rail

Arnmy of eastland yokel s

Not strong enough to fail."

"I bring not boast or railing,"
Spake Alfred not inire,
"I bring of Qur Lady a | esson set,



Thi s--that the sky grows darker yet
And the sea rises higher."

Then Col an of the Sacred Tree
Tossed his black mane on hi gh,
And cried, as rigidly he rose,
"And if the sea and sky be foes,
W will tame the sea and sky."

Smiled Alfred, "Seek ye a fable
More di zzy and nore dread

Than all your mad barbarian tal es
VWere the sky stands on its head ?

"A tale where a nan | ooks down on the sky
That has | ong | ooked down on him

A tale where a man can swall ow a sea

That mi ght swall ow the seraphim

"Bring to the hut by Egbert's Stone
Al bills and bows ye have."

And Al fred strode off rapidly,

And Col an of the Sacred Tree

Went slowy to his cave.
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THE HARP OF ALFRED

In a tree that yawned and tw sted
The King's few goods were flung,

A mass-book nil dewed, line by line,
And weapons and a skin of w ne,
And an ol d harp unstrung.

By the yawning tree in the twlight

The Ki ng unbound his sword,

Severed the harp of all his goods,

And there in the cool and soundl ess woods
Sounded a single chord.

Then | aughed; and watched the finches flash,
The sullen flies in swarm

And went unarmed over the hills,

Wth the harp upon his arm

Until he cane to the White Horse Val e

And saw across the plains,

In the twilight high and far and fell,
Like the fiery terraces of hell,

The canp fires of the Danes--



The fires of the Great Arny

That was nmade of iron nen,

VWose |ights of sacrilege and scorn
Ran around Engl and red as norn,
Fires over d astonbury Thorn--
Fires out on Ely Fen.

And as he went by Wiite Horse Vale
He saw lie wan and w de

The ol d horse graven, God knows when,
By gods or beasts or what things then
Wal ked a new world instead of men
And scrawl ed on the hill-side.

And when he cane to Wite Horse Down

The great Wiite Horse was grey,

For it was ill scoured of the weed,

And |ichen and thorn could crawl and feed,
Since the foes of settled house and creed
Had swept ol d works away.

King Al fred gazed all sorrowful

At thistle and nobsses grey,

Then | aughed; and watched the finches flash,
Till arally of Danes with shield and bill
Rol I ed drunk over the done of the hill,

And, hearing of his harp and skill,

They dragged himto their play.

And as they went through the high green grass
They roared |ike the great green sea;

But when they cane to the red canmp fire

They were silent suddenly.

And as they went up the wastes away
They went reeling to and fro;

But when they cane to the red canmp fire
They stood all in a row.

For golden in the firelight,

Wth a smile carved on his lips,
And a beard curled right cunningly,
Was Gut hrum of the Northern Sea,
The enperor of the ships--

Wth three great earls King Guthrum
Went the rounds fromfire to fire,
Wth Harol d, nephew of the King,

And Qgier of the Stone and Sling,

And El f, whose gold lute had a string
That sighed like all desire.

The Earls of the Great Arny

That no men born could tire,

VWose flanes anear him or al oof

Took hold of towers or walls of proof,
Fire over d astonbury roof

And out on Ely, fire.



And Gut hrum heard the soldiers' tale
And bade the stranger play;

Not harshly, but as one on high,

On a marble pillar in the sky,

Who sees all folk that live and die--
Pi gny and far away.

And Al fred, King of Wessex,

Looked on his conqueror--

And hi s hands hardened; but he played,
And |l eaving all later hates unsaid,

He sang of some old British raid

On the wild west march of yore.

He sang of war in the warmwet shires,
Where rain nor fruitage fails,

VWere England of the nmotley states
Deepens |ike a garden to the gates

In the purple walls of \Wales.

He sang of the seas of savage heads
And the seas and seas of spears,
Boiling all over Ofa's Dyke,

VWhat time a Wessex club could strike
The ki ngs of the nountaineers.

Till Harold | aughed and snat ched the harp
The ki nsman of the King,

A big youth, beardless like a child,
Wiom t he new wi ne of war sent wld,

Snot e, and began to sing--

And he cried of the ships as eagles
That circle fiercely and fly,

And sweep the seas and strike the towns
From Cyprus round to Skye.

How swiftly and with peri

They gat her all good things,

The hi gh horns of the forest beasts,
O the secret stones of Kkings.

"For Rone was given to rule the world,
And gat of it little joy--
But we, but we shall enjoy the world,
The whol e huge world a toy.

"Great wine like blood from Burgundy,
Cl oaks like the clouds from Tyre,

And marble |ike solid noonlight,

And gold like frozen fire.

"Snells that a man nmight swill in a cup,
Stones that a man m ght eat,

And the great snooth wonen |ike ivory
That the Turks sell in the street.”

He sang the song of the thief of the world,
And the gods that |ove the thief;
And he yelled aloud at the cloister-yards,



Where nen go gathering grief.

"Well have you sung, O stranger
O death on the dyke in \Wales,
Your chief was a bracel et-giver
But the red unbroken river

O a race runs not for ever,
But suddenly it fails.

"Doubt | ess your sires were sword-sw ngers
When t hey waded fresh from foam

Bef ore they were turned to wonen

By the god of the nails from Romne;

"But since you bent to the shaven nen,
Who neither lust nor smte,

Thunder of Thor, we hunt you

A hare on the nountain height."

King Guthrumsniled a little,

And said, "It is enough,

Nephew, let Elf retune the string;
A boy nust needs |ike bell ow ng,
But the old ears of a careful king
Are glad of songs |ess rough.”

Bl ue-eyed was EIf the mnstrel
Wth womani sh hair and ring

Yet heavy was his hand on sword,
Though Iight upon the string.

And as he stirred the strings of the harp
To notes but four or five,

The heart of each nman noved in him

Li ke a babe buried alive.

And they felt the Iand of the fol k-songs
Spread sout hward of the Dane,

And they heard the good Rhine flow ng

In the heart of all Allenagne.

They felt the land of the fol k-songs,
VWere the gifts hang on the tree,
Wiere the girls give ale at norning
And the tears cone easily.

The mighty people, wonanlike,
That have pleasure in their pain
As he sang of Bal der beauti ful
Whom t he heavens | oved in vain.

As he sang of Bal der beautiful,
VWhom t he heavens coul d not save,

Till the world was |ike a sea of tears
And every soul a wave

"There is always a thing forgotten
VWen all the world goes well;

A thing forgotten, as |ong ago,
When the gods forgot the mistletoe,



And soundl ess as an arrow of snow
The arrow of anguish fell

"The thing on the blind side of the heart,
On the wong side of the door,

The green plant groweth, nenacing

Al m ghty lovers in the spring;

There is always a forgotten thing,

And | ove is not secure."

And all that sat by the fire were sad,
Save Qgi er, who was stern,

And his eyes hardened, even to stones,
As he took the harp in turn;

Earl QOgier of the Stone and Sling
Was odd to ear and sight,

A d he was, but his |ocks were red,
And jests were all the words he said
Yet he was sad at board and bed

And savage in the fight.

"You sing of the young gods easily

In the days when you are young;

But | go snelling yew and sods,

And | know there are gods behind the gods,
Cods that are best unsung.

"And a man grows ugly for womnen,
And a nan grows dull with ale,

Vell if he find in his soul at |ast
Fury, that does not fail.

"The wrath of the gods behind the gods
Who would rend all gods and nen,

Well if the old man's heart hath still
VWeel s sped of rage and roaring wll,

Li ke cataracts to break down and kill,
Well for the old man then--

"While there is one tall shrine to shake,
O one live man to rend;

For the wath of the gods behind the gods
Who are weary to nake an end.

"There |ives one noment for a man

VWhen the door at his shoul der shakes,
VWen the taut rope parts under the pull,
And the barest branch is beauti ful

One nonent, while it breaks.

"So rides ny soul upon the sea

That drinks the how ing shi ps,

Though in black jest it bows and nods
Under the noons with silver rods,

| know it is roaring at the gods,
Waiting the | ast eclipse.

"And in the last eclipse the sea
Shall stand up like a tower,



Above all noons made dark and riven
Hold up its foanmi ng head in heaven
And | augh, knowi ng its hour.

"And the high ones in the happy town
Propped of the planets seven,

Shall know a new light in the mnd
A noi se about them and behi nd,

Shal |l hear an awful voice, and find
Foamin the courts of heaven

"And you that sit by the fire are young,
And true love waits for you

But the king and | grow old, grow old,
And hate alone is true."

And Gut hrum shook his head but sm | ed,
For he was a mighty clerk

And had read lines in the Latin books
When all the north was dark

He said, "I amolder than you, Qgier;
Not all things would | rend,

For whether |ife be bad or good

It is best to abide the end."

He took the great harp wearily,

Even Gut hrum of the Danes,

Wth wi de eyes bright as the one | ong day
On the |l ong pol ar plains.

For he sang of a wheel returning,
And the mire trod back to nire

And how red hells and gol den heavens
Are castles in the fire.

"It is good to sit where the good tal es go,
To sit as our fathers sat;

But the hour shall cone after his youth,
When a man shall know not tal es but truth,
And his heart fail thereat.

"When he shall read what is witten
So plain in clouds and cl ods,

When he shall hunger w thout hope
Even for evil gods.

"For this is a heavy matter,

And the truth is cold to tell

Do we not know, have we not heard,
The soul is like a |ost bird,

The body a broken shell.

"And a nman hopes, being ignorant,

Till in white woods apart
He finds at last the lost bird dead:
And a man may still lift up his head

But never nore his heart.

"There conmes no noi se but weeping



Qut of the ancient sky,
And a tear is in the tiniest flower
Because the gods nust die.

"The little brooks are very sweet,
Like a girl's ribbons curl ed,

But the great sea is bitter

That washes all the world.

"Strong are the Roman roses,

O the free flowers of the heath,

But every flower, like a flower of the sea,
Smelleth with the salt of death.

"“And the heart of the |ocked battle
I s the happi est place for nen;

VWhen shrieking souls as shafts go by
And many have died and all may die;

Though this word be a nystery,

Death is nobst distant then.

"Death bl azes bright above the cup,
And cl ear above the crown;

But in that dream of battle

W seemto tread it down.

"Wherefore | ama great king,

And waste the world in vain,

Because nman hat h not other power,
Save that in dealing death for dower,
He may forget it for an hour

To remenber it again."”

And slowy his hands and thoughtfully
Fell fromthe lifted lyre,

And the owls nopaned fromthe mghty trees
Till Alfred caught it to his knees

And snmote it as inire.

He heaved the head of the harp on high

And swept the franmework barred,

And his stroke had all the rattle and spark
O horses flying hard.

"When God put nman in a garden
He girt himwith a sword,

And sent himforth a free knight
That might betray his lord;

"He brake H m and betrayed H m

And fast and far he fell,

Till you and | may stretch our necks
And burn our beards in hell.

"But though | lie on the floor of the world,
Wth the seven sins for rods,
I would rather fall with Adam
Than rise with all your gods.

"What have the strong gods given?



Where have the gl ad gods | ed?
When Guthrum sits on a hero's throne
And asks if he is dead?

"Sirs, | ambut a nanel ess man

A rhynmester w thout hone,

Yet since | cone of the Wessex clay
And carry the cross of Rone,

"I will even answer the mghty earl

That asked of Wessex nen

Wy they be nmeek and nonki sh folk,

And bow to the Wihite Lord's broken yoke;
VWhat sign have we save bl ood and snoke?
Here is ny answer then.

"That on you is fallen the shadow,

And not upon the Nane;

That though we scatter and though we fly,
And you hang over us like the sky,

You are nore tired of victory,

Than we are tired of shame

"That though you hunt the Christian man
Li ke a hare on the hill-side,

The hare has still nore heart to run
Than you have heart to ride.

"That though all lances split on you
Al'l swords be heaved in vain,

We have nore lust again to | ose

Than you to wi n again.

"Your lord sits high in the saddl e,

A broken-hearted king,

But our king Alfred, lost from fane,
Fal | en anong foes or bonds of shane,
In I know not what mean trade or nane,
Has still sone song to sing;

"Qur nonks go robed in rain and snow,
But the heart of flame therein,

But you go clothed in feasts and fl anes,
When all is ice within

“Nor shall all iron doonms make dumnb
Men wonderi ng ceasel essly,

If it be not better to fast for joy
Than feast for msery.

"Nor nonki sh order only

Slides down, as field to fen

Al'l things achieved and chosen pass,
As the Wiite Horse fades in the grass,
No work of Christian nen.

"Ere the sad gods that made your gods
Saw their sad sunrise pass,

The White Horse of the Wiite Horse Vale,
That you have left to darken and fail,



Was cut out of the grass.

"Therefore your end is on you,

I's on you and your kings,

Not for a fire in Ely fen,

Not that your gods are nine or ten,
But because it is only Christian nen
Guard even heat hen t hings.

"For our God hath bl essed creation,
Calling it good. | know

VWhat spirit with whomyou blindly band
Hat h bl essed destruction with his hand;
Yet by God's death the stars shall stand
And the snmall apples grow "

And the King, with harp on shoul der,

Stood up and ceased his song;

And the owl s noaned fromthe mighty trees,
And the Danes | aughed | oud and | ong.

BOX |V

THE WOMAN | N THE FOREST

Thi ck thunder of the snorting swi ne,
Enornous in the gl oam

Rendi ng anmong all roots that cling,
And the wild horses whinnying,

Were the night's noi ses when the King
Shoul dering his harp, went hone.

Wth eyes of ow and feet of fox,

Ful | of all thoughts he went;

He marked the tilt of the pagan camp,
The paling of pine, the sentries' tranp,
And the one great stolen altar-Ianp
Over Quthrumin his tent.

By scrub and thorn in Ethandune
That night the foe had |ain;
Whence ran across the heather grey
The ol d stones of a Roman way;

And in a wood not far away

The pale road split in twain.

He marked the wood and the cl oven ways
Wth an old captain's eyes,

And he thought how many a tine had he
Sought to see Doom he coul d not see;
How ruin had cone and victory,

And both were a surprise.

Even so he had watched and wondered
Under Ashdown from the plains;
Wth Ethelred praying in his tent,



Till the white hawt horn swung and bent,
As Al fred rushed his spears and rent
The shield-wall of the Danes.

Even so he had watched and wonder ed,
Knowi ng neither |ess nor nore,

Till all his lords |ay dying,

And axes on axes plying,

Flung him and drove him flying
Like a pirate to the shore.

W se he had been before defeat,
And wi se before success;

Wse in both hours and ignorant,
Knowi ng neither nore nor |ess.

As he went down to the river-hut

He knew a ni ght-shade scent,

OMs did as evil cherubs rise,

Wth little wings and | antern eyes,

As though he sank through t he under-skies;
But down and down he went.

As he went down to the river-hut

He went as one that fell

Seei ng the high forest domes and spars.
Dimgreen or torn with gol den scars,

As the proud |l ook up at the evil stars,
In the red heavens of hell

For he must neet by the river-hut
Them he had bidden to arm

Mark fromthe towers of Italy,
And Col an of the Sacred Tree,

And El dred who besi de the sea
Hel d heavily his farm

The roof |eaned gaping to the grass,
As a nonstrous mushroomli es;
Echoi ng and enpty seened the pl ace;
But opened in a little space

A great grey woman with scarred face
And strong and hunbl ed eyes.

King Al fred was but a neagre nan,

Bri ght eyed, but |ean and pale:

And swordless, with his harp and rags,
He seemed a beggar, such as | ags
Looking for crusts and ale.

And the wonman, with a wonman's eyes

O pity at once and ire,

Sai d, when that she had glared a span
"There is a cake for any nman

If he will watch the fire."

And Al fred, bow ng heavily,

Sat down the fire to stir,

And even as the wonman pitied him
So did he pity her.



Saying, "O great heart in the night,
O best cast forth for worst,

Twi light shall nelt and nmorning stir,
And no kind thing shall conme to her
Till God shall turn the world over
And all the last are first.

"And well may God with the serving-folk
Cast in Hs dreadful |ot;

Is not He too a servant,

And is not He forgot ?

"For was not God mny gardener
And silent like a slave;

That opened oaks on the upl ands
O thicket in graveyard gave?

"And was not God ny arnourer,

Al patient and unpaid,

That seal ed ny skull as a hel net,
And ribs for hauberk made?

"Did not a great grey servant

O all ny sires and ne,

Build this pavilion of the pines,

And herd the fows and fill the vines,
And | abour and pass and | eave no signs
Save nercy and nystery?

"For God is a great servant,

And rose before the day,

From some prinordial slunber torn;
But all we living later born

Sl eep on, and rise after the norn,
And the Lord has gone away.

"On things half sprung from sl eeping,

Al'l sl eepy suns have shone,

They stretch stiff arns, the yawning trees,
The beasts blink upon hands and knees,

Man is awake and does and sees--

But Heaven has done and gone.

For who shall guess the good riddle

O speak of the Holiest,

Save in faint figures and failing words,
VWho | oves, yet |aughs anbng the swords,
Labours, and is at rest?

"But sone see God |ike Guthrum
Crowned, with a great beard curl ed,
But | see God |Iike a good giant,
That, labouring, lifts the world.

"Wherefore was God in Col got ha,
Slain as a serf is slain

And hate He had of prince and peer,
And | ove He had and nade good cheer
O themthat, |like this wonman here,



Go powerfully in pain.

"But in this grey norn of man's life,
Cometh sonetine to the mnd
Alittle light that |eaps and flies,
Li ke a star blown on the w nd.

"A star of nowhere, a naneless star,
A light that spins and swirls,

And cries that even in hedge and hill,
Even on earth, it may go ill

At last with the evil earls.

"A danci ng sparkle, a doubtful star,

On the waste wind whirled and driven;
But it seenms to sing of a wilder worth,
A time di scrowned of doom and birth,
And the kingdom of the poor on earth
Cone, as it is in heaven.

"But even though such days endure,
How shall it profit her?

Who shall go groaning to the grave,
Wth many a neek and mighty sl ave,

Fi el d- breaker and fisher on the wave,
And woodnman and waggoner.

"Bake ye the big world all again
A cake with kinder |eaven;

Yet these are sorry evernore--
Unl ess there be a little door,
Alittle door in heaven."

And as he wept for the wonman

He | et her business be,

And like his royal oath and rash
The good food fell upon the ash
And bl ackened instantly.

Screani ng, the wonman caught a cake
Yet burning fromthe bar,

And struck himsuddenly on the face,
Leaving a scarlet scar.

King Al fred stood up wordl ess,

A man dead with surprise,

And torture stood and the evil things
That are in the childish hearts of kings
An instant in his eyes.

And even as he stood and stared

Drew round himin the dusk

Those friends creeping fromfar-off farns,
Marcus with all his slaves in arns,

And the strange spears hung with ancient charns
O Col an of the Usk.

Wth one whol e farm marchi ng af oot
The tranpl ed road resounds,
Far m hands and farm beasts bl undering by



And jars of nead and stores of rye,
Were El dred strode above his high
And t hunder -t hroat ed hounds.

And grey cattle and silver |owed

Agai nst the unlifted norn,

And straw clung to the spear-shafts tall.
And a boy went before themall

Bl owing a ram s horn.

As nocki ng such rude revelry,

The dimclan of the Gael

Cane like a bad king's burial -end,
Wth dismal robes that drop and rend
And denon pipes that wail --

In | ong, outlandish garnents,

Torn, though of antique worth,
Wth Druid beards and Druid spears,
As a resurrected race appears

Qut of an elder earth.

And though the King had called themforth
And knew t hem for his own,

So still each eye stood |ike a gem

So spectral hung each broi dered hem

Grey carven nmen he fancied them

Hewn in an age of stone.

And the two wild peoples of the north
Stood fronting in the gl oam

And heard and knew each in its m nd
The third great thunder on the wi nd,
The living walls that hedge manki nd,
The wal ki ng wal | s of Rone.

Mark's were the nixed tribes of the west,
O many a hue and strain,

GQurth, with rank hair |ike yellow grass,
And the Cornish fisher, Gorlias,

And Hal mer, cone fromhis first mass,
Lately baptized, a Dane.

But |i ke one man in arnour

Those hundreds trod the field,

Fromred Arabia to the Tyne

The earth had heard that marching-Iine,
Since the cry on the hill Capitoline,
And the fall of the gol den shi el d.

And the earth shook and the King stood still
Under the greenwood bough,

And the snoking cake lay at his feet

And the bl ow was on his brow

Then Al fred | aughed out suddenly,

Li ke thunder in the spring,

Till shook al oud the Iintel -beans,

And the squirrels stirred in dusty dreans,
And the startled birds went up in streans,



For the | aughter of the King.

And the beasts of the earth and the birds | ooked down,
In awild solemity,

On a stranger sight than a syl ph or elf,

On one nman | aughi ng at hinsel f

Under the greenwood tree--

The gi ant | aughter of Christian nen

That roars through a thousand tal es,

Where greed is an ape and pride is an ass,
And Jack's away with his nmaster's |ass,
And the miser is banged with all his brass,
The farmer with all his flails;

Tal es that tunble and tales that trick,

Yet end not all in scorning--

O kings and clowns in a nmerry plight,

And the clock gone wong and the world gone right,
That the numers sing upon Christmas ni ght

And Christmas Day in the norning.

"Now here is a good warrant,"

Cried Alfred, "by ny sword;

For he that is struck for an ill servant
Shoul d be a kind | ord.

"He that has been a servant

Knows nmore than priests and kings,
But he that has been an ill servant,
He knows all earthly things.

"Pride flings frail palaces at the sky,
As a man flings up sand,

But the firmfeet of humlity

Take hold of heavy | and.

"Pride juggles with her toppling towers,
They stri ke the sun and cease,

But the firmfeet of humlity

They grip the ground |like trees.

"He that hath failed in a little thing
Hath a sign upon the brow,

And the Earls of the Great Arny

Have no such seal to show.

"The red print on ny forehead,

Smal | flame for a red star,

In the van of the violent marching, then
When the sky is torn of the trunpets ten,
And the hands of the happy how ing nen
Fling wi de the gates of war.

"This blow that | return not

Ten times will | return

On kings and earls of all degree,

And arnies wi de as enpires be

Shall slide like landslips to the sea
If the red star burn.



"One man shall drive a hundred,

As the dead kings drave;

Bef ore me rocking hosts be riven,

And battering cohorts backwards driven
For | amthe first king known of Heaven
That has been struck |ike a slave.

"Up on the old white road, brothers,

Up on the Roman wal | s!

For this is the night of the drawi ng of swords,
And the tainted tower of the heathen hordes
Leans to our hammers, fires and cords,

Leans a little and falls.

"Follow the star that |ives and | eaps,

Fol | ow t he sword that sings,

For we go gathering heathen nen,

A terrible harvest, ten by ten

As the wath of the last red autum--then
When Christ reaps down the Kkings.

"Follow a |light that |eaps and spins,
Follow the fire unfurl ed!

For riseth up against real mand rod,
A thing forgotten, a thing downtrod,
The last |ost giant, even God,

I's risen against the world."

Roaring they went o'er the Roman wall,

And roaring up the |ane,

Their torches tossed a | adder of fire,

Hi gher their hymm was heard and hi gher

More sweet for hate and for heart's desire,
And up in the northern scrub and brier

They fell upon the Dane.

BOXK V

ETHANDUNE: THE FI RST STRCKE

King Guthrumwas a dread king,
Li ke death out of the north;
Shrines w thout nane or nunber
He rent and rolled as | unber,
From Chester to the Hunber

He drove his foenen forth

The Roman villas heard him

In the valley of the Thanes,
Cone over the hills roaring
Above their roofs, and pouring
On spire and stair and flooring
Bri mstone and pitch and fl anes.

Sheer o'er the great chal k upl ands



And the hill of the Horse went he,
Till high on Hanpshire beacons
He saw t he southern sea.

Hi gh on the heights of Wessex

He saw the southern brine,

And turned himto a conquered | and,

And where the northern thornwoods stand,
And the road parts on either hand,
There cane to hima sign.

Ki ng Gut hrum was a war - chi ef,

A wise man in the field,

And though he prospered well, and knew
How Al fred's folk were sad and few,

Not |less with weighty care he drew
Long lines for pike and shield.

King Guthrumlay on the upper |and,

On a single road at gaze,

And his foe nmust conme with |ean array,
Up the left armof the cloven way,

To the neeting of the ways.

And | ong ere the noi se of arnour,

An hour ere the break of light,

The woods awoke with crash and cry,

And the birds sprang cl anouring harsh and hi gh,
And the rabbits ran like an elves' arny

Ere Alfred cane in sight.

The live wood cane at Qut hrum

On foot and claw and wi ng,

The nests were noi sy overhead,

For Alfred and the star of red,

Al life went forth, and the forest fled
Bef ore the face of the King.

But halted in the woodways

Christ's few were grimand grey,

And each with a snall, far, bird-like sight
Saw the high folly of the fight;

And t hough strange joys had grown in the night,
Despair grew with the day.

And when white dawn craw ed through the wood,
Li ke cold foam of a flood,

Then weakened every warrior's nood,

I n hope, though not in hardi hood;

And each man sorrowed as he stood

In the fashion of his blood.

For the Saxon Franklin sorrowed

For the things that had been fair;

For the dear dead wonan, crimson-clad,

And the great feasts and the friends he had;
But the Celtic prince's soul was sad

For the things that never were.

In the eyes Italian all things



But a bl ack | aughter died;
And Alfred flung his shield to earth
And snote his breast and cried--

"I wonged a nan to his sl aying,
And a wonman to her shane,

And once | | ooked on a sworn maid
That was wed to the Holy Nane.

"And once | took mny neighbour's wife,
That was bound to an eastland man,

In the starkness of ny evil youth,
Before nmy griefs began.

"People, if you have any prayers,
Say prayers for ne:

And lay nme under a Christian stone
In that lost land | thought ny own,
To wait till the holy horn is bl own,
And all poor nen are free."

Then Eldred of the idle farm

Leaned on his ancient sword,

As fell his heavy words and few,

And his eyes were of such alien blue

As gl eans where the Northman sail eth new
Into an unknown fi ord.

"I was a fool and wasted al e--
My slaves found it sweet;

I was a fool and wasted bread,
And the birds had bread to eat.

"The kings go up and the kings go down,
And who knows who shall rule;

Next night a king may starve or sl eep,
But nmen and birds and beasts shall weep
At the burial of a fool

"O, drunkards in ny cellar,

Boys in ny apple tree,

The world grows stern and strange and new,
And wi se nen shall govern you

And you shall weep for ne.

"But yoke ne ny own oxen

Down to ny own farm

My own dog will whine for ne,

My own friends will bend the knee,
And the foes | slew openly

Have never w shed ne harm"

And all were noved a little
But Col an stood apart,
Having first pity, and after
Hearing, like rat in rafter,
That little worm of |aughter
That eats the Irish heart.

And his grey-green eyes were cruel



And the smile of his mouth waxed hard,
And he said, "And when did Britain
Becone your burying-yard?

"Before the Romans |lit the | and,
When school s and nonks were none,

We reared such stones to the sun-god
As m ght put out the sun.

“"The tall trees of Britain

We wor shi pped and were w se,

But you shall raid the whole |Iand through
And never a tree shall talk to you,
Though every leaf is a tongue taught true
And the forest is full of eyes.

"On one round hill to the seaward
The trees grow tall and grey

And the trees tal k together

When all nen are away.

"Oer a fewround hills forgotten
The trees grow tall in rings,

And the trees tal k together

O many pagan things.

"Yet | could lie and listen
Wth a cross upon ny clay,

And hear unhurt for ever

VWhat the trees of Britain say."

A proud man was the Ronan,

Hi s speech a single one,

But his eyes were |like an eagle's eyes
That is staring at the sun.

"Dig for me where | die," he said,
“If first or last I fall--

Dead on the fell at the first charge,
O dead by Wantage wal | ;

"Lift not ny head from bl oody ground,
Bear not my body hone,

For all the earth is Roman earth

And | shall die in Rone."

Then Al fred, King of England,

Bade bl ow t he horns of war,

And fling the Gol den Dragon out,
Wth crackle and accl ai m and shout,
Scroll ed and afl ane and far.

And under the Gol den Dragon

Went Wessex all al ong,

Past the sharp point of the cloven ways,
Qut fromthe black wood into the blaze
O sun and steel and song.

And when they cane to the open | and
They wheel ed, depl oyed and st ood;



M dnost were Marcus and the King,
And El dred on the right-hand w ng,
And | ef twards Col an darkling,

In the | ast shade of the wood.

But the Earls of the Great Arny

Lay like a long half noon,

Ten pol es before their palisades,

Wth wi de-w nged hel ns and runic bl ades
Red gi ants of an age of raids,

In the thornland of Ethandune.

M dnost the saddl es rose and swayed,
And a stir of horses' manes,

Where Gut hrum and a few rode high
On horses seized in victory;

But Qgier went on foot to die,

In the old way of the Danes.

Far to the King's left EIf the bard

Led on the eastern wi ng

Wth songs and spells that change the bl ood;
And on the King's right Harold stood,

The ki nsman of the King.

Young Harol d, coarse, with colours gay,
Smoking with oil and nusk,

And the pleasant violence of the young,
Pushed t hrough his people, giving tongue
Foewar ds, where, grey as cobwebs hung,
The banners of the Usk.

But as he cane before his |ine

Alittle space al ong,

H s beardl ess face broke into mrth,

And he cried: "What broken bits of earth
Are here? For what their clothes are worth
| would sell themfor a song."

For Col an was hung with rai nment
Tattered |i ke autum | eaves,

And his men were all as thin as saints
And all as poor as thieves.

No bows nor slings nor bolts they bore,
But bills and pikes ill-nade;

And none but Col an bore a sword,

And rusty was its bl ade.

And Col an's eyes with nystery
And iron laughter stirred,

And he spoke al oud, but lightly
Not | abouring to be heard.

"Ch, truly we be broken hearts,
For that cause, it is said,

We |ight our candles to that Lord
That broke Hi nsel f for bread.

"But though we hold but bitterly



What | and the Saxon | eaves,
Though Ireland be but a | and of saints,
And Wal es a | and of thieves,

"I say you yet shall weary

O the working of your word,

That stricken spirits never strike
Nor | ean hands hold a sword.

"And if ever ye ride in Ireland,
The jest may yet be said,

There is the | and of broken hearts,
And the | and of broken heads."

Not | ess barbarian | aughter
Choked Harold like a flood,
"And shall | fight with scarecrows
That am of Gut hrunm s bl ood?

"Meeting may be of war-nen,

Wher e t he best war-nman w ns;

But all this carrion a man shoots
Before the fight begins.”

And stopping in his onward strides,

He snatched a bow in scorn

From sonme nean slave, and bent it on
Col an, whose doom grew dark; and shone
Stars evil over Caerleon

In the place where he was born

For Col an had not bow nor sling,
On a lonely sword | eaned he,

Li ke Arthur on Excali bur

In the battle by the sea.

To his great gold ear-ring Harold
Tugged back the feathered tail
And swift had sprung the arrow,
But swifter sprang the Gael

VWiirling the one sword round his head,
A great wheel in the sun,

He sent it splendid through the sky,
Flying before the shaft could fly--

It snmote Earl Harol d over the eye,

And bl ood began to run

Col an stood bare and weaponl ess,

Earl Harold, as in pain,

Strove for a snmile, put hand to head,
Stunbl ed and suddenly fell dead;

And the small white daisies all waxed red
Wth blood out of his brain.

And all at that narvel of the sword
Cast like a stone to slay,

Cried out. Said Alfred: "W would see
Signs, nust give all things. Verily
Man shall not taste of victory



Till he throws his sword away."

Then Al fred, prince of Engl and,

And all the Christian earls,

Unhooked their swords and held them up
Each offered to Colan, like a cup

O chrysolite and pearls.

And the King said, "Do thou take nmy sword
Who have done this deed of fire,

For this is the manner of Christian nen,

VWet her of steel or priestly pen,

That they cast their hearts out of their ken
To get their heart's desire.

"And whet her ye swear a hive of nonks,
O one fair wife to friend,

This is the manner of Christian nen,
That their oath endures the end.

"For love, our Lord, at the end of the world,
Sits a red horse |ike a throne,

Wth a brazen hel mand an iron bow,

But one arrow al one.

"Love with the shield of the Broken Heart
Ever his bow doth bend,

Wth a single shaft for a single prize,
And the ultimate bolt that parts and flies
Cones with a thunder of split skies,

And a sound of souls that rend.

"So shall you earn a king's sword,
Who cast your sword away."

And the King took, with a random eye,
A rude axe froma hind hard by

And turned himto the fray.

For the swords of the Earls of Danel and
Fl amed round the fallen |ord.

The first bl ood woke the trunpet-tune,
As in nonk's rhyme or wizard' s rune,
Begi nneth the battle of Ethandune

Wth the throwi ng of the sword

BOXK VI

ETHANDUNE: THE SLAYI NG OF THE CHI EFS

As the sea flooding the flat sands

Fl ew on the sea-born horde

The two hosts shocked with dust and din,
Left of the Latian pal adin,

Cl anged all Prince Harold's howing kin
On Col an and the sword.



Crashed in the midst on Marcus,
Qgi er with Guthrum by,

And eastward of such central stir
Far to the right and faintlier
The house of EIf the harp-player
Struck Eldred's with a cry.

The centre swat for weariness,
Stermmi ng the scream ng horde,

And wearily went Col an's hands
That swung King Al fred' s sword.

But like a cloud of norning

To eastward easily,

Tall Eldred broke the sea of spears
As a tall ship breaks the sea.

Hi s face |ike a sangui ne sunset,

Hi s shoul der a Wessex down,

His hand |ike a wi ndy hamer-stroke;

Men coul d not count the crests he broke,
So fast the crests went down.

As the tall white devil of the Plague
Moves out of Asian skies,

Wth his foot on a waste of cities
And his head in a cloud of flies;

O purple and peacock skies grow dark
Wth a noving | ocust-tower;

O tawny sand-winds tall and dry,

Li ke hell's red banners beat and fly,
VWen death comes out of Araby,

Was Eldred in his hour

But while he noved |ike a nmassacre
He murmured as in sleep

And his words were all of | ow hedges
And little fields and sheep

Even as he strode like a pestilence,
That strides from Rhine to Rone,

He thought how tall his beans m ght be
If ever he went hone.

Spoke sonme stiff piece of childish prayer
Dull as the distant chines,

That thanked our God for good eating

And corn and quiet tines--

Till on the hel mof a high chief

Fell shatteringly his brand,

And the hel m broke and the bone broke
And the sword broke in his hand.

Then fromthe yelling Northnen
Driven splintering on himran

Ful | seven spears, and the seventh
Was never nmde by nman.



Seven spears, and the seventh
Was wrought as the faerie bl ades,
And given to ElIf the mnstrel
By the nonstrous water-maids;

By themthat dwell where luridly
Lost waters of the Rhine

Move among roots of nations,
Bei ng sunken for a sign.

Under all graves they nurnur,

They murmur and rebel,

Down to the buried kingdons creep
And like a lost rain roar and weep
O er the red heavens of hell.

Thrice drowned was ElIf the mnstrel
And washed as dead on sand;

And the third tine nen found hi m
The spear was in his hand.

Seven spears went about El dred,
Li ke stays about a nast;

But there was sorrow by the sea
For the driving of the |last.

Si x spears thrust upon El dred
Were splintered while he | aughed;
One spear thrust into Eldred,
Three feet of blade and shaft.

And fromthe great heart grievously

Came forth the shaft and bl ade,

And he stood with the face of a dead nan
Stood a little, and swayed- -

Then fell, as falls a battle-tower,
On snmashed and struggling spears.

Cast down from sone unconquered town
That, rushing earthward, carries down
Loads of live men of all renown--
Archers and engi neers.

And a great clanmour of Christian nen
Went up in agony,

Crying, "Fallen is the tower of Wssex
That stood beside the sea."

Centre and right the Wssex guard

Grew pal e for doubt and fear,

And the flank failed at the advance,

For the death-light on the w zard | ance--
The star of the evil spear.

"Stand |i ke an oak," cried Narcus,
"Stand |i ke a Roman wal |

El dred the Good is fallen--

Are you too good to fall?

"When we were wan and bl oodl ess



He gave you al e enow,
The pirates deal with himas dung,
CGod! are you bl oodl ess now?"

"Gip, WiIf and Gorlias, grip the ash!
Sl aves, and | make you free!

Stanp, Hildred hard in English |and,
Stand Qurth, stand Gorlias, Gawen stand!
Hol d, Halfgar, with the other hand,

Hal mer, hold up on knee!

"The | anps are dying in your homes,

The fruits upon your bough;

Even now your old thatch snoul ders, Gurth,
Now i s the judgnent of the earth,

Now i s the death-grip, now"

For thunder of the captain,

Not | ess the Wessex |ine,

Leaned back and reel ed a space to rear

As EIf charged with the Rhine nmids' spear,
And roaring |like the Rhine.

For the nen were borne by the waving walls
O woods and cl ouds that pass,

By dizzy plains and drifting sea,

And they nixed God with gl amoury,

God with the gods of the burning tree

And the wizard's tower and gl ass.

But Mark was cone of the glittering towns
Where hot white details show,

VWere nen can number and expound,

And his faith grewin a hard ground

O doubt and reason and fal sehood found,
Where no faith el se could grow.

Belief that grew of all beliefs
One nonent back was bl own

And belief that stood on unbelief
Stood up iron and al one.

The Wessex crescent backwards
Crushed, as with bl oody spear

Went EIf roaring and routing,

And Mark agai nst ElIf yet shouting,
Shocked, in his nid-career.

Ri ght on the Ronman shield and sword
Did spear of the Rhine maids run;
But the shield shifted never,

The sword rang down to sever,

The great Rhine sang for ever,

And the songs of EIf were done.

And a great thunder of Christian nmen
Went up agai nst the sky,

Sayi ng, "God hath broken the evil spear
Ere the good man's bl ood was dry."



"Spears at the charge!" yelled Mark amain
"Death on the gods of death!

Over the thrones of doom and bl ood

CGoeth God that is a craftsman good,

And gold and iron, earth and wood,

Lovet h and | abouret h.

"The fruits leap up in all your farns,
The | anps in each abode;

CGod of all good things done on earth,
Al wheels or webs of any worth,

The God that makes the roof, Gurth,
The God that makes the road.

"The God that heweth kings in oak
Witeth songs on vel |l um

God of gold and flam ng gl ass,
Confregit potentias

Acrcuum scutum Gorli as,

G adiumet bellum™

Steel and |ightning broke about him
Battl e-bays and palm

Al'l the sea-kings swayed anong
Wbods of the Wessex arns upflung,
The trunpet of the Roman tongue,
The t hunder of the psalm

And midnost of that rolling field
Ran Qgi er ragingly,

Lashing at Mark, who turned his bl ow,
And brake the hel mabout his brow,
And broke himto his knee.

Then Qgi er heaved over his head

Hi s huge round shield of proof;

But Mark set one foot on the shield,
One on some sundered rock upheel ed,
And towered above the tossing field,
A statue on a roof.

Dealing far bl ows about the fight,

Li ke thunder-bolts a-roam

Li ke birds about the battle-field,
Wi le Ogier withed under his shield
Li ke a tortoise in his done.

But hate in the buried Qgier

Was strong as pain in hell,

Wth bare brute hand fromthe inside
He burst the shield of brass and hide,
And a death-stroke to the Roman's side
Sent suddenly and wel | .

Then the great statue on the shield
Looked his last | ook around

Wth level and inperial eye;

And Mark, the man fromltaly,

Fell in the sea of agony,

And di ed without a sound.



And Qgi er, |eaping up alive,

Hurl ed his huge shield away
Flying, as when a juggler flings
A whi zzing plate in play.

And held two arns up rigidly,
And roared to all the Danes:
"Fallen is Rone, yea, fallen
The city of the plains!

"Shall no man born renenber,

That breaketh wood or weal d,

How | ong she stood on the roof of the world
As he stood on ny shi el d.

"The new wild world forgetteth her

As foam fades on the sea,

How | ong she stood with her foot on Man
As he with his foot on ne.

"No nore shall the brown nen of the south
Move |ike the ants in |ines,

To quiet nen with olives

O madden nen with vines.

“"No nore shall the white towns of the south,
Where Ti ber and Nilus run,

Sitting around a secret sea

Worship a secret sun.

"The blind gods roar for Rone fallen,
And forum and garl and gone,

For the ice of the north is broken,
And the sea of the north cones on.

"The blind gods roar and rave and dream
O all cities under the sea,

For the heart of the north is broken,
And the blood of the north is free.

"Down fromthe done of the world we cone,
Ri vers on rivers down,

Under us swirl the sects and hordes

And the high doons we drown.

"Down fromthe done of the world and down,
Struck flying as a skiff

On ariver in spate is spun and swrled
Until we cone to the end of the world
That breaks short, like a cliff.

"And when we cone to the end of the world
For me, | count it fit

To take the leap like a good river,

Shot shrieking over it.

"But whatso hap at the end of the world,
Where Nothing is struck and sounds,
It is not, by Thor, these nonkish nen



These hunbl ed Wessex hounds- -

"Not this pale line of Christian hinds,

This one white string of nen

Shal | keep us back fromthe end of the world,
And the things that happen then

"It is not Alfred' s dwarfish sword,

Nor Egbert's pigny crown,

Shal | stay us now that descend in thunder
Rending the realns and the real ns thereunder
Down through the world and down."

There was that in the wild nen back of him
There was that in his own wld song,

A dizzy throbbing, a drunkard snoke,

That dazed to death all Wssex folk,

And swept their spears al ong.

Vainly the sword of Col an

And the axe of Alfred plied--

The Danes poured in |like a brainless plague,
And knew not when they died.

Prince Col an sl ew a score of them
And was stricken to his knee;
King Alfred slew a score and seven
And was borne back on a tree.

Back to the black gate of the woods,
Back up the single way,

Back by the place of the parting ways
Christ's knights were whirled away.

And when they canme to the parting ways
Doom s heavi est hanmer fell,

For the King was beaten, blind, at bay,
Down the right lane with his array,

But Col an swept the other way,

Where he snote great strokes and fell

The thorn-woods over Ethandune

Stand sharp and thick as spears,

By night and furze and forest-harns
Far sundered were the friends in arns;
The | oud | ost blows, the | ast al arns,
Cane not to Alfred' s ears.

The thorn-woods over Ethandune
Stand stiff as spikes in nail

As to the Haut King cane at norn
Dead Rol and on a doubtful horn
Seenmed unto Alfred lightly borne
The last cry of the Gael.

BOOK VI |

ETHANDUNE: THE LAST CHARGE



Away in the waste of Wiite Horse Down

An idle child al one

Pl ayed sone snmall game through hours that
And patiently would pluck the grass,
Patiently push the stone.

On the | ean, green edge for ever

Wiere the bl ank chal k touched the turf,
The child played on, alone, divine,

As a child plays on the last |line

That sunders sand and surf.

For he dwelleth in high divisions
Too sinple to understand,

Seei ng on what norn of nystery
The Uncreated rent the sea

Wth roarings, fromthe |and.

Through the long infant hours |ike days
He built one tower in vain--

Piled up small stones to nake a town,
And evernore the stones fell down,

And he piled them up again.

And crinmson kings on battle-towers
And saints on Gothic spires

And hernits on their peaks of snow,
And heroes on their pyres,

And patriots riding royally,

That rush the rocking town,

Stretch hands, and hunger and aspire,
Seeki ng to nmount where high and hi gher
The child whom Ti me can never tire,

Si ngs over Wite Horse Down.

And this was the night of Alfred,

At the ending of the way;

That of such smiters, wise or wild,
He was | east distant fromthe child,
Piling the stones all day.

For Eldred fought like a frank hunter
That killeth and goeth hone;
And Mark had fought because all arns
Rang |i ke the nane of Rone.

And Col an fought with a double m nd
Moody and madly gay;

But Al fred fought as gravely

As a good child at play.

He saw wheel s break and work run back
And all things as they were;

And his heart was orbed like victory
And sinple |like despair.

pass,



Therefore is Mark forgotten,

That was wise with his tongue and brave;
And the cairn over Colan crunbled,

And the cross on Eldred' s grave.

Their great souls went on a wi nd away,
And they have not tale or tonb;

And Al fred born in Want age

Rul es England till the doom

Because in the forest of all fears
Li ke a strange fresh gust from sea,
Struck hi mthat anci ent innocence

That is nore than nastery.

And as a child whose bricks fall down
Re-piles themo' er and o'er,

Cane ruin and the rain that burns,
Returning as a wheel returns,

And crouching in the furze and ferns
He began his life once nore.

He took his ivory horn unslung
And smiled, but not in scorn;
"Endeth the Battle of Ethandune
Wth the blowing of a horn."

On a dark horse at the double way

He saw great CGuthrumride,

Heard roar of brass and ring of steel,
The | aughter and the trunpet peal,
The pagan in his pride.

And Qgier's red and hated head
Moved in sone tal k or task;

But the nen seened scattered in the brier,

And sone of themhad |it a fire,
And one had broached a cask.

And waggons one or two stood up,
Li ke tall ships in sight,

As if an outpost were encanped
At the cloven ways for night.

And j oyous of the sudden stay

O Afred s routed few,

Sat one upon a stone to sigh,

And sone slipped up the road to fly,
Till Alfred in the fern hard by

Set horn to nouth and bl ew

And they all abode |ike statues--
One sitting on the stone,

One hal f-way t hrough the thorn hedge tall,

One with a leg across a wall,
And one | ooked backwards, very small,
Far up the road, alone.

Gey twilight and a yellow star
Hung over thorn and hill;



Two spears and a cloven war-shield |ay
Loose on the road as cast away,
The horn died faint in the forest grey,
And the fleeing men stood still.

“"Brothers at arms," said A fred,
"On this side lies the foe;

Are slavery and starvation flowers,
That you shoul d pl uck them so?

“For whether is it better

To be prodded with Dani sh pol es,
Havi ng hewn a chanber in a ditch
And hounded like a howing witch
O snoked to death in holes?

"Or that before the red cock crow
Al we, a thousand strong,

CGCo down the dark road to God's house,
Si ngi ng a Wessex song?

"To sweat a slave to a race of sl aves,

To drink up infamy?

No, brothers, by your |eave, | think
Death is a better ale to drink

And by all the stars of Christ that sink,
The Danes shall drink with ne.

"To grow old cowed in a conquered |and,
Wth the sun itself discrowned,

To see trees crouch and cattle slink--
Death is a better ale to drink

And by high Death on the fell brink
That flagon shall go round.

"Though dead are all the pal adins
VWhom gl ory had in ken,

Though all your thunder-sworded thanes
Wth proud hearts di ed anong the Danes,
Wil e a man renmains, great war renains:
Now is a war of nen

"The nmen that tear the furrows,

The nmen that fell the trees,

When all their lords be | ost and dead
The bondsmen of the earth shall tread
The tyrants of the seas.

"The wheel of the roaring stillness
O all | abours under the sun,

Speed the wild work as well at |east
As the whole world's work is done

“"Let Hildred hack the shield-wall
Cl ean as he hacks the hedge;

Let Gurth the fow er stand as cool
As he stands on the chasm s edge;

"Let Gorlias ride the sea-Kkings
As Corlias rides the sea



Then let all hell and Denmark drive,
Yelling to all its fiends alive,
And not a rag care we."

When Al fred's word was ended

Stood firmthat feeble |ine,

Each in his place with club or spear
And fury deeper than deep fear

And sniles as sour as brine.

And the King held up the horn and said,
"See ye ny father's horn

That Egbert blew in his enpery,

Once, when he rode out commonly,

Twi ce when he rode for venery,

And thrice on the battle-norn.

"But heavier fates have fallen
The horn of the Wessex ki ngs,

And | blew once, the riding sign,
To call you to the fighting line
And glory and all good things.

"And now two bl asts, the hunting sign
Because we turn to bay;
But | will not blow the three bl asts,
Till we be lost or they.

"And now | blow the hunting sign,
Charge sonme by rule and rod

But when | blow the battle sign
Charge all and go to God."

WIld stared the Danes at the double ways
Were they loitered, all at |arge,

As that dark line for the last time
Doubl ed the knee to charge--

And caught their weapons clunsily,
And marvel | ed how and why- -

In such degree, by rule and rod,
The peopl e of the peace of God
Went roaring down to die

And when the |ast arrow

Was fitted and was fl own,

Wen the broken shield hung on the breast,
And the hopeless lance was laid in rest,
And the hopel ess horn bl own,

The King | ooked up, and what he saw

Was a great light |ike death,

For Qur Lady stood on the standards rent,
As |onely and as innocent

As when between white walls she went

And the lilies of Nazareth.

One instant in a still light
He saw Qur Lady then
Her dress was soft as western sky,



And she was a queen nobst wonanl y- -
But she was a queen of nen.

Over the iron forest

He saw Qur Lady stand,

Her eyes were sad w thouten art,

And seven swords were in her heart--
But one was in her hand.

Then the | ast charge went blindly,

And all too lost for fear:

The Danes cl osed round, a roaring ring,
And twenty clubs rose o' er the King,
Four Danes hewed at him hall oing,

And Qgier of the Stone and Sling

Drove at himwith a spear.

But the Danes were wild with |aughter,
And the great spear swung wi de,

The point stuck to a straggling tree,
And either host cried suddenly,

As Alfred | eapt aside.

Short time had shaggy Qgier

To pull his lance in line--

He knew King Al fred's axe on high,
He heard it rushing through the sky,

He cowered beneath it with a cry--
It split himto the spine:

And Al fred sprang over hi m dead,
And bl ew the battle sign.

Then bursting all and bl asting

Cane Christendom|ike death,

Ki cked of such catapults of wll,
The staves shiver, the barrels spill,
The waggons waver and crash and kill
The waggoners beneat h.

Barriers go backwards, banners rend,
Great shields groan like a gong--
Horses li ke horns of nightmare

Nei gh horribly and | ong.

Horses ranp high and rock and boi l
And break their gol den reins,

And slide on carnage cl anorously,
Down where the bitter blood doth lie,
VWere Ogier went on foot to die,

In the old way of the Danes.

"The high tide!" King Alfred cried.

"The high tide and the turn!

As a tide turns on the tall grey seas,

See how they waver in the trees,

How stray their spears, how knock their knees,
How wi | d their watchfires burn!

"The Mot her of God goes over them



Wal ki ng on wind and fl ane,

And the stormcloud drifts fromcity and dal e,

And the White Horse stanps in the Wite Horse Vale,
And we all shall yet drink Christian ale

In the village of our nane.

"The Mot her of God goes over them

On dreadful cherubs borne;

And the psalmis roaring above the rune,
And the Cross goes over the sun and noon,
Endeth the battle of Ethandune

Wth the blowing of a horn."

For back indeed disorderly

The Danes went cl anouri ng,

Too worn to take anew the tale,

O dazed with insol ence and al e,

O stunned of heaven, or stricken pale
Bef ore the face of the King.

For dire was Alfred in his hour

The pal e scribe w tnesseth,

More mghty in defeat was he

Than all nen else in victory,

And behi nd, his nmen cane nurderously,
Dry-throated, drinking death.

And Edgar of the Gol den Ship

He slew with his own hand,

Took Ludwig fromhis [ady's bower,
And snote down Harmar in his hour,
And vain and lonely stood the tower--
The tower in Guel derl and.

And Torr out of his tiny boat,

Whose eyes beheld the Nile,

Wil f with his war-cry on his |ips,

And Harco born in the eclipse,

Who bl ocked the Seine with battl eships
Round Paris on the Isle.

And Hacon of the Harvest - Song,
And Dirck fromthe El be he slew,
And Cnut that nelted Durham bel |
And Ful k and fiery Gscar fell,
And Goderic and Sigael,

And Uriel of the Yew.

And hi ghest sang the sl aughter,

And fastest fell the slain,

When from the wood-road' s bl ackeni ng throat
A crowni ng and crashi ng wonder snote

The rear-guard of the Dane.

For the dregs of Colan's conpany--

Lost down the other road--

Had gat hered and grown and heard the din,
And with wild yells came pouring in,
Naked as their old British kin,

And bright with bl ood for woad.



And bare and bl oody and al oft

They bore before their band

The body of the mighty |ord,

Col an of Caerleon and its horde,
That bore King Alfred' s battle-sword
Broken in his |eft hand.

And a strange nusic went with him
Loud and yet strangely far;

The wild pi pes of the western | and,
Too keen for the ear to understand,
Sang hi gh and deathly on each hand
Wen the dead man went to war.

Bl ocked bet ween ghost and buccaneer,
Brave nmen have dropped and di ed;

And the wild sea-lords well m ght quail
As the ghastly war-pipes of the Gael
Called to the horns of Wite Horse Vale,
And all the horns replied.

And Hil dred the poor hedger

Cut down four captains dead,

And Hal mar laid three others |ow,

And the great earls wavered to and fro
For the living and the dead.

And Corlias grasped the great flag,
The Raven of Qdin, torn;

And the eyes of Guthrum altered,
For the first tine since norn.

As a turn of the wheel of tenpest
Tilts up the whole sky tall,

And cliffs of wan cloud | uni nous

Lean out |ike great walls over us,
As if the heavens might fall.

As such a tall and tilted sky

Sends certain snow or |ight,

So did the eyes of Guthrum change,

And the turn was nore certain and nore strange
Than a thousand nen in flight.

For not till the floor of the skies is split,

And hell-fire shines through the sea,

O the stars |l ook up through the rent earth's knees,
Conet h such rending of certainties,

As when one wi se nan truly sees

What is nore wise than he.

He set his horse in the battl e-breech
Even Gut hrum of the Dane,

And as ever had fallen fell his brand,
A falling tower o'er many a | and,

But Gurth the fower |aid one hand
Upon this bridle rein.

King Guthrumwas a great |ord,



And hi gher than his gods--
He put the popes to |aughter,
He chid the saints with rods,

He took this hollow world of ours
For a cup to hold his w ne;

In the parting of the woodways
There canme to hima sign.

In Wessex in the forest,

In the breaking of the spears,
We set a sign on Guthrum

To bl aze a thousand years.

Where the high saddles jostle
And the horse-tails toss,
There rose to the birds flying
A roar of dead and dyi ng;

I n deaf ness and strong crying
We signed himwi th the cross.

Far out to the winding river

The bl ood ran down for days,
VWhen we put the cross on Gut hrum
In the parting of the ways.

BOOK VI |

THE SCOURI NG OF THE HORSE

In the years of the peace of Wssex,
When the good King sat at honeg;
Years follow ng on that bl oody boon
When she that stands above the noon
St ood above death at Et handune

And saw hi s ki ngdom cone- -

VWen the pagan people of the sea
Fled to their palisades,

Nai |l ed there with javelins to cling
And wonder snote the pirate king,
And brought himto his christening
And the end of all his raids.

(For not till the night's blue slate is w ped
O its last star utterly,

And fierce new signs wit there to read,

Shall eyes with such amazenment heed,

As when a great man knows i ndeed

A greater thing than he.)

And there cane to his chrisml oosing
Lords of all |ands afar,

And a line was drawn north-westerly
That set King Egbert's enpire free,
Gving all lands by the northern sea



To the sons of the northern star

In the days of the rest of Afred,
VWen all these things were done,
And Wessex lay in a patch of peace,
Like a dog in a patch of sun--

The King sat in his orchard,
Among appl es green and red,

Wth the little book in his bosom
And the sunshine on his head.

And he gat hered the songs of sinple nen
That swing with hel mand hod,

And the alns he gave as a Christian
Like a river alive with fishes ran;

And he nmade gifts to a beggar man

As to a wandering god.

And he gat good | aws of the ancient Kkings,
Li ke treasure out of the tonbs;

And many a thief in thorny nook

O noble in sea-stained turret shook,

For the opening of his iron book,

And the gathering of the doons.

Then men woul d come fromthe ends of the earth,
VWhom t he King sat wel coni ng,

And men would go to the ends of the earth
Because of the word of the King.

For folk cane in to Alfred' s face
VWose javelins had been hurled

On nonsters that nmake boil the sea,
Crakens and coils of nystery.

O thrust in ancient snows that be
The white hair of the world.

And sone had knocked at the northern gates

O the ultimate icy floor,

Where the fish freeze and the foam turns bl ack
And the wide world narrows to a track

And the other sea at the world's back

Cries through a cl osed door

And men went forth fromAlfred' s face,
Even great gift-bearing |ords,

Not to Rome only, but nore bold,

Qut to the high hot courts of old,

O negroes clad in cloth of gold,

Sil ence, and crooked swords,

Scrawl ed screens and secret gardens
And insect-| aden skies--

Where fiery plains stretch on and on
To the purple country of Prester John
And the walls of Paradise

And he knew the might of the Terre Mjeure,
Where ki ngs began to reign



VWhere in a night-rout, wthout nane,
O gloony Goths and Gaul s there cane
VWite, above candles all aflane,

Li ke a vision, Charl emagne.

And men, seeing such enbassi es,
Spake with the King and sai d:

"The steel that sang so sweet a tune
On Ashdown and on Et handune,

Wiy hangs it scabbarded so soon

Al heavily like |ead?

"Why dwell the Danes in North Engl and,

And up to the river ride?

Three nore such marches |ike thine own
Woul d end them and the Pict should own
Qur sway; and our feet clinmb the throne
In the mountains of Strathclyde."

And Alfred in the orchard,

Anmong appl es green and red,

Wth the little book in his bosom
Looked at green | eaves and said:

"When all philosophies shall fail
This word al one shall fit;

That a sage feels too small for life,
And a fool too large for it.

"Asia and all inperial plains

Are too little for a fool

But for one man whose eyes can see
The little island of Athel ney

Is too large a land to rule.

"Haply it had been better

VWen | built nmy fortress there,

Qut in the reedy waters w de,

| had stood on ny nmud wall and cri ed:
“Take England all, fromtide to tide--
Be Athel ney ny share.'

"Those nadnen of the throne-scranble--
Qoppressors and oppressed- -

Had |ined the banks by Athel ney,

And waved and wai | ed unceasingly,

Where the river turned to the broad sea,
By an island of the blest.

"An island like a little book

Full of a hundred tales,

Like the gilt page the good nobnks pen
That is all smaller than a wen,

Yet hath high towns, neteors, and nen,
And suns and spouting whal es;

"A land having a light on it

In the river dark and fast,

An isle with utter clearness lit,
Because a saint had stood in it;



Where flowers are flowers indeed and fit,
And trees are trees at |ast.

"So were the island of a saint;

But | ama common ki ng,

And | will nake ny fences tough
From Want age Town to Pl ynmouth Bl uff,
Because | am not w se enough

To rule so snmall a thing."

And it fell in the days of Alfred,

In the days of his repose,

That as old customs in his sight

Were a straight road and a steady |ight,
He bade them keep the Wiite Horse white
As the first plunme of the snows.

And right to the red torchlight,

From the trouble of norning grey,

They stripped the Wiite Horse of the grass
As they strip it to this day.

And under the red torchlight

He went dream ng as though dull,

O his old conpanions slain |ike kings,
And the rich irrevocabl e things

O a heart that hath not openings,

But is shut fast, being full.

And the torchlight touched the pale hair
Were silver clouded gold,

And the frane of his face was made of cords,
And a young lord turned anong the | ords

And said: "The King is old."

And even as he said it

A post ran in amain,

Crying: "Arm Lord King, the hamets arm
In the horror and the shade of harm

They have burnt Brand of Aynger's farm-
The Danes are cone agai n!

"Danes drive the white East Angles

In six fights on the plains,

Danes waste the world about the Thanes,
Danes to the eastward--Danes!"

And as he stunbl ed on one knee,

The thanes broke out in ire,

Crying: "Ill the watchmen watch, and il
The sheriffs keep the shire."

But the young earl said: "Ill the saints,
The saints of England, guard

The | and wherein we pl edge them gol d;

The dykes decay, the King grows old,

And surely this is hard,

"That we be never quit of them
That when his head is hoar



He cannot say to them he snote,
And spared with a hand hard at the throat,
"CGo, and return no nore.' "

Then Alfred smled. And the smle of him
Was |ike the sun for power.

But he only pointed: bade them heed
Those peasants of the Berkshire breed,
Who pl ucked the old Horse of the weed

As they pluck it to this hour

"WIl ye part with the weeds for ever?
O show daisies to the door?

O will you bid the bold grass

Go, and return no nore?

"So ceasel ess and so secret

Thrive terror and theft set free;
Treason and shane shall cone to pass
Wil e one weed flowers in a norass;
And like the stillness of stiff grass
The stillness of tyranny.

"Over our white souls also

W1l d heresies and high

Wave prouder than the plunes of grass,
And sadder than their sigh

"And | go riding against the raid,

And ye know not where | am

But ye shall know in a day or year

VWen one green star of grass grows here;
Chaos has charged you, charger and spear
Battl e-axe and battering-ram

"And t hough skies alter and enpires nelt,
This word shall still be true:

If we would have the horse of old,

Scour ye the horse anew.

"One tine | followed a dancing star
That seenmed to sing and nod,

And ring upon earth all evil's knell;
But now | wot if ye scour not well

Red rust shall grow on God's great bel
And grass in the streets of God."

Ceased Al fred; and above his head

The grand green dones, the Downs,
Showed the first |egions of the press,
Marching in haste and bitterness

For Christ's sake and the crown's.

Beyond t he cavern of Col an,

Past Eldred's by the sea,

Rose nen that owned King Alfred' s rod,
From the wi ndy wastes of Exe untrod,

O where the thorn of the grave of God
Burns over d astonbury.



Far northward and far westward

The distant tribes drew nigh,

Pl ai ns beyond plains, fell beyond fell,
That a nman at sunset sees so well

And the tiny col oured towns that dwell
In the corners of the sky.

But dark and thick as thronged the host,
Wth drum and torch and bl ade,

The still-eyed King sat pondering,

As one that watches a l|ive thing,

The scoured chal k; and he said,

"Though | give this land to Qur Lady,
That hel ped ne in Athel ney,

Though lordlier trees and lustier sod
And happier hills hath no flesh trod
Than the garden of the Mther of God
Bet ween Thanes side and the sea,

"I know that weeds shall growin it
Faster than men can burn

And t hough they scatter now and go,
In some far century, sad and sl ow,

| have a vision, and | know

The heat hen shall return.

"They shall not cone wi th warships,
They shall not waste with brands,
But books be all their eating,

And ink be on their hands.

“Not with the hunmour of hunters

O savage skill in war,

But ordering all things with dead words,
Strings shall they nake of beasts and birds,
And wheel s of wind and star.

"They shall conme nmild as nonkish clerks,
Wth many a scroll and pen

And backward shall ye turn and gaze,
Desiring one of Alfred s days,

VWhen pagans still were nen.

"The dear sun dwarfed of dreadful suns,
Li ke fiercer flowers on stalk,

Earth lost and little like a pea

In high heaven's towering forestry,
--These be the snall weeds ye shall see
Craw , covering the chal k.

"But though they bridge St. Mary's sea,
O steal St. Mchael's w ng--

Though they rear marvels over us,
Greater than great Vergilius

W ought for the Roman ki ng;

"By this sign you shall know t hem
The breaki ng of the sword,
And man no nore a free knight,



That | oves or hates his |ord.

“"Yea, this shall be the sign of them
The sign of the dying fire;

And Man nmade like a half-wt,

That knows not of his sire.

"What though they come with scroll and pen,
And grave as a shaven cl erk,

By this sign you shall know t hem

That they ruin and nake dark;

"By all nmen bond to Not hing,

Bei ng sl aves without a lord,

By one blind idiot world obeyed,
Too blind to be abhorred;

"By terror and the cruel tales
O curse in bone and Kin,

By weird and weakness wi nni ng,
Accursed from the begi nni ng,
By detail of the sinning,

And deni al of the sin;

"By thought a crawling ruin,

By life a leaping mre,

By a broken heart in the breast of the world,
And the end of the world' s desire;

"By God and man di shonoured,
By death and |ife made vain,
Know ye the ol d barbari an,
The barbarian conme again--

"When is great talk of trend and tide,
And wi sdom and desti ny,

Hai | that undyi ng heat hen

That is sadder than the sea.

“I'n what wise nmen shall snmite him
O the Cross stand up again,

O charity or chivalry,

My vision saith not; and | see

No nore; but now ride doubtfully
To the battle of the plain.”

And the grass-edge of the great down

Was cut clean as a | awn,

Wiile the levies thronged fromnear and far,
Fromthe warm woods of the western star,
And the King went out to his |ast war

On a tall grey horse at dawn.

And news of his far-off fighting
Cane slowy and brokenly
Fromthe | and of the East Saxons,
From the sunrise and the sea.

From the plains of the white sunrise,
And sad St. Ednund's crown,



Where the pools of Essex pale and gl eam
Qut beyond London Town- -

In m ghty and doubtful fragments,

Li ke faint or fabled wars,

Clinbed the old hills of his renown,
Where the bald brow of \Wite Horse Down
Is close to the cold stars.

But away in the eastern places

The wi nd of death wal ked hi gh

And a raid was driven athwart the raid,
The sky reddened and t he snoke swayed,
And the tall grey horse went by.

The gates of the great river

Were breached as with a barge,

The wal I s sank crowded, say the scribes,
And hi gh towers populous with tribes
Seened | eaning fromthe charge

Snoke |i ke rebel lious heavens rolled
Curl ed over coloured fl anes,
Mrrored in nmonstrous purple dreans
In the mighty pools of Thanes.

Loud was the war on London wall,

And | oud in London gates,

And | oud the sea-kings in the cloud

Br oke through their dream ng gods, and | oud
Cried on their dreadful Fates.

And all the while on Wite Horse Hil

The horse lay |ong and wan,

The turf crawl ed and the fungus crept,

And the little sorrel, while all nen slept,
Unw ought the work of man.

Wth velvet finger, velvet foot,

The fierce soft npbsses then

Crept on the | arge white conmonweal

Al folk had striven to strip and peel

And the grass, like a great green wtch's wheel
Unwound the toils of nen.

And clover and silent thistle throve,
And buds burst silently,

Wth little care for the Thanes Vall ey
O what things there m ght be--

That away on the wi dening river

In the eastern plains for crown

Stood up in the pale purple sky

One turret of snoke like ivory;

And the snobke changed and the wi nd went by,
And the King took London Town.



