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THE ROMAN FORT AT HUNTCLIFF, NEAR SALTBURN
GENERAL ACCOUNT OF THE FORT
By W. HORNSBY and R. STANTON
Some fify years ago, three labourers in the employment of the late Mr. Rigg of Brough House, were digging soil near the summit of Huntcliff, and stumbled upon some ancient walling and other remains. The find was reported to and inspected by Canon Greenwell and the late Canon Atkinson, and was duly chronicled by the latter as Roman, but nothing was done to pursue the enquiry. Quite lately, however, the present writers secured at an auction sale,,,, for the sum of threepence, the remains then unearthed; they also came upon Mr. James Bell, who had superintended the digging and was able to point out its exact spot, and they determined to dig further.
The remains in question, which have proved to be those of a part of a late Roman fort, are situated one and a half miles east of the town of Saltburn, on the eminence called Huntcliff - the "Giant Huntcliff" of Hall-Stevenson's poem - about 200 yards east of its most conspicuous point, as seen from the town. The cliff here rises to a height of 365 feet and projects boldly into the sea, commanding a wide landscape. From it the whole of Tees bay lies open to view, there is an extensive outlook landwards, and Rockcliff is plainly seen.
The above extract is reproduced from
Journal of Roman Studies, 2 (1912), 215-32.
Publisher: Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies
ISSN 00754358.
My thanks to Philip Sauvain, author of many school texts, for reading the story and suggesting positive guidelines for the writing of it; James Whatley for the cover illustration; to Suzanne Britton and Roy James for preparing the manuscript; to Joyce Ashton for useful information about the Cleveland Area and to Ken Sedman, Senior Curator Middlesbrough Museums and Galleries, for information and illustrations relating to the excavations of the Roman Fort and Signal Station on Huntcliff, Saltburn by the Sea.
Throughout the fourth century it became more and more certain that the Roman Empire was too large to defend itself on all sides. Extra strength was given to the defence of the south east of Britain by the building of coastal forts and the creation of a Count of the Saxon Shore. In addition the Roman fleet was to act as a patrol force against any attacks by possible invaders. Hadrian's Wall to the north of Britain was repeatedly under attack by the Picts - the painted men.
Then about 367 A.D. a combined attack by Scotts from Ireland (where the Scots originally came from), Picts from Scotland and Saxons from across the North Sea showed the overall weakness of the Romans to be ready for such incursions; only by sending for strong reinforcements from Gaul were the Romans able to throw back the attackers and restore order in the land. This event was the occasion when Cerdic's grandfather Ulifa came to the land of Britain - a Saxon invader.
What caused the Romans to hang on to the occupation of the land for at least another forty years? Perhaps Britain was a profitable colony to possess. These were very difficult times for Rome. Had the Empire grown too big to manage after more than three hundred years of occupation of Britain?
And so more forts were built along the east coast of the land at points which commanded dominant views over the sea and shore. In the centre a lofty beacon tower; when the beacon was lit to warn of approaching danger it would be seen by the main bodies of Roman troops stationed at headquarters inland. Such a fort was erected on the cliffs near Saltburn.
The story of Cerdic is woven round this fort. The time is the beginning of the fifth century.
1911-12. Two archaeologists, Hornby and Stanton, excavating the well of the Roman Fort and Signal Station on Huntcliff near Saltburn on the North Yorkshire coast, came upon some interesting finds. By that time nearly all the fort either had been eroded or had fallen into the sea by the erosion of the cliff and only the well and some foundations remained.
CERDIC - The adventures of a youth of fourteen years and his younger sister Julie on the day the Romans abandoned the coastal forts and signal stations after having occupied the land for over three hundred and fifty years.
'It could be a fine day; that's how it seemed to Cerdic as he scrambled to the top of the Nab, the dew-damp clay slipping beneath his bare feet and bouncing down over clumps of grass below.'
But there were surprises waiting for him on that 'fine day.'
I The Roman Fort
‘And where do you think you’re going this morning young man?’
‘Just down to the shore granny; maybe I’ll climb the Nab to see if there are any Roman patrol boats out at sea.’
‘Roman boats? More likely Saxon boats, if I know anything. You shouldn’t be going so far on your own. Does your father know?’
‘I’m not a child any more; I can look after myself, you know.’ Then realising he had spoken rather sharply to Paulina: ‘I won't be long,’ he said more gently. ‘Wouldn’t you be warmer in the cottage? It’s still quite chilly out here this morning.’
The Nab on which he was standing didn’t make any sense to him: it was like a blunt arrow head of grass and red clay rising from the ground. He looked down to where two steep-sided and wooded valleys came together below him. Two large becks met at that place, one from the left he called Little Beck, brown stained and cutting sharply into its banks; the other broad and shallow which he called Howle Beck because where it joined Little Beck at the beach was one of the many scooped inlets or howles along the coast to the north and west. Here the waters spread into a small lake before spilling into the sea over the blown sand and tidal pebbles. It seemed to Cerdic that the stream hesitated before the end of its journey.
Cerdic turned to look at the cliff to the east and the Roman Coast Fort which stood a little way back from the edge of it. The wooden structure of the Watch Tower - his Saxon grandfather called it the Wearsett - rose above the morning mist now dissolving in the rising heat of the sun. The beacon brazier attached to the top of it reached out, thought Cerdic, like an arm holding a torch. How solid the walls and the bastions of the Fort appeared even from a distance. There was strength in those walls and defiance - defiance against the threats of the Saxon invader from over the sea; and a warning too for any discontented Britons who might have thoughts of being troublesome to the Roman forces. After the last large Saxon invasion of many years ago - Cerdic’s grandfather had been one of the invaders - the commander of the sixth legion at Eburacum had extended the line of Roman forts in the south-east to the north-east of Britain. The cliff lands where Cerdic lived with their broad and distant views over land and sea were especially well placed for signal stations and these were erected along the coast from beyond the river mouth to the north and as far as the eye could see to the south. As the mist rose there they were – an erect line of giant sentinels guarding the cliff-land coast.
Cerdic looked again at his cottage up the valley. Poor and isolated as it was, he liked living there. Nobody bothered him or his family unnecessarily. The Romans at the Fort were too busy as usual with their own affairs and were interested mostly in a regular supply of fish which Cerdic’s father Elfric was called upon to satisfy. The nearest Britons preferred to dwell at a Settlement as near to the Fort as the Romans would permit, ever hoping for benefits which the soldiers might wish to pay for in return for services rendered by them.
II Paulina and Ulifa
The crack of a twig in the bracken-rotted ground caused Ulifa to look up. If he was astonished to see this girl - he took her to be no more than sixteen years of age - wandering alone in the now deserted and wooded valley he gave no outward sign of his astonishment. These were adventurous days for the young men of North Europe and Paulina’s bedraggled appearance and torn clothing told only too clearly her story. Ulifa saw the hate in her eyes and if he had been capable of it he would have had good cause to fear; but show of fear had no part in a Saxon’s upbringing. He watched her face as the blood rushed to her head. He watched her raise the bough. He was almost fascinated to see this slip of a girl struggle to lift the unwieldy branch. He tried to move and found that he was incapable of movement. He now realised that this was to be his warrior’s death - at the hands of a girl. He forced a grim smile at the thought. It may be that the smile saved his life; Paulina saw in it all the pain and agony which he was suffering and making a great effort to hide; all the helplessness of a strong man who appeared unwilling or unable to protect himself. Something gave way in her, her knees felt weak, she dropped the bough and sank to the ground.
Ulifa’s face changed to bewilderment, the blank bewilderment of a child who awaits punishment for some wrongdoing and yet for some strange reason does not receive it. He could see Paulina’s huddled back; it was shaking violently. There was a sound of sobbing. Funny people these Britons. He had been told how soft they had become under the protection of the Romans for many generations. How could Ulifa understand that this girl should have reached the point where she could endure no more? Exhausted in body and mind she sat there hunched up, head over her knees. Ulifa lay there painfully puzzled, looking at this strange girl, not daring to touch her.
Paulina was the first to move. She turned towards him. It was no use just sitting there worrying over her situation however desperate. The man was injured and she felt pity. She was angry with herself at the thought; she did not know why she should feel like this. Some of his friends would come back for him no doubt and look for him and find him. She could also go in search of her friends. Where were her friends now? She shuddered to think what might have befallen them. If she went up the valley she must come upon someone, a British cottage perhaps; and help for herself. It was possible. She got up. As she was moving away she looked back. The Saxon was watching her, expressionless. It was no use. She shrugged her shoulders as though to shrug away an unkind thought. Then she turned round and half unwillingly bent down to look at Ulifa’s leg.
III Captured
At first Ulifa and Paulina had sought shelter in a cave in the valley side below the Nab. Later they had found glacial boulders in the cliffs and with these and an ample supply of twigs and red clay to bind them had started to build a primitive sort of cottage. There was an uncertain source of food in the woods and a surer one in the valley stream and in the sea. They had later as people around became aware of their existence been able to barter some of their fish for other needs. and by obtaining seeds had begun to cultivate a cleared area with corn. None bothered to ask who they were or how they came to be there. The nearest hamlet was two miles away along the coast to the north. The Romans later established a coastal fort on the cliff nearby and they were followed by a few British hangers-on who formed a Settlement on the neighbouring high ground.
Cerdic watched his sister emerge from the trees near the cottage and go to the side of the stream. She looked up, saw him on the Nab and waved. She knelt beside the water to wash. Cerdic waved back. Not much fun being a girl, he thought. He stood on his toes and inhaled a deep breath of air. Then he scrambled down the Nab, slipping on the clay soil, steadying himself on the tufts of grass and finally jumped down on to the beach.
He ran to the water’s edge of the receding tide and tested the water with his toe. The sun was not yet high enough to warm the sand or the shallow water; he withdrew his foot sharply with a mock cry of pain and ran along the sand or leapt over pools left by the tide. Watery footprints showed where his feet had sunk into the sand. He looked at the tide-mark with its line of seaweed half-burying the remains of dead mackerel and gulls, razor shells and claws of crabs. Washed up also were red tree stumps; he did not know why trees should seem to come from the bottom of the sea and he left the matter there. Not so Julia who would talk of a world of submarine forests and weave her own stories of the people who lived there. Cerdic stopped now and again to pick up out of the water pebbles which glistened in the morning light: oval red jasper and rounded quartz clear, white and rose. A pity they lost their sparkle as they dried. He skimmed flat shales over the sea and counted how many times they bounced on the water. So he came upon another beck which snaked its way out to sea. He jumped over the winding strips of crystal water as he went up the beach until he reached a howle which led into a chine. He entered the gap in the shore.
For the first time that morning his senses were troubled. He couldn’t have said why and showed his disgust in himself by kicking heartily at the wind-blown sand. It rose and scattered and as Cerdic watched the particles fly he became aware of an unexpected pattern on the beach. A deep furrow on either side of a shallow hollow in the sand led up from the tidemark to the chine. When he had overcome his immediate hesitation he became curious to follow the marks. These must be marks that boats made, large boats. And there were traces too of feet. Cerdic had cause to be apprehensive.
It was a Saxon boat. Cerdic looked at it and marvelled at its size and heaviness as he approached it. From time to time he had come upon and picked up pieces of wood washed up on the beach which by their shape could well have been driftwood from boats which had come to grief in the ocean storms. And once he had found among the flotsam the wooden head of a wolf. Of course Julia had woven a tale of wonder about it; not so his grandfather who remembered how in his youth he had sailed behind one of those carved heads which had ornamented a Saxon prow. Now this before him was the real thing. And these men before him were real Saxon warriors. Or pirates.
Lately his father had said there had been rumours of Saxon raids up the larger rivers to the north and south; but the Romans had been quick to assure the people that the Roman shore fleet had dealt adequately with the situation and that there was no cause for alarm. No doubt under cover of darkness this boat had escaped the eyes of the watchers at the fort and the Saxons would have paddled it ashore and dragged it into the security of the chine. Perhaps they had been making for the broad bay of the river Tesa which Cerdic had been gazing at that morning and had discovered what they hoped would be a safe haven for the time being. Fortunate, thought Cerdic, that the tide had not borne them up Howle Beck by the Nab so near to his own home.
Paulina it was who would tell the children of the place where she had been a girl. Was it Derventio? Or Delgavatio? Cerdic could never remember which. It was a large and important town and there was a Roman encampment close by. There were many large town houses and a market place; and often festivals in honour of the emperor or in honour of the Mithras god. Also there were quieter meetings of people who called themselves Christians. The Romans in the camp and the townspeople usually got on well together. The area was prosperous, the land productive, and all seemed to contribute towards the wellbeing of each and everyone. But there were enemies too from other lands: and once when their town had been destroyed by raiders from beyond the Wall those who returned helped one another to rebuild a new town over the wasted ruins of the old.
Paulina’s family had tried to live a Christian way of life. Cerdic and Julia would often listen to the stories about Jesus and wonder how anyone could have been so kind in times so difficult. They would see tears come into Paulina’s eyes when she spoke of her childhood. Then she would quickly turn away, wipe her eyes and when she turned to face them again she would smile sadly and say: ‘Aren’t I a silly?
‘They will see us all right,’ they would say.
Not everyone however felt safe because of the Roman forts. Rome needed more and more protection against attacks by the Huns whose hordes threatened to overrun all Europe; and that included Rome also. The commander in Britain found that the numbers of his troops were dwindling as these were called upon to defend the capital city. As a result the number of soldiers required to man the Fort was now less than half what had originally been intended. And what a mixture of races these soldiers were: men from Italia, from Spain and Gaul, from places along a river they called the Danubium together with locally conscripted Britons. These Vindicianus commander of the Fort had to keep in good heart and in a state of constant readiness.
It may be that when the Britons were scornful of Elfric’s dismal warnings about the Saxons returning one day it was to reassure themselves about their own fears. They were aware that there was bad feeling between the British soldiers and those from overseas; especially those from Italia who, being citizens of Rome, considered themselves members of the all-conquering super- state and therefore superior to the colonial or mercenary troops. For the Italian promotion in the ranks seemed easier to gain; he spoke the language of his superiors and he had real money to buy that promotion. His talk was of the past glories of Rome and the Empire. As that glory showed increasing signs of weakening so his arrogance grew as he refused to face up to a rapidly changing state of affairs. He spoke an Italian soldier’s slang; and when he was with other soldiers of his country and they spoke and laughed together the Britons especially, not understanding what they were talking about, felt that the jokes were at their expense. The soldiers from the continent, other than the Italians, were more concerned about the day when they would leave this exposed coast to return to the sunshine and the land of their forefathers.
Cerdic, as his thoughts wandered confusedly over these various matters, had one clear thought in mind. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the matter he had been brought up with an intense mistrust of the Saxon. A return to the Saxon way of life filled his grandfather with disgust and horror. ‘They were barbarians,’ he would say. ‘The imperial power of the Romans might be a bitter yoke to bear but it had a code of honour which could now and then be relied on to deal out a rough sort of justice.’
He decided that his spying should end. He must leave this place, warn his parents, warn the British settlement and warn the commander of the fort. He looked around him. There were men in front of him and look-outs to his right. He checked the side of the chine. If he could reach the ridge without being detected he could quickly make his way into his own valley. Since the approach to the chine from the beach was being watched to retrace his steps was out of the question. He would have to be careful. He wished he had brought his short sword with him; instead he had only his dagger which he always carried. These men were cunning; their ears were sharp; a false step, a crack of a twig or a slip on the soft clay and he would be discovered. Cerdic began slowly and carefully to ease himself up the side of the valley pushing himself backwards with the palms of his hands. Then he turned over onto his stomach, looking round now and again to see if he was being followed. At last! He was near the top feeling pleased with himself and thankful that he had had so much practice stalking in the woods. And yes, there in the distance were those woods and the morning sunlight streaking through the branches. A few more steps and he would be on the headland leading to his own valley. And so back home again. He scrambled up between the bushes and scrub. Nearly there. In his haste to make the final lurch forward he forgot his customary caution and darted forward into the light to make for the open fields beyond. He felt four strong hands grip his shoulders and two heavy bodies fall upon him. A rough hand closed over his mouth pressing his nose painfully. He was jerked backwards before he could see who were his attackers, rushed down the chine and thrown forcibly onto the ground. As he rolled onto his back he remembered seeing a number of faces leering down at him; then the faces and the bushes began to sway and merge indistinctly and he lost consciousness.
IV..Beside the stream
That morning Julia had gone down to the stream to wash. She loved the cold clear water on her face on these fresh summer mornings; she liked to feel the chill of it on her hand as she sat by the bank. She looked up at the Nab. There was Cerdic scrambling up to the top. She watched the stones dislodged by his feet bounding to the bottom. Having reached the top he looked down and waved and she waved back.
‘What are you doing child?’ Paulina said.
‘I like to gaze at the water,’ replied Julia. Paulina loved to hear the music in her granddaughter’s voice.
‘What do you see there?’ she asked.
‘I see the clouds making new shapes as they hurry by and the dancing patches of the blue sky. And I hear feet pattering up the valley and the clash of bright swords flashing in the sunlight.’
Julia looked across at Paulina smilingly and thought she saw her shudder.
‘It’s going to be misty this afternoon,’ said the old lady abruptly. ‘I don’t like fog.’
Julia looked up at the hazy blue sky, heard the skylarks rising above the trees and inhaled the freshness of the air. Perhaps granny was feeling her years. The girl watched her shrink into her cloak as she wrapped it more closely round her. Yet although a cool breeze was blowing in from the sea, the heat of the sun was already beginning to be felt.
‘See,’ said Julia, ‘the haze is going now and the sky has cleared.’
‘There will be a sea fog this afternoon, you mark my words. And after that most likely a thunderstorm. Who knows?’
‘You must go in if you feel the cold,’ said Julia kindly. Then teasing: ‘Perhaps Thor will cast down his thunderbolts.’
‘You’re a naughty girl,’ she said, but there was no harshness in her tone. Then changing the subject:
‘Where’s Cerdic?’ she asked
‘He’s up there on the Nab. See,’ said Julia pointing to where she had seen Cerdic earlier. But Cerdic had already gone down the other side.
‘He must have gone to the beach to see if the fish were coming in.’
‘He shouldn’t be wandering off like that. He’s a headstrong foolish boy. His father should be firmer with him - letting him go off on his own like that.’
‘But he’s fourteen now; he isn’t a boy,’ protested Julia in Cerdic’s defence. ‘Grandad says he was sailing the seas when he was fourteen years old. Perhaps Cerdic will bring home a huge fish for our cena.’ Julia had heard her grandmother tell stories of the long Roman dinners which would go on for hours. She stretched wide her arms to exaggerate the size of the expected fish.
‘I don’t like it,’ persisted Paulina, ‘I don’t like it,’ and she went back to the cottage no doubt to take up the matter with her son Elfric for allowing Cerdic so much freedom.
V The two soldiers
Inside and outside the cottage the usual tasks of the day were being done. Ulifa was setting out to find hazel sticks to strengthen the thatch which earlier that day Cerdic had noticed to be in need of repair. The cold nights would soon be here. Julia's father Elfric was examining a net which he would be using to trap fish in the stream. The stream fishing was less hazardous than sea fishing in a coble in all weathers but many of the fresh water fish were not as appetising as the sea fish. Still there was an abundance of trout and eels and sometimes salmon were to be caught in the beck. At low tide he would set nets on stakes driven into the sand; and after the tide had flowed and ebbed there would be more fish trapped than he could use or barter. Except in winter when all he might have for his labour would be torn and tangled nets washed up on the shore. At those times especially, if the harvest was poor and his store of corn was low, he would have to brave the grey sea with Ulifa and Cerdic to see what might be caught with line and hook. Or else he would go out at night to stalk the game in the woods with spear, bow and arrow or set snares for the rabbits that abounded thereabout. Never had they wanted for food so far.
‘Oh it’s you,’ he muttered as he beheld two soldiers coming down from the fort.
Elfric knew them well; one of them, Suranus, Elfric knew well enough to address by his name; the other Antoninus, he treated more distantly.
‘We need fish,’ said Antoninus as though he was speaking to a slave. There were times when Elfric found his tone and manner difficult to bear. However, being the son of a Saxon had taught him to control his feelings at all times in his dealings with the troops who occupied the land - the land his father had adopted - as well as in his dealings with the British. In times of misfortune, always in the mind of Elfric, the Romans or the British might need scapegoats, people to blame and persecute as spies or agents of an enemy. It was therefore safer to be on friendly terms with few and on unfriendly terms with none.
‘You shall have fish,’ he said.
‘When?' asked Antoninus though it wasn’t so much a question as an order.
‘I am putting out to sea this evening,’ replied Elfric, ‘the twilight is a good time...’
‘Enough,’ interrupted the Roman. ‘We need your fish now. This afternoon at the latest. There,’ and he threw a copper coin at the feet of Elfric, ‘you have been paid.’
Elfric, whose knuckles showed white at the tension of gripping his sword, composed himself and laid it down at his side in order to pick up the coin. It was a new one and bore the head of a boy, the emperor Honorius. Honorius’ father Theodosius had been called hastily to Rome to deal with the recurring troubles there and had left his son as ruler of the Western Empire under the guardianship of the general Stilicho.
Antoninus turned away. How different were these two soldiers. But then Antoninus was a Roman from Italia; Suranus was a Briton from the tribe of Brigantium from a town they called Isurium. Because of that they viewed their positions differently.
Antoninus looked upon the business of defending what he called the colony of Britannia from the attacks of the invader from abroad as a duty and a misfortune: a duty which helped to keep foremost in his mind the greatness of the Roman Empire; but a misfortune nonetheless that he a Roman should have been called upon to wear out so much of his fighting life in this forsaken outpost of that Empire. Here nothing military seemed to happen: every day and every night he spent on watching. The boredom of it all. Why weren’t the Britons clever enough to defend their own land so that he could return to his native country or to Rome where the sun shone and the fighting was real? How he fretted when the news filtered through of threats of invasion against his homeland. Here he was confined in a friendless country with a cheerless climate and where the natives would be only too pleased to see the back of him were it not that if the Romans left they would have to fight their own battles. Even Antoninus felt at times that it was a waste of good soldiers and money to continue to defend this island and it would be more sensible to make a tactical withdrawal of all the Roman forces to the mainland of Europe. At this point his reasoning would give out and he would seek relief in finding fault with everything in general or cursing the 'barbarian British' in particular.
Suranus being British saw matters in a different light. It is true that for a Briton soldiering was the only well-paid job which brought some glory to himself and occasional respect from the community: and especially as he was defending his own people from the atrocities committed by the barbarian invaders from overseas and not a bit of an empire which was distant and according to rumour might be falling apart. The trouble with the Romans was that they had not changed with the times; they were too taken up with past glories. And after too many generations to remember the British were, as they had always been, considered as second class citizens with few rights and little influence over the way they lived. Would the Saxon if he came to settle be any more demanding as a conqueror than the Roman? Perhaps even at this late hour there could be changes though Suranus wasn’t very sure what these might be. Only in his later years would he realise that any calls by the Britons for help from Rome would fall on deaf ears.
‘See what you can do about the fish,’ he said; ‘I suppose you know best what fishing is all about. But we do get hungry up there you know,’ he added nodding in the direction of the Fort.
‘I’ll do my best,’ said Elfric, feeling better.
‘Fine. The worrying thing these days,’ he went on, ‘is that we never know from day to day whether we’ll want food any more. After all who’s to say when the rest of us will be taken from the Fort and the Fort abandoned? Then what would happen to your fish trade?’ and Suranus burst out laughing. But Elfric wasn’t laughing.
‘How do you mean the Fort abandoned?’ he said.
‘Just a joke. Forget it,’ said the soldier. ‘But as you know, our numbers get less and less; and nobody seems to care any longer about our weaponry and defences. And see how near to the cliff edge is the Fort. I wonder didn’t anyone tell the high-ups how since the storms of last winter the sea has eaten away the cliff top? Lately the Commander of the Northern Forts has been very edgy and it’s well known that his superior the Count of the Saxon Shore - whoever he is -has not been around here since the swallows returned; and soon they’ll be flying off to warmer lands. And who can blame them? But not a word of any of this, mind you, to anyone. We don’t want to make the local folk getting themselves into a state.’
‘And now the well is drying up. That would be the last straw.’ Then changing the subject: ‘By the way where’s Cerdic?’
‘In trouble somewhere I suppose,’ replied Elfric lightly. ‘Probably gone into the woods tracking.’
‘I doubt it,’ said Suranus, ‘I’m sure I saw him on the top of the Nab this morning and running along the beach.’
‘That’s right,’ came a voice behind the two men; it was Julia. ‘I saw him myself on the Nab.’
Suranus turned to look at the girl. She was so young and innocent and accorded with the freshness of the morning. How defenceless she seemed in this world of violence. His face grew sterner as he turned towards Elfric.
‘You should keep a more watchful eye on that boy of yours,’ he said. ‘He’ll get himself into trouble one of these days. Serious trouble.’
‘Oh he can look after himself all right. He’s not a boy now you know. Why, when I was his age ...’ Suranus interrupted:
‘You see that Watch Tower up there. You know why that’s there?’
‘That’s why it’s so safe down here,’ said Elfric but there was no conviction in his voice; he had heard Paulina say similar words of censure over and over again.
‘See you later then,’ he said. A few paces up the slope he called to Elfric:
‘I forgot to tell you. They say a Saxon boat tried to enter the big river over there,’ he pointed to the north, ‘and got itself stranded in the shallow water and the mud. No doubt our men will have dealt with the crew.’ Then turning on his heel he strode towards the waiting Antoninus.
VI Escape
When Cerdic came to, his first feeling was of pain in his shoulders caused by something hard beneath him. What an uncomfortable bed he thought hazily and began to turn over. There was something unusual somewhere. Opening his eyes slowly he saw on either side of him, instead of the limed walls of his cottage, the steep sides of a boat.
Memory came back to him slowly: feeling himself thrown to the ground by unknown hands; leering faces above him; and blackness, sudden blackness. How long ago was that? So then: they had put him in a boat, that boat, — yes, he remembered a boat... and the valley ridge and slippery cliffs, seaweed and dead fish . . . and Saxons. It was all very confusing. And unpleasant. He placed the palms of his hands on the boards of the boat; he could feel the grain, the rough wood and the splinters. It wasn’t a bad dream at all. Anyway they hadn’t killed him; that was something. Why not? Cerdic found his thoughts getting mixed up and tried to piece things together - his present position, what he should do next, and found that he wasn’t up to it.
‘Still out,’ he heard one of them say.
‘Don’t know why we didn’t kill him straight away and throw him into the sea,’ growled the other.
‘The chief says he might be useful to us.’
‘Don’t see how.’
New hope. These summer fogs came on the hottest of days. One moment there would be sweltering heat; then, like spirits from over the sea, wisps of white cloud would dance around the headland and blanket the cliffs. They streamed up the valley and creeks, curled round the bushes and trees, and wrapped themselves about the woodland. Now a dense fog, now a fine haze, you never knew where you were with it. ‘Fickle as a woman,’ his father Mercia would say; and his mother would retort: ‘Useless as a man...’ It certainly was not to be trusted; yet Cerdic wanted something on which to pin his hope of escape. He clutched at the straw which the thought of an enveloping fog would hold out to him.
Cerdic decided that he would try to escape in a direction away from his valley and home. There was a griff, a small ravine thickly grown with hazel and alder; through it flowed a stell, little more than a narrow ditch at this time of the year. If he could reach this ravine he would have some cover for part of the way. He would then make for the bog and marsh land and hope that his knowledge of the tracks through it would be the means of escape if pursued. From there he would drop down into a tributary valley which would lead him into the valley where he lived. ‘If only the fog will stay’ he kept muttering to himself.
He heard from somewhere behind him confused cries of alarm. So soon? There was a swishing of grass and a cracking of twigs and what sounded like muttered oaths. Sometimes the voices seemed uncomfortably near; then Cerdic would seek dense cover and stop to listen. Distance was hard to judge. If the fog were suddenly to lift he must surely be discovered; he desperately hoped it would stay thick. He knew every part of this land, every hump and hollow, almost every shrub and tree. The sound of voices faded. He felt more secure. He reached the head of the ravine and breathed more freely.
As each wave of mist came and went so the light of the day came and went. Cerdic looked up and saw the hazy disc of the sun. Wisps of grey floated across it. As he weaved between the ghostly gorse bushes he could make out here and there the hawthorn trees with their twisted trunks and their windswept branches like witches’ arms. Very soon he would be turning into the bogland with bottomless pools, treacherous to the unknowing. Once past them - they held no fears for Cerdic - he would descend into the safety of the valley which led to his home. How far away it seemed. If only the mist would protect him a little longer.
Cerdic looked up once more. The sun was reappearing; the warmth returning and the mist rose and drifted away. He stopped, aware of being exposed. Seeing a group of gorse bushes nearby he dived under them for cover. It was an instinctive reaction and it served him well for ahead of him three Saxons, appearing out of the mist, were coming his way. Had he already heard them? It was possible. As the fog cleared they gave a shout and began to sing hoarsely and to stump along with swaggering strides, forgetting their usual caution. They drew nearer. Cerdic saw that there were bloodstains on their tunics. They had been hunting and their hunting had not been unsuccessful. They were swinging their spoils backwards and forwards, and one had a fawn over his shoulders. An appetising and rewarding excursion thought the hungry Cerdic grudgingly. And how had they avoided the pitfalls of the bogs which they had had to pass through.
He curled up as much as the bushes would allow and hoped the intruders would pass oblivious of his presence. As they came nearer his heart beat like hammer blows. He was feeling uncomfortable too: his joints had not recovered from his encounter with the Saxons earlier that day. Three men armed in front of him and he was defenceless. He hadn’t even the dagger which he had worn when he was caught. If only he had stopped to break off a bough or pick up a stick to defend himself. He looked about him. Nothing. Then to his relief the three men veered to the left of him and he breathed more freely.
‘I’ll stay here,’ said the man with the fawn. ‘You two after him. Quick ..’
Cerdic turned to see the brandished swords of his pursuers. Weighty swords they were, wielded by two tired and heavy footed and mail accoutred men. The distance between pursuers and pursued, already lengthened by the indecision of the former, increased with each stride. Once past the marshland and among the valley trees Cerdic knew he could outwit his enemy. He could see the tops of the pines and birches of the woodland that grew in the sandy soil.
‘Hey,’ shouted Cerdic as a startled Julia turned to run away; ‘It’s me, Cerdic,’ he called out.
Cerdic was full of fears now, no longer for himself but for his parents. Where were they? And why was Julia without them so far away from the cottage? Rumours and his recent experience mingled in a confused way in his mind: the Saxons from whom he hoped he had escaped; stories his grandfather told of the painted men from north of the Wall who had once come down from the hills to burn and pillage the homes of the Britons. Julia was terrified; and the condition of her sobbing there blotted out the trials which he had so recently undergone. He put a comforting arm round her shoulders. Julia for her part wanted so much to know what had happened to her brother since she had seen him on the Nab that morning. Well at any rate he was safe in spite of the torn tunic. And what was that? - blood on it and the torn flesh on his shoulder? Cerdic saw her look of concern.
‘Oh that,’ he said, ‘just a scratch. But you? What are you doing here? And...’
‘Father and mother are all right.’ she said, reading Cerdic’s thoughts. ‘And grandmother,’ she added after a pause. ‘Shall I tell you what has been happening since I saw you on the Nab this morning?’
‘No,’ replied Cerdic, ‘I must get home. Quick.’
‘There is no home,’ said Julia sadly. ‘We will go this way,’ and she led the way up the valley side in the direction of the Settlement on the hill.
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