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The Saga of Ragnar Erikson

By Michael Morpurgo

14" July 1965.
As | sailed into Arnefjord this morning, | was laog all around me, marvelling at the
towering mountains, at the still dark waters, atwelcoming escort of porpoises, at
the chattering oyster-catchers, and | could noetstdnd for the life of me why the
Vikings ever left this land.

It was beautiful beyond belief. Why would you eleave this paradise of a
place, to face the heaving grey of the Norwegiam &ed a voyage into the unknown,
when you had all this outside your door?

The little village at the end of the fjord lookeifiast too good to be true — a
cluster of clapboard houses gathered around thg quast painted ox-blood red. On
top of the hill beyond them stood a simple woodeurch with an elegant pencil-
sharp spire, and a well-tended graveyard, surralibgiea white picket fence. There
seemed to be flowers on almost every grave. Akgthitle Viking pony grazed the
meadow below.

The fishing boat tied up at the quay had cleargndaetter days. Now that |
was closer, | noticed that the village too wase’taeell kept as | had first thought. In
places the paint was peeling off the houses. Tiere tiles missing from the
rooftops, and a few of the windows were boardedlupasn’t abandoned, but the

whole place looked tired, and sad somehow.

As | came in on the motor there was something atteutillage that began to make



me feel uncomfortable. There was no one to be, sedtra soul. Only the horse. No
smoke rose from the chimneys. There was no wagfanging out. No one was
fishing from the shoreline, no children playedhe street or around the houses.

| hailed the boat, hoping someone might be on btmatell me where | could
tie up. There was no reply. So | tied up on thayganyway and jumped out. | was
looking for a café, somewhere | could get a drotkeven a hot meal. And | needed a
shop too. | was low on water, and | had no bdepleboard, and no coffee.

| found a place almost immediately that lookedfatsmight be the village
stores. | peered through the window. Tables duait€ were set out. There was a bar
to one side, and across the room | could see d shag, the shelves stacked with
tins. Things were looking up, | thought. But utin’t see anyone inside. | tried the
door, and to my surprise it opened.

I'd never seen anything like it. This was shogécaightclub, post office, all
in one. There was a Wurlitzer juke box in the eorand then to one side, opposite
the bar, the post office and shop. And there waisiao right next to the post office
counter, with sheet music open on the top — Beeth@onatas.

| called out, but still no one emerged. So | wautiside again and walked
down the village street, up the hill towards tharch, stopping on the way to stroke
the horse. | asked him if he was alone here, buldarly thought that this was a

stupid question and wandered off, whisking hisdaihe went.

The church door was open, so | went in and sat dovaathing in the peace of the
place, and trying at the same time to suppresththeght that this might be some kind
of ghost village. It was absurd, | knew it wast boould feel the fear rising inside

me.



That was when the bell rang loud, right above madhé&om the spire.
Twelve times. My heart pounded in my ears. Asldlseechoes died away | could
hear the sound of a man coughing and mutteringnedif. It seemed to come from
high up in the gallery behind me. | turned.

We stood looking at one another, not speakingdarestime. | had the
impression he was as surprised to see me as longgeethim. He made his way down
the stairs, and came slowly up the aisle towards me

He had strange eyes this man, unusually light,Hikehair. He might have
been fifty or sixty, but weathered, like the vilkagas.

“Looking at you,” he began, “I would say you midig English.”

“You'd be right.” | told him.

“Thought so,” he said, nodding. Then he went omirfg the bell every day at
noon. | always have. It's to call them back. yiaell come one day. You will see,
they will come.”

| didn’t like to ask who he was talking about. Kt thought was that
perhaps he was a little mad.

“You need some place to stay, young man? | haeé/ézhouses you can
choose from. You need to pray? | have a chuibu need something to eat,
something to drink? | have that too. Yes, yoloaking a little pale. | can tell you

need a drink. Come.”

Outside the church he stopped to shake my handbanttoduce himself as Ragnar
Erikson. As we walked down the hill he told me wived in each of the houses we
passed — a cousin here, an aunt there — and whotlgeebest vegetables in the

village, and who was the best pianist. He spokétasy were still there, and this



was all very strange because it was quite obvioumsé by now that no one at all was
living in any of these houses. Then | saw he wadihg me back to where I'd been
before, into the bar-cum-post office-cum-villagerss.

“You want some music on the Wurlitzer?” he asked tit¢elp yourself,
whatever you like, ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’, ‘Slodphn B’, ‘Rock Around the
Clock’. You choose. It's free, no coins needed.”

| chose ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’, while he wentibdhthe bar and poured me
a beer.

“I don’t get many people coming here these days,54&id, “and there’s only
me living here now, so | don’t keep much in the twathe shop. But | caught a small
salmon today. We shall have that for supper, alitleaschnapps. You will stay for
supper, won't you? You must forgive me — | tallota to myself mostly, so when |
have someone else to talk to, | make up for ldkirtg time. You're the first person
I've had in here for a month at least.”

| didn’t know what to say. Too much was contragligtand strange. | longed
to ask him why the place looked so empty and ifdlveere people really living in
those houses. And who was he ringing the churttHdy@ Nothing made any sense.
But | couldn’t bring myself to ask. Instead, | negablite conversation.

“You speak good English,” I told him.

“This is because Father and I, we went a lot tal8he in the old days. So
we had to speak English. We were always going thexe.”

“In that fishing boat down by the quay?” | askethhi

“It is not a fishing boat,” he said. “Itis a supoat. | carry supplies to the
villages up and down the fjords. There is no rgad, see; everything has to come by

boat, the post as well. So | am the postman too.”



After a couple of beers he took me outside and bagkn to the quayside to
show me his boat. Once on board, | could seesttiva kind of boat that no storm
could sink. It was made not for speed but for eadce, built to bob up and down
like a cork and just keep going. The boat suitedrhan, | thought. We stood
together in the wheelhouse, and | knew he wantealko

“My family,” he said, “we had two boats, this onedeone other just the
same. Father made one, | made the other. Ttheisld boat, my father’'s boat. He
made it with his own hands before | was born, ardaok it over to Shetland, like
the Vikings did before us. But we were not onid li&ke they were. It was during
the wartime, when the Germans were occupying Norway

“We were taking refugees across the Norwegian &&hnétland, often twenty
of them at a time, hidden down below. Sometimey there Jews escaping from the
Nazis. Sometimes it was airmen who had been shwihgdcommandos we had been
hiding, secret agents too. Fifteen times we weate and back and they didn’t catch
us. Lucky, we were very lucky. This is a luckyabhoThe other one, the one | built,
was not so lucky. ”

Ragnar Erikson wasn’t the kind of man you couldsfio@ or interrupt, but |
was wondering all through our supper of herring saldhon, in the warmth of his
kitchen that evening, what he had meant abouttther doat. And I still hadn’t dared
to broach the subject that puzzled me most: whieteeemed to be no one else living
in the village. When he fell silent | felt he wadtto be lost in his thoughts, and so
the right moment never came.

But after supper by the fire, he began to questierclosely about why | had come
sailing to Norway, about what | was doing with nfg.l| He was easy to talk to

because he seemed genuinely interested. So | foysdlf telling him everything:



how at thirty-one | had found myself alone in therld, that my mother had died
when | was a child, and just a couple of monthsragdather had too. | was a
schoolteacher, but not at all sure | wanted torgbe&ing one.

“But why did you come here?” he asked me. “Why Nay®’

So I told him how, when | was a boy, | had beeregsbsd by the Vikings; I'd
loved the epic stories of Beowulf and Grendel;diegtn learned to read the runes. It
had become a lifelong ambition of mine to come oWy one day. But arriving
here in this particular fjord had been an accidehivas just looking for a good
sheltered place to tie up for the night.

“I'm glad you came,” he said after a while. “Asdid, no one comes here
much these days. But they will, they will.”

“Who will?” I asked him, without thinking, and ahce regretted it for | could
see he was frowning at me, looking at me quite kadtlenly, and | feared | might
have offended him.

“Whoever it is, they will be my family and my frids, that's all | know,” he
said. “They will live in the houses, where thelyadce lived, where their souls still
live.”

| could hear from the tone of his voice that thees more to tell and that he
might tell it, if | was patient and did not pressih So | kept quiet, and waited. I'm
so pleased | did. When at last he began agaialtierte the whole story, about the
empty village, about the other boat, the boat hetbabout as if it had been cursed.

“I think perhaps you would like to know why I'm alone in this place?” he
said, looking directly at me. It felt as if he waaving to screw up all his courage
before he could go on.

“I should have gone to the wedding myself,” he saidth everyone else in



the village, but I did not want to. It was onlyfam, down the fjord just north of
here, not that far. The thing was, that ever singas a little boy, the bride had been
my sweetheart, the love of my life, but | was al&/égo timid to tell her. | looked for
her every time | went to Flam to collect suppliegt her whenever | could, went
swimming with her, picking berries, mountain climbj but | never told her how |
felt. Now she was marrying someone else. | did@ht to be there, that's all. So
my father skippered my boat that day instead of ifieere were fourteen people in
the boat — everyone from the village except forané two very old spinster sisters.
They did everything together, those two. One efritwas too sick to go, so the other
insisted on staying behind to look after her. tchad the boat going off into the
morning mists. | never saw it again, nor anyonéaoard.

“To this day, no one really knows what happenedt e do know that early
in the evening, after the wedding was over, thess avrock-slide, a huge avalanche
which swept down the mountainside into the fjort] aet up a great tidal wave.
People from miles around heard it and saw it. Ne gaw the boat go down, but
that's what must have happened.

“For a few years the two old sisters and | keptiitiage going. When they
died, within days of one another, | buried thenthia churchyard. Then | was alone.
To start with, very often, | thought of leaving,tlmsomeone had to tend the graves,
had to ring the church bell, so | stayed. | fishddept a few sheep in those days. |
had my horse. | learned how to be alone.

“l discovered there is one thing you have to domieu are alone, and that is
to keep busy. So every day | work on the hougasning windows in the summers to
air rooms, lighting fires in the winters to warneth through, painting windows and

doors, fixing where | can, just keeping them refuythe day they return. There’s



always something. | know it's looking more and mongidy as the years go by, but |
do my best. | have to. They're all living herdél sall my family and friends. | can
feel them all about me. They're waiting, and I'miting, for the others to come and
join them.”

“l don’t understand,” | told him.

“No, young man,” he said, laughing a little. “I'not off my head, not quite. |
know the dead cannot come back. But | do know 8yrits live on, and | do know
that one day, if | do not leave, if | keep ringitlg bell, if | keep the houses dry, then
people will find this place, will come and live leerin the villages nearby, they are
still frightened of the place. They think it isreed somehow. But they are wrong
about that. It was the boat that was cursed| them, not the village. Anyway, they
do not come. Most of them are so frightened, thegy't even come to visit me.
They say it is a dying village and will soon beead village. But it is not, and it will
not be, not so long as | stay. One day peoplecweithe and then the village will be
alive once more. | know this for sure.”

Ragnar Erikson offered me a bed in his house tlgdttnbut | said | was fine in the
boat. | am ashamed to admit it but after hearirgydtory | just didn’t want to stay
there any longer. It was too easy to believe thatglace — paradise that it looked —
might be cursed. He did not try to persuade mam Isure he knew instinctively what
| was feeling. 1 told him that | had to be up &arl the morning, thinking | might not
see him again. But he said he would be sure torseeff. And he was as good as his
word. He was down on the quay at first light. $deok hands warmly, friends for
less than a day, but | felt, because he had toldhimstory, that in a way we were

friends for life. He told me to come back one dagt see him again if ever | was



passing. Although | said | would, | knew how urlikewould be. But, through all
the things that have happened to me since, | rfevgot the saga of Ragnar Erikson.

It was a story that | liked to tell often to my fgmto my friends.

7 August 2010. Midnight.

Today | came back to Arnefjord. It has been owetyfyears and I've often dreamed
about it, wondering what happened to Ragnar Erikswhhis dying village. This
time | have brought my family, my grandchildren tbecause however often | tell
them the story, they never quite seem to believe it

| had my binoculars out at the mouth of the liffied and saw the village at
once. It was just as it had been. Even the baattivere at the quay, with no one on
it, so far as | could see. There was no smokegiBom the chimneys; when we tied
up, no one came to see us. | walked up towardsillage shop, the grandchildren
running off into the village, happy to be ashoieppging about like goats, finding
their land legs again.

Then, as | walked up towards the church, | saw tharaoming towards me
with a pushchair.

“Do you live here?” | asked her.

“Yes,” she said, and pointed out her house, “okerd.”

My granddaughter came running up to me.

“I knew it, Grandpa,” she cried, “I always knewnias just a story. Of course
there are people living here. I've seen lots artsl bf them.”

And she was right. There was a toy tractor outdéeback door of a newly
painted house, and | could hear the sound of shgethildren coming from further

away down by the seashore.



“What story does she mean?” the mother asked me.

So I told her how I'd come here over forty yearfobe and had met Ragnar
Erikson, and how he was the only one living heenth

“Old Ragnar,” she said, smiling. “He’s up in theucchyard now.”

She must have seen the look on my face. “No, f®e"said, “I don’t mean
that. He’s not dead. He’s doing the flowers. Waildn'’t be here if it wasn’t for
him. Ragnar saved this village, Ragnar and thd.foa

“The road?” | asked.

“Fifteen years ago they built a road to the villaged suddenly it was a place
people could come to and live in. But there wdwdde been no village if Ragnar
hadn’t stayed, we all know that. There are sixifeus living here — six families.
He’s old now and does not hear so well, but hérag enough to walk up the hill to
ring the bell. It was the bell that brought uskhde says. And he still likes to go on
ringing it every day. Habit, he says.”

| went up the hill with my granddaughter, who ranahead of me up the steps
and into the church. When she came out there wasdaman with her, and he was
holding her hand.

“She has told me who you are,” he said. “But | \Wdduave recognised you
anyway. | knew you would come back, you know. Youst have heard me ringing.
If | remember rightly, you liked ‘Whiter Shade o&le’ on the Wurlitzer. And you
liked a beer. Do you remember?”

“I remember,” | said. “lI remember everything.”
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