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         Welcome
      

         The last 50 years have seen a number of breakthroughs in the charting and understanding of the Viking Age. Archaeologists and historians have analysed everything from ancient postholes to thousand-year-old grape seeds in their quest to uncover the truth about the Viking world.

         Painstaking detective work is necessary because the Vikings themselves did not record the events of their time. The history of the Vikings is known only from the horror stories of monks and the heroic tales of sagas. But armed with patience and modern technology, the unknown pieces of the puzzle are slowly being identified and put together.

         Researchers have come a long way, but questions remain. For example, we still don’t know who the first Vikings were, or why they set out on epic voyages. Nevertheless, we have a clearer picture of life in the Viking Age than ever before, and in this special issue we bring you the latest and best knowledge of the time when Norsemen with axes and swords wrought terror across Europe.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. The first Vikings
      

         

         Sources describing Scandinavia in the eighth century are almost non-existent, yet historians are slowly beginning to chart life in the northern barren regions. The research has brought them closer to answering the big question: how did the Viking Age begin?

          
      

         Few attributed much significance to the discoloured bones that appeared in the ground in 2008 near the small town of Salme on the island of Saaremaa, off the west coast of Estonia. The island had been the scene of fierce fighting between German and Soviet forces during World War II and discoveries of soldiers’ remains were common. So, when a work crew digging trenches for electrical cables came across the bones, they called the authorities as required and waited impatiently for work to restart.

         They were in for a long wait, for no sooner had archaeologists stuck their spades in the ground than long arrowheads and swords, rusty and brittle with age, emerged. The dig also revealed old game pieces, scraps of wool and pieces of wood. The bones belonged to warriors from a completely different era than first thought. The archaeologists had no doubt about that. But they could never have guessed that the discovery would provide crucial information about the origins of the Viking Age.

         The find from Saaremaa became an important clue in understanding Scandinavia’s transition to the Viking Age. It may seem strange that a single discovery on an island in the Baltic Sea could be so critical for archaeologists, but the reason lies in the lack of written sources about Scandinavia’s earliest history. Even now, 1,200 years after the first recorded Viking raid, the region’s earliest years and its evolution to the Viking Age remain a mystery. The answers that historians seek are many. What did the settlements look like? Who were the first chieftains? When did Scandinavia become advanced enough to foster both fierce warriors and high-tech ships? Who first thought of sailing to neighbouring lands?

         We know very little about any of this, but the Estonian discovery helped push the start of the Viking Age – and thus the development of Scandinavia – back half a century. We’ll return to what that earlier date meant, but before historians could draw any conclusions, the archaeological find in Estonia needed further investigation.

         Discovery surprised archaeologists
      

         During the following months of excavation, archaeologists uncovered the remains of a ship’s hull. Most of the vessel’s wood had rotted away, but the decomposition process had left discolouration that indicated the outline of the ship in the ground.

         Together with hundreds of iron nails that the archaeologists also found, the researchers were able to reconstruct the ship’s shape, size and appearance. Calculations told them that the boat had been 11.5 metres long and slender, with oars and room for 12 to 15 men. The shape and size of the vessel was similar to Scandinavian longships, and boats of this type had never before been found on those shores. A closer examination of the objects in the ship caused further puzzlement. In addition to skeletons and weapons, the finds also included a set of playing pieces. The pieces resembled those used by Vikings in the chess-like game of hnefatafl, and the weapons were of the kind used by the ancient Norse. The entire find seemed to be from the Viking Age, but carbon-14 analysis of wooden fragments concluded that the ship was built between 650 and 700 – almost 100 years before the attack on Lindisfarne Abbey that was supposed to herald the start of the Viking Age. Something didn’t add up.

         The discovery prompted researchers to look for evidence that the find was indeed a Viking burial site. If it was, historians would be able, for the first time, to get closer to the puzzle of when the Viking Age began and try to paint a picture of how the first Viking raids took place. A year and a half into the excavation, archaeologists discovered another ship. The new vessel, which the researchers named Salme 2, was 17 metres longer than the first boat, Salme 1, and had room for 30 to 40 men.

         This ship was also distinctive in its narrow, flat-bottomed Scandinavian style. What’s more, the archaeologists found several skeletons. The dead were piled on top of each other, as was the custom at burials of Viking warriors. A closer examination left no doubt that many of the men had suffered a particularly violent death. Deep nicks in an upper arm bone tell of brutal sword fighting at close quarters. Injuries to one man’s neck testify to an attempted decapitation, while another had the top-front of his skull hacked off, a wound that would have left his brain exposed. Some skeletons, however, bore no signs of struggle. The historians had no doubt that the dead men were warriors from eighth-century Scandinavia – Vikings. However, the discovery fundamentally changed everything archaeologists and academics thought they knew about the Norse warriors. First of all, the date was astonishing.

         By analysing the bones at Saaremaa, researchers concluded that the warriors had set out with weapons in hand at least 40 years before Vikings attacked and sacked the monastery at Lindisfarne.

         Scandinavia was a wasteland
      

         Even more surprising was the Vikings’ target. Saaremaa, unlike Lindisfarne, offered no riches. The island had neither towns nor markets. The discovery therefore led academics to wonder what drove the Vikings to the island. What was there that was so attractive to the Vikings in the eighth century that they set out in large numbers into the unknown? To find the answer, we must begin in the Vikings’ homeland. The Norse’s role as Europe’s number one warrior people was far from a given at the start of the eighth century. Scandinavia was geographically isolated from the rest of the world, and the climate was often harsh and the winters unforgiving. As late as 1075 – at the end of the Viking Age – the chronicler Adam of Bremen described Jutland as “scarcely fit for human habitation”, “a desert, a salty marsh and a wilderness of solitude”.

         The description is exaggerated, but settlements were scattered, and especially inland, far from the coast, Scandinavia’s communities and farms were quite some distance apart. Population density was low and life difficult. From around the year 400, the weather gradually became colder, and in 500 or thereabouts, a climatic catastrophe hit.

         For three years, the sun barely shone, and cold and darkness descended on the Nordic countries. “[No] joy of the sun, then come three winters together and no summer between,” Snorri Sturluson wrote in his poetry collection Edda, written in the early thirteenth century.

         The change in climate was probably caused by a volcanic eruption, most likely in Mexico, which whirled ash and other particles up into the atmosphere. Scientists have documented the changes by counting tree rings and analysing samples from the Greenland ice sheet. In Scandinavia, where agriculture depended on sunny summers, people suffered badly when harvests failed.

         The situation worsened when the cold climate caused plague-ridden rats to seek warmth in populated areas. With the rats, the Plague of Justinian spread from Central Asia to most of the known world, including Scandinavia.

         Swedish archaeologists have found that the number of inhabited farms in some areas fell to one sixth of previous levels. The population declined and, in some places, people were forced to leave the land fallow.

         Climate change boosted society
      

         As the climate gradually warmed up again, the population grew explosively and concentrated in small towns and communities. This new form of settlement strengthened the chieftains, some of whom were now subject to even more powerful chiefs, acting as regional kings. The discovery of rich tombs shows that this happened from the start of the eighth century, just a few years before the Viking warriors set out for Estonia.

         With the rise in temperature, Scandinavia became a better place to live and its geographical advantages could be exploited. The area was almost completely surrounded by water; the Atlantic and North Sea to the west, the Baltic Sea and Gulf of Bothnia to the east. The Norse were largely self-sufficient when it came to food and other necessities. Denmark, which at the time stretched as far as the River Eider in present-day Germany and included parts of southern Sweden, had plenty of fertile farmland.

         Norway, despite vast mountainous areas covered in ice and snow, had lush fields where animals could graze and grain could grow.

         Along the Scandinavian coast, the sea teemed with fish, and the waters were home to whales, seals and walruses. In forests and mountains, hunters could find bears, moose and other game, as well as foxes and wolverines with warm pelts.

         In Sweden, there were fertile areas around the lakes of Mälaren, Vänern and Vättern. Throughout Scandinavia, large forests grew to provide timber for houses and ships. Both Norway and Sweden also had abundant supplies of iron ore, so people could forge farm implements, tools and weapons.

         Families lived in same settlement
      

         The Norse shared a similar language, culture and dress, but Scandinavia was certainly not a single kingdom. The communities consisted of small clusters of houses and farms where several generations lived together. Some of the small communities were under the control of chieftains, local noblemen who, in return for war service and construction labour, protected the people against competing noblemen from outside. The balance of power, however – like the climate – was changing. The chieftains became increasingly powerful and gathered greater wealth and more warriors around them. The division of society into upper and lower strata in the mid-eighth century is reflected in the Saaremaa find. The buried men were, as was the custom among the Vikings, piled on top of each other like firewood on a bonfire. Weapons and other objects found at the excavation show that the Vikings stacked the bodies according to rank and status. While the skeletons at the bottom of the pile were buried with simple, single-edged iron swords, the five men at the top were interred with distinguished double-edged blades and intricately decorated scabbards.

         One of the topmost skeletons even had a finely carved game piece made of whalebone in its mouth. The piece depicts a figure from hnefatafl, a chess-like board game that Vikings carried on their boats to pass the time. Historians believe that the piece may represent a king. The development of the hierarchy was, according to historians, closely linked to developments in Europe. Since the sixth century, chieftains had become increasingly prominent in local society, and by the eighth century, although there were relatively few of them, they were powerful and played an important role in Scandinavia.

         The chieftains now owned large tracts of land, and their wealth and strength slowly transformed Scandinavia into a powerhouse. The new leaders could afford to pay warriors to defend or expand their power and territory.

         Chieftains grew strong
      

         To pay the warriors and boost their standard of living, chieftains increasingly began to trade for luxury goods from around the world. In addition to being used as currency, the goods – preferably gold and silver or fine everyday items – could be given away, bartered or just put on show.

         The Nordic demand for imported goods went hand in hand with developments in Europe. Trade between the countries of northern Europe grew rapidly in that period, in terms of both quantity and variety. Throughout the eighth century, trading centres flourished on the coast of England, the rivers of western Europe and along the entire western coast of the continent. Towns such as Quentovic near Boulogne in what is now France, Dorestad in the Netherlands and Dorchester in England amassed great riches in gold, silver and exotic goods from distant trading centres.

         And the Norse had begun to take part in this trade. When the Vikings started making voyages is unclear. We know that they reached Estonia around 750. And some historians speculate that the Norse sailed to the British Isles even before the Viking Age. Norse longships could easily cross the narrow waters between the west coast of Norway and the Shetland Islands. When the wind was right, the journey took only about a day, and from Shetland the journey to Orkney was easy. On the islands, the Norse traded with the locals, then sailed back home.

         Raids were well documented
      

         Some of the Scandinavians’ voyages in the 790s are well documented. They sailed to the British Isles, where monks and other clergy carefully recorded events. The Vikings probably used the route they knew from trade, sailing to the Shetland and Orkney Islands. From there, the sea route to the northern tip of Scotland was short, and the Vikings could reach it without major dangers or challenges. Indeed, the coastline along the west of Britain was similar to that of Norway, with bays and islets where ships could shelter at night and in bad weather.

         The Vikings who attacked the monastery at Lindisfarne in 793 probably followed that route, too. Because the attack was well documented by English monks, the event has long officially heralded the Viking Age, but today there is no doubt that the raids and expeditions began much earlier. Once the Vikings had got a taste of the gold and wealth in England, the looting really took off.

         We know from accounts that by 795 Vikings had travelled all the way around Scotland to the island of Iona, where the monastery of St Columba, renowned for its many learned monks and distinguished writing room, was established. Pious men such as the monk Alcuin of York, who, after the Lindisfarne raid, wrote of the Viking attack on “a place more venerable than all in Britain”, warned that the events were God’s punishment.

         The Vikings themselves were probably primarily interested in easy prey, and ecclesiastical objects were often the least of the spoils. The monasteries’ holdings of gold and silver tended to be limited to small decorations on books and shrines. But the monasteries attracted many other riches. Indeed, in areas where there were no towns, religious buildings served as centres of power, where wealth was concentrated. Here the Vikings could get their hands on coins, jewellery or ornate everyday items, and the area was repeatedly ravaged by small, roving bands of Norse.

         Lack of space
      

         According to accounts, the Norse used the same tactics on the European continent, where Viking fleets sacked monasteries and their environs at the mouth of the Loire River from 799. The riches around Europe’s churches and monasteries must have drawn the Norse like a magnet. However, scholars doubt the search for gold and church silver was all that drove the Vikings’ armed expeditions. Explanations for Norse expansion, which took off in earnest during the ninth century, have been many and varied. Historians of the past believed that the Vikings set out due to necessity, because Scandinavia did not offer natural riches itself.

         “Norway is the most unproductive of all countries … Consequently, there are produced very valiant fighters … not softened by any overindulgence in fruits … the Danes … are just as poor … Poverty has forced them thus to go all over the world and from piratical raids they bring home in great abundance the riches of the lands. In this way they bear up under the unfruitfulness of their own country,” Adam of Bremen speculated. Riches, however, didn’t just mean silver and gold. More recent theories suggest that slaves were the Scandinavians’ most sought-after treasure in foreign lands. According to archaeologists and historians, Iron Age Scandinavians probably kept slaves to do the hard work in the fields, for example.

         As trade and international relations grew, so did the need for labour. Indeed, commerce caused the Norse trading fleet to grow rapidly in the eighth century. And so the demand for the heavy woollen sails that powered the ships also grew. The production of sails up to 90 square metres in size required a massive amount of labour. Farmers had to set aside vast areas of pasture for sheep to supply the wool the sailmaker required.

         The sailmaker cleaned and wove the wool before finally cutting the sails and sewing the fabric together – a process that could take up to five years in total. Since each ship needed two sails, and the Norse had hundreds of ships between them at the time, the need for labour must have been enormous. From historical sources, academics know that the Norse captured, transported and sold slaves throughout the Viking Age. The sagas – early accounts of Norse life, beliefs and world – frequently mention thralls, or slaves.

         Excavations outside the Swedish cities of Stockholm and Sanda also suggest that owning slaves was both more widespread and more ingrained in Viking society than previously thought. Near Stockholm, archaeologists have found traces of a large, round hut built on a slope above a large house. A dig at Sanda also revealed the remains of a cluster of smaller houses around a main building. “It’s not going too far to see these as the big house on a plantation,” says archaeologist Neil Price from Uppsala University. In fact, Canadian archaeologist Ben Raffield believes that up to 25 percent of the population in Viking Age Scandinavian may have been slaves. It’s possible that the thralls weren’t only used for labour. Academics know that men from the Germanic culture south of Scandinavia often had several wives. If the same were true among the Norse of the seventh and eighth centuries, researchers assume that a lot of men brought back women from outside the Nordic countries.

         Genetic studies of Iceland’s present population show that female immigrants were a major constituent of early Viking society. Research shows that three quarters of the current male population originated in what is now Norway, while more than half the women are descended from people from the British Isles, a distribution that suggests a marked preponderance of female immigrants. Since the country has not seen significant immigration since the Norse settled a thousand years ago, the introduction of foreign women must have occurred during the Viking Age. Scholars hope that genetic studies – from burial sites in Estonia, for example –will help to reveal the extent to which the Vikings brought slaves into the area, and thus the role that the importation of slaves played in the development of the Viking warrior culture.

         Rivalry in Estonia
      

         Researchers believe that the Vikings in Saaremaa came from Sweden. The island is just three to four days’ sail from central Sweden and only one or two days from Gotland island. However, historians do not know why and against whom the Vikings of Saaremaa fought. One theory is that one Viking fleet ran into another and the two forces clashed.

         Based on previous findings and written sources, researchers concluded that the skeletons found were part of a much larger force. It is possible that as many as 600 Vikings on 20 ships arrived on the beach at Saaremaa. Arrowhead marks on the sides of the ships suggest that the battle began while the Viking ships were still on the water.

         At some point, the Vikings probably pulled the ships ashore to use as a protective wall around the warriors. The technique was described by the chronicler Saxo. “Partly with their own and their adversaries’ vessels which they had commandeered, and to some extent with piles of logs and tree trunks from the forest, they built a fortification the size of a castle,” he said of a battle between Vikings and Estonians on Öland in 1170.

         Historians don’t know who won, but the Vikings buried their dead in the larger ship, Salme 2. The vessel probably carried the most senior warriors to the battlefield so was considered more noble.

         The warriors took food with them to the grave. Piled on the shields, which were placed on top of the dead, were the bones of animals such as sheep and cows, supplies for the final journey. Finally, the warriors covered their dead and the ships with sand. The work was hard, for the Vikings had only their hands and helmets to move stones and shovel sand, but a proper burial was a matter of honour.

         Over the next 1,300 years, the sea retreated until the boats were 182 metres from the water. There they lay in the sand, until 2008, when a work team came across a bone, enabling historians to take a step closer to solving the riddle of the first Vikings.

         The discovery is evidence that Scandinavia was ready for greatness in 750. Powerful chieftains could gather mighty armies. Blacksmiths could forge swords and axes, and shipbuilders and sailmakers could build fleets. The climate was kind to the northerners, and the population healthy and strong. The Viking Age could begin.
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