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Vikings to America




In fourteen hundred and ninety-two


Columbus sailed the ocean blue.


He had three ships and left from Spain:


He sailed through sunshine, wind and rain.





SO goes the school-room jingle, and so most people today perceive the dawn of European exploration and settlement of America. Yet it is not Columbus but the Vikings who should be credited with the first significant European exploration and settlement of America.


Around five centuries before Columbus, the Vikings both explored and settled in America. The archaeological remains at L’Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland leave no doubt that they established a substantial presence on the American east coast. Today we know for sure that the Vikings were there. Yet in popular perception the story of the Vikings in America remains at the margins of history. As a result the Vikings and their exploration of what they called Vinland is now presented as little more than a footnote in world history. The implicit assumption is that their remarkable achievement had no lasting impact on the history of either Europe or America.


The picture is changing. In recent years academics working in many different disciplines have been finding fragments of evidence which taken together tell a far bigger story of the Vikings in America. This is the story presented here.


For the Vikings did a lot more than just visit a few places in Newfoundland or elsewhere on the American east coast. From their base in the Viking colony of Greenland – itself strictly part of the American continent – we now know that the Vikings explored in three different directions. A thousand miles south from Greenland is the archaeological site of L’Anse aux Meadows, a staging post on the journey to what they called Vinland, east-coast America. A thousand miles north from Greenland the Vikings reached the High Arctic. Here Viking archaeological remains have been found in some of the most unlikely locations, in lands no-one would have dreamed the Vikings could ever have reached. Today we must accept the evidence of that the Vikings, against all expectations, in fact reached the High Arctic. Furthermore, 1,000 miles west from Greenland in Hudson Bay and its vicinity we have evidence of Viking presence, and can place the Vikings at the centre of the North American continent. Viking Greenland emerges as the starting point for exploration of three widely separated areas of the American continent: the east coast, the far north and Hudson Bay.


The Viking presence in America was no brief interlude, but something that lasted as long as the Viking Greenland colony – a little short of 500 years. Most of the voyages to America were made to bring back to Greenland and Europe cargoes of raw materials – but some resulted in over-wintering and some in settlement. Today we must accept that the Vikings played a noteworthy role in the exploration and development of America.


Stories of America came back to Europe. Yet for a variety of reasons – largely a mix of commercial sensitivity and bad conscience – Europe turned its back on these stories. This virtual conspiracy of secrecy is the canvas on which was written the fiction of the Columban discovery of America. Yet at a time when Mediterranean Europe was promoting the Columbus myth, northern Europe, particularly Britain, was demonstrating a continuing tradition of sailing directions that went back to the Viking explorers, as shown in the British search for a north-west passage. Without the Vikings, the post-Columban re-exploration of North America would have been very different in its character.


In researching Vikings in America I found a great mass of firm evidence, but also an almost equal volume of what may best be described as fiction.1 Ideas that the Vikings reached California or were somehow linked with the Templars or any other Masonic group are, in my view, without any justification, and have not been considered here.2 I have, however, looked at a whole range of doubtful evidence which may or may not give information about Vikings in America. In all cases I have sought to be clear that there are doubts, but also to avoid the temptation to discard theories out of hand. At least some of the disputed materials will, in my view, come to be accepted as reliable.


The most controversial legacy of Viking America presented in this book is that the name ‘America’ is of Viking origin. The old view that America takes its name from the explorer Amerigo Vespucci is a tired idea now so totally discredited that it cannot be maintained today – though still taught in many American schools. It may be that in discarding the Amerigo Vespucci hypothesis we should simply say that we do not know where the name ‘America’ comes from. Yet we must also note that ‘America’ is a regular phonological development of a name we know the Vikings used in their Old Norse language for this part of the world. Either the Vikings named America, or by some strange coincidence America gained from an unknown alternative source a name which resembles that used by the Vikings. The Vikings are certainly the first European settlers of America; they may also be the people who named the continent.


The Columbus Myth


The established view of history sets out that in 1492 Christopher Columbus set out from Spain with three ships, sailed across the unknown ocean with his sailors in fear of falling off the edge of a flat world, and discovered America. Today we may note that he didn’t know he had discovered America, but thought instead that he was many thousands of miles away in India. For that matter, he failed to establish trade with the lands he visited, or to found any lasting settlements there. Surprisingly – if his role as first European discoverer were to be maintained – the New World is named not after him but supposedly after his contemporary, Amerigo Vespucci. All these limitations on Columbus’s achievement are well known, but do not detract from the central role that history has given him as the discoverer of America. American history pretty much starts with Christopher Columbus – and because we were taught about Columbus in our early school years, we tend to hold to the story almost as an item of faith. In 1492 Christopher Columbus discovered America.


Yet today we know for sure that this is wrong. If we stop for one moment to think about it we realise that no European is the first discoverer of America. Rather the Americas were discovered many thousands of years ago by the Asiatic peoples who crossed the Bering Strait from Asia and made their lives in the Americas, the ancestors of the Native Americans who still inhabit the continent. At the very most, the role of Christopher Columbus is that of the first European to reach America.


Yet even this more limited role for Columbus we now know is simply not true. For 50 years or so there has been a popular awareness of academic evidence that many Europeans saw America before Columbus. No-one today can reasonably doubt that the Irish made it across the Atlantic and back to Ireland nearly a millennium before Columbus, and told plenty of stories of finding a land to the west across the Atlantic. There is now widespread acceptance that the story of the Irish St Brendan’s voyage in a coracle from Ireland to America and back again is a record of an actual voyage. Probably other peoples made their way across the Atlantic well before Columbus. For example, the supposition that the Basques, in search of Atlantic fishing grounds, ventured ever further west and found America is persuasive. They certainly reached the rich fishing grounds of the Grand Banks in the northwest Atlantic, just a few hundred miles from the American shore, and it beggars belief that in the hundreds of years that they fished the Grand Banks no ship was ever driven by storms those extra few miles to sight the coast of America. Yet neither the Irish nor the Basques seem to have settled in the new world of America, and their voyages there were sporadic. It is reasonable to conclude that the Irish and the Basques visited America before Columbus, but that they did little more than see the land from the sea, or at most just step ashore. They had no real impact on America.


As well as voyages by the Irish and the Basques, we now also know that some Vikings made the journey to America around five hundred years before Columbus, and since the 1950s and 1960s we have had conclusive archaeological evidence of their presence on Newfoundland. The Viking voyages to America have now become a staple of history books. There are no grounds whatsoever to dispute the central idea that the Vikings reached America. As well as the archaeological evidence from Newfoundland and now from elsewhere in North America we have a rich body of stories about the first Viking explorers, preserved in the Icelandic sagas. From these sagas we hear of the Viking adventurer Leif Eiriksson leading a ship of Vikings from Iceland to Greenland to Vinland. Exactly where Vinland might be is a matter for debate, but it is certainly somewhere on the east coast of North America, and equally certainly not Newfoundland. The Vikings established some sort of settlement in what they called Vinland as well as in Newfoundland.


This popular perception of Vikings in America is correct as far as it goes, but marginalises the Viking contribution to American history. The conclusion that is drawn is that the Vikings visited America, but did not alter the course of history of America, nor was their discovery much known in Europe so it didn’t influence European history either. Therefore the Viking discovery of America scarcely matters. With a few footnotes for the voyages by the Irish, the Basques and the Vikings, the great myth of both European and American history can be reasserted – in 1492 Columbus discovered America.


It is time for the myth to be demolished. Evidence for Viking discovery and settlement of North America has been stacking up, but has not previously been presented in a popular book in a unified form. This book does just that. Archaeology, genetics, Icelandic literature and the archives of Europe give a coherent picture which contradicts the myth. The Viking voyages to North America were not the footnote to history that would signify an occasional visit by tiny groups of Vikings. Rather, tens of thousands of Vikings made the journey to America before Columbus, and some of them settled. American goods moved to Europe centuries before Columbus – and European goods to America. Much was known about America before Columbus visited – indeed the voyages of Columbus and his successors show detailed knowledge of the Viking discoveries. Instead of a Columbus myth, we should have the real story of the Vikings in America.


That the Columbus myth has developed and become accepted should be a cause for concern, as it is a substantial falsification of history. The evidence for a Viking presence in America before Columbus has been expanded in recent years through archaeology and genetics, but even without these sources there have always been overwhelming documentary materials. The knowledge that mediaeval Europe had of America was fuzzy – but so was its awareness of Asia or Africa. The merchants and seamen of ports on the west coast of Europe certainly knew America existed, just as they knew of Asia or Africa, though they rarely visited these continents. The Vatican knew of America – through the Middle Ages the Popes appointed 17 bishops to Greenland and lands to the west of Greenland, all well before Columbus. Our continuing credence in the story of Columbus as discoverer of America perpetuates a fifteenth-century deception. For when Columbus described his first voyage to the king and queen of Spain, and through them to the Pope, all the key players knew that this was not a new discovery. Columbus had previously spent the winter of 1477–78 in Iceland with Icelanders who had been to America – as recorded in local ‘parish’ records from Olafsvik, Iceland – and he was as aware as anyone that his discovery was not new. The king of Spain was aware of the stories of Basque fishermen. The Pope knew that his predecessors had ministered to Greenland and the lands to the west as part of the diocese of Hamburg, and had appointed bishops and collected taxes. All Columbus could truly report was a successful voyage from Spain to America and back again, one building on hundreds of years of transatlantic voyaging. Yet such an unremarkable achievement would have been of interest to no-one. By treating this voyage as a new discovery, Spain was able to lay claim to America. The Pope supported this claim. Spain was then the bastion of Roman Catholic orthodoxy, the darling of the papacy, riding high on its success in the crusade against the Moors in Grenada; by contrast, Hamburg and northern Europe were at the edge of the Roman Catholic world, doctrinally suspect, and within a generation to be sundered from the Roman Catholic church by the Reformation. Spain and the popes benefited from claiming Columbus as the discoverer of America, and in doing so chose to forget the Vikings and the part played by seafarers of northern Europe.


Two sorts of stories need to be told. The first story is of the great extent of Viking exploration of North America, and their settlement there. Alongside this is the equally remarkable story of the European conspiracy to cover up their role, a fabrication which even today is reflected in European and American school curricula, and in popular belief in the Columbus myth.


The Viking Achievement


So what really happened? What is the story of the Vikings in America, and how can the cover up be exposed?


The context for the Viking voyages to North America is a part of the much larger history of the Viking exploration of the North Atlantic, Europe and western Asia. This Viking Age took the world by surprise. Before it, Europe hardly knew of the Vikings, inhabiting as they did a remote location and a tough environment in the far north of Europe, right up as far as the Arctic Circle. They were farmers in an environment where farming was marginal, where agriculture and animal husbandry could only just sustain a settled lifestyle, a little-known people struggling for survival in a harsh environment. They lived alongside the fjords of what is now Norway, on the coast and lake-land of Sweden, and on the marshy islands of what is now Denmark, in small communities never far from the sea. The Viking Age started abruptly in the late eighth century AD, when an unremembered craftsman made a breakthrough in shipbuilding that produced the most sea-worthy ships the world had ever seen. With these magnificent ships began an expansion which amazed the world. In the centuries that followed, Vikings travelled far to the east and the south. They moved down the great rivers of Russia, founding the first Russian kingdom as they went. They reached Baghdad and Constantinople, served as crack mercenary troops to the Byzantine emperors,3 visited Jerusalem, carved runic graffiti on a statue in Athens. To the west the Vikings moved into what is now France, creating the North-man’s-land of Normandy. In England they were checked for a generation by the English hero King Alfred, but went on to conquer all England, and rule first through the Canute dynasty, then through the dynasty of the Viking duke of Normandy, William the Conqueror. In Ireland they created the great Viking city of Dublin, where Viking power and Celtic art coalesced to create the Irish nation. Their expansion continued north and west, across the Atlantic. First the islands of Orkney and Shetland were settled by the Vikings, then the Faroe Islands and Iceland, as the Vikings marched across the stepping stones of the North Atlantic. From Iceland it is but a short hop to Greenland, itself part of the North American continent, and the Vikings established their settlements there around 1,000 years ago. From Greenland they voyaged yet further west.


The Greenland colony, created in AD 986, was no settlement at the edge of the world. Greenland flourished. The land the Vikings discovered was then unpopulated – the Inuit Greenlanders who live there today arrived after the Vikings. For nearly 500 years Greenland was the place to be. Skeletons of colonists excavated in Greenland show they enjoyed excellent health and remarkable longevity compared with Europeans, and grew an average two inches taller than their Viking cousins in northern Europe. Greenland had a vibrant culture, both as shown by the high culture of church ornament and the low culture of the form of dress of the people – the latest European fashions, no less. The two main settlements, both well south of the Arctic Circle, supported agriculture and husbandry. The population was scattered in around 500 farmsteads, and would have totalled no more than 5,000 people – fortunate people enjoying a level of health and political stability unmatched by their relatives in Europe. The Greenland the Vikings found was – and is today – a magnificent land. Viking Greenland prospered.


The one thing missing from Greenland was timber. Even the best efforts of our age have scarcely produced in Greenland trees more than six feet high in experimental plantations, while for the Vikings, trees were confined to the knee-high scrub of dwarf birch and dwarf willow. Driftwood does sometimes float onto beaches in Greenland, and while it is of use as firewood, its condition is such that it is not suitable for building houses or ships. The Viking Greenlanders had an enormous need for wood, and finding this resource drove their expansion.


It is a short voyage from Greenland to Canada’s Baffin Island, a short voyage from there to Labrador, a short voyage from there to Newfoundland. The Vikings made it to Newfoundland and beyond by about the year 1000, just fourteen years after establishing their colony in Greenland. There they found the timber they needed in abundance. From Iceland we have sagas which tell of some of the first voyages to this new land. The Vikings explored what they called Markland – Forest Land – which is usually identified with southern Labrador and the island of Newfoundland. The land is therefore named after the resource that the Vikings were seeking. Further south is the land they called Vinland, usually regarded as New England. L’Anse aux Meadows, the most remarkable American Viking archaeological site, is in Newfoundland; not in Vinland as often suggested, but rather in Markland.


Over the years the Greenland colony developed. There were two major settlements there – both on Greenland’s mild west coast facing the Davis Strait, and called simply the East Settlement and the West Settlement. Between them a smaller settlement later developed – the Middle Settlement. These settlements comprised farmsteads that were widely scattered, each farming many square miles of the coastal strip between sea and ice cap. They had their religious institutions provided through several dozen churches, the appointment of a bishop, and the development of both a monastery and a nunnery. Politically Greenland functioned as a commonwealth. Each farmstead appointed a representative – usually the head of the household – to periodic local meetings, which in turn appointed representatives to a yearly parliament. The system is an early democracy, a style of government shared with Iceland and some of the more isolated Viking settlements in the Faroe Islands, Shetland, Orkney, Scotland’s Western Isles and the Isle of Man. Contact with Europe was maintained, with Greenlanders taking part in the Crusades, and European ideas finding expression in Greenland. Trade from Greenland brought the resources of the Arctic – furs, ivory, oil – to the countries of Europe, while ensuring that the Greenlanders kept abreast of the latest European fashions, and received the manufactured goods of the European High Middle Ages. Ultimately Greenland became a part of the Norwegian kingdom, and later the Danish kingdom. This distant rule appears to have done Greenland little good. The decline of the colony and its fifteenth-century extinction occurred while the colony was part of the kingdom of Denmark.



East Coast America



Almost from the start of the Greenland colony the Vikings were exploring and settling the eastern coast of America. A Viking ship could manage a distance of up to 125 miles on a good day – a day when the wind blew steadily in the right direction as a stiff breeze but not a storm. Against the wind their progress was negligible. As a rule of thumb, taking into account good days and bad days, the Vikings seem to have managed about 1,000 miles in two weeks to a month. In a summer sailing season of around three months they could comfortably manage a journey out and back of 1,000 miles on each leg, perhaps a little more. The American east coast was therefore within easy reach of Greenland.


A thousand miles south of Greenland took the Vikings to the northern tip of Newfoundland. Here is L’Anse aux Meadows, where excavations in the 1950s and 1960s uncovered a substantial Viking settlement. About 200 people lived at L’Anse aux Meadows at any one time. They arrived about the year 1000, built their shelters, and abandoned the settlement around 1025. Curiously, the settlement was not a village. It is best regarded as a travellers’ inn, a staging post for people on their way somewhere else. L’Anse aux Meadows offered accommodation, in what we would regard as barrack blocks. Most importantly, it offered a boat-building yard, and a smithy and workshop. This was the place to get boats repaired. Here there was wood, and copious iron available from the local bog-iron to make the essential rivets that held Viking ships together. L’Anse aux Meadows was the service centre of the Viking Age: not only could boats be repaired here, accommodation and over-wintering were also possible for Vikings who had left it too late to get back to Greenland. But L’Anse aux Meadows was never regarded as home by its population. Thousands of Vikings passed through, but not a single body was buried there. In an age where every settlement had its graveyard, the absence of even a single skeleton at L’Anse aux Meadows is striking. The Vikings believed it important to take their dead home, and clearly L’Anse aux Meadows was not home. The dead were taken back to Greenland or on to Vinland.


There is evidence of Viking travel south from L’Anse aux Meadows. Butternut squash, which grow nowhere north of New Brunswick, have been found at L’Anse aux Meadows, demonstrating travel further south. With L’Anse aux Meadows as a sound base-camp, travel another 1,000 miles south is plausible, and seems required if the Viking name of Vinland – whether it means ‘Fertile Land’ or ‘Grape-Vine-Land’ – is to be seen as truly descriptive. In Maine, a Viking coin has been found within a pre- Columban Native American site. The Vikings were clearly on the east coast of North America for centuries before Columbus.


Yet the Vikings struggled to establish permanent settlement on the fertile east coast of America. The reason for their problems in maintaining settlement was simply the North American natives – a people the Vikings rather rudely called Skraelings, meaning ‘wretches’. North America was fully settled by the Native Americans millennia before the Vikings arrived, and they did not take kindly to the newcomers. In contrast with Greenland, North America was not an empty land. The Native Americans were hunter-gatherers, living from the resources of the land but not farming. Their lifestyle created a mobile population which at certain times of the year could collect together into large, well-armed groups. These are the Red Indians who resisted the much better armed later European colonists who sought to settle the American continent. Faced by such a mass of numbers the Vikings did not have a chance. The small numbers that could settle in a farmstead would be overwhelmed by the Native Americans. Colonisation of the whole American continent was just not possible, though some settlement was practical and did happen.


The American High Arctic and Hudson Bay


The Viking expansion from Greenland led also in another direction. One thousand miles north of the Greenland settlement is the coast of Ellesmere Island, in the Canadian High Arctic. This is the northernmost land mass in the world, almost as big as the British Isles, and with its northern tip just a few hundred miles from the North Pole. It should come as no surprise that Ellesmere Island has a most severe High Arctic climate. Summer temperatures do manage some days above freezing point, but the long winters have the full vigour of the High Arctic cold and wind. Today Ellesmere Island is populated only by a handful of hardy souls, for example at the military listening station of Alert, part of the United States’ DEW-line early warning system. As recently as the nineteenth century, Ellesmere Island had a tiny Inuit population, though even the Inuit found it unrewarding and moved to Thule in northern Greenland, where their descendants still live. Yet before even the Inuit were in Ellesmere Island, the Vikings were there.


Viking archaeological finds on Ellesmere Island have been made sporadically over the last 30 years, for example in a series of digs by the University of Manitoba from 1998 to 2002. Finds have included the round bottom of a barrel, a piece of chainmail, fragments of swords and knives, and the ever-present iron rivets that Viking ships seem to have dropped whenever they were hauled out onto a beach. A clear 1,000 miles north of the northernmost Viking settlement in Greenland we have firm evidence of Viking occupation with at least occasional over-wintering and probably year-round settlement. Seven to eight hundred years ago the Vikings were living in a land now uninhabited, which we had supposed unvisited by Europeans before 1818. That the few archaeological studies that have so far been made in this enormous land have already yielded some amazing finds gives hope that there is much more to find. No-one could have guessed at Viking visits this far to the north, while settlement of any sort is staggering.


From Greenland the Vikings voyaged 1,000 miles and more south to Newfoundland. They voyaged 1,000 miles and more north to Ellesmere Island. In both these areas they established settlement of which we have archaeological traces. They also explored at least as far to the west. West from Greenland is the Hudson Strait, leading through to Hudson Bay and the heart of the North American continent. The climate is characterised by the extremes of a mid-continental location. Hudson Bay experiences winters far more severe than those of Greenland, but also summers that are much warmer. Hudson Bay was no place to spend a winter, but was an ideal summer destination, for wood, for hunting, perhaps simply for the experience of weather warmer than Greenland. Archaeological remains of Vikings in the Hudson Strait are persuasive, though not without their detractors; those in Hudson Bay itself and further south, controversial. Enough has been found to demonstrate that the Vikings were present in Hudson Bay.


As Greenland declined in the fifteenth century, its off-shoots in Vinland, Ellesmere Island and Hudson Bay failed. Vinland and Hudson Bay presumably did not survive the end of the Greenland colony, though there are some who would argue otherwise. The Ellesmere Island presence is puzzling. There is some slight evidence that it or a settlement near it still existed in the 1570s, well over a century after the Greenland colony had failed, which suggests that the settlement was self-supporting. When Europeans visited in 1818 there was no sign of a Viking presence, though the Inuit of nearby Thule have stories of European people living there no more than a generation before the 1818 rediscovery.


America was reached by the Vikings; parts were explored, and parts were settled. This furthest reach of the Vikings was dependent upon Greenland as the key link in the stepping-stone route across the Atlantic, and Viking America failed when Viking Greenland did. This is no footnote in history – the Vikings have a long and important history in three widely separated locations in America.
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Stepping Stones to America


THE sea routes created the Viking identity. It is on voyages first across the North Sea and later across the North Atlantic that the character and values of the Vikings developed. From Norway a series of short voyages, rarely out of sight of land, led to the Shetland Islands, the Faroe Islands, Iceland and Greenland. While Christopher Columbus and sailors that followed him went straight across the Atlantic in one leap, the Vikings crossed in a series of short voyages from stepping stone to stepping stone. From Greenland, itself part of the North American continent, the stepping stone principle took the Vikings to Baffin Island, Labrador, Newfoundland, New England and, perhaps, New York’s Long Island. The American voyages were the Vikings’ furthest reach, and their exploration of a distant land a demonstration of what courage, skill and the Viking ideals of democracy and personal independence could do. The North Atlantic, with its island stepping stones all the way from Norway to America, was the world of the Viking.


The Peoples of the Viking World


The Vikings didn’t at first call themselves Vikings. Rather the name they used was Northmonna, meaning North-men, or Norse-men, or just Northerners. Their identity was that they lived far to the north in Europe. Indeed they even made this a boast. We have on record a Viking adventurer, Othere by name, who appeared at the court of the English King Alfred with the claim that of all the North-men he lived the furthest to the north. The coast of the land in which they lived they called Norway – the north shore – while the language they spoke they called Norrona – north speech, literally north rune-ing – the language we today call both Old Norse and Old Icelandic, closely related to Old English, Old High German and several other old Germanic languages. These people of the north were proud in their claim to be North-men. Just about everyone else lived south of them. Furthermore they had a simple system for dividing up the world between four great races, corresponding to the four quarters of the heavens.


The North-men were first of all the peoples of Scandinavia, the people whom today we call Norwegians, Swedes and Danes. The term was applied more widely than just to Scandinavia, to include people who spoke dialects of the North Speech – the English in England, the Germans in Germany and the Low Countries, and the Goths in Eastern Europe. When the North-men invaded part of France they called it Normandy after themselves, and the people of Normandy were treated as North-men. To the people of the north, North-men meant simply ‘our people’. So when the Norwegian Othere from the furthest north of Norway appeared at King Alfred’s court he readily acknowledged King Alfred as his hlaford, his lord and protector, a title that no northerner would give to someone who wasn’t also a northerner.1


After the North-men were the East-men. These were the Slavic speaking peoples of eastern Europe. The North-men travelled extensively in the east using the network of rivers which run through European Russia, complete with well-established haulage routes where ships were dragged across watersheds between a north-flowing and a south-flowing river. These are the routes which took them to the Caspian and Black seas. For the North-men the lands of the East had a special draw. In their legends the homeland of their people was in the East, somewhere in the steppes of Russia. Somewhere in the East was the mythical city of Asgard, the city of the Norse gods. Many of the North-men who adventured east found wealth and power in Russia, in the Eastern Roman Empire and in the Middle East. In Russia, where they found unorganised tribes, they created the first Russian kingdom, with Norse rulers, so that today even the very name ‘Russia’ is a Norse word, meaning the kingdom of the red-haired North-men.


Russia was by no means the limit of their eastward spread. From the Caspian Sea the Vikings moved south to the great trading city of Babylon, today Baghdad, as well as to Astrakhan. The Black Sea gave access to Constantinople, the city previously known as Byzantium and now as Istanbul. The Norse called it simply Mikligathr, the Great City. With a population of around half a million people, Constantinople was by far the largest city in Europe, and far removed in grandeur from the isolated farmsteads and tiny villages from which the North-men had come.


In the Mikligathr of Constantinople and further to the south, the Vikings encountered the citizens of the Eastern Roman Empire: Greeks, Romans, Jews, Arabs and many other groups. All these the Norsemen called by one name: South-men. Beyond Constantinople through the straits of the Bosphorus and Dardanelles the Norse reached the Eastern Mediterranean basin, where they took a prominent part in the Crusades to recapture the Holy Land for Christianity, reaching the Holy Land and Jerusalem. The South-men lived in an area of fabulous wealth – yet they employed the North-men as mercenaries to fight their wars for them, and in these wars the North-men were victorious and became wealthy. Northern peoples came to rule much of today’s Italy: Lombardy, Naples and Sicily; while the establishment of the Crusader kingdom of Jerusalem was under a mixed Norse and French dynasty.


Finally there were the West-men. These are the speakers of Celtic languages whom the Vikings encountered in Scotland, Ireland, Wales and the Isle of Man, and whom by marriage and conquest they made part of their world. Scotland was for long a battlefield between Vikings and Celts, with the north of Scotland firmly in Viking hands, and the northern isles of Orkney and Shetland for centuries acknowledging a Norwegian king as overlord. In the Isle of Man the Vikings established a long-lived kingdom with its own parliament and institutions, creating a sense of identity for the Isle of Man such that even today it remains outside the United Kingdom and the European Union, though it is a British territory. In the west, in Ireland, the Vikings established the greatest truly Viking city: Dublin.


This was the world of the North-men. Those North-men who visited other lands took part in the great adventure of the age. Certainly they went for trade and plunder, or the chance to serve as mercenaries to a Greek emperor in Constantinople, or to rule a territory in Russia. But most of all they went for adventure, and the chance to make their name and reputation. A band of 20 or so men, usually from one village and of about the same age, left for the journey of their lives east to Russia, and south to the Mediterranean or the Middle East. Before leaving they swore an oath of unquestioning loyalty to their group – a varang in their language. The oath was absolute, to last through the years of the journey until they came home. In years of travel the Norse were continually threatened by hostile peoples, or tolerated on the basis of uneasy alliances. For survival they were utterly dependent on their comrades and on the integrity of their varang. They became the people who had sworn an oath – Varangians. Thus the Norse who formed the personal guard of the Greek emperor in Constantinople were called Varangians, and the shock-troops who fought in the Holy Land were likewise Varangians.


While the movement to the east and south was an adventure for men only, the voyages to the west were more often a family matter. The defining factor for a group of North-men setting off on a voyage to the west was that they were all from one location, one Vik. Vik means both a dwelling place and also a bay or creek – a term which reflects the fact that in Norway human settlement is usually on a bay or creek. From a Vik came a group of Vikings, people of the Vik. The Vikings were the Norse explorers and settlers of the lands of the North Atlantic.


Viking Ships


The westward expansion started a little later than that to the east and the south. The key development which made it possible was advances in the area of ship building.2


The Vikings had had ships for many centuries, but they were flat-bottomed, really suitable only for rivers or sheltered, coastal waters. While the occasional Viking boat had doubtless made the journey over the North Sea to the British Isles, such voyages were very much the exception.


It is the ship that is the key to understanding the success of the Vikings. Before the Viking Age the hulls of all European ships had been constructed around a wooden frame, with timbers fastened to the frame. This produced a heavy ship that was also structurally weak. Mounting a mast produced more strains on the frame, and prevented large masts and sails. Pre-Viking ships could be rowed – with great effort – or could sail in the direction of the wind. The system of building a ship in this way was the style of all European ships both in the classical age and the early Middle Ages, and at the dawn of the Viking Age it had a pedigree of around 2,000 years, with little evolution. The ships so produced could not develop as there were intrinsic limitations in the design.


In the late eighth century an unknown Norse craftsman made a spectacular technological breakthrough that transformed ship design, creating the style of vessel that enabled the Vikings to visit four continents. In a nutshell, Viking ships dispensed with the frame. Instead of fastening timbers to the frame they were all fastened directly to the keel and to one another. Planks overlapped one another in the clinker technique, and this became the basis of all shipbuilding until iron hulls were developed. The mast, the flooring and the rowing benches were likewise all fastened directly to the keel rather than to the hull, allowing the hull far greater flexibility.


Viking ships were built usually from oak, on occasion from other hard wood. The keel was a single timber, stressed so that it bent upwards fore and aft, and cut from an oak tree using axes alone. An axe cuts with the grain and ensures that the resulting timber has maximum strength and flexibility, and this tool is therefore preferable to a saw. In building a Viking ship everything depended on the strength and integrity of the keel. While the keel remained intact the ship could scarcely founder, but if the keel broke the ship was certainly lost. The need for the keel to be of just one timber imposed a maximum size on Viking ships, in that they could not be bigger than an oak tree can grow. The timbers of the hull were likewise of oak, and likewise created by use of an axe alone, with no sawing whatsoever. Both keel and timbers were produced by eye rather than measured, and the process was such that the ships could be built very quickly. Seasoned wood was preferred, but green wood was used when a ship was required at short notice. Bonding of the timber was achieved through thousands of iron rivets which nailed the timbers into place – the rivets were produced in such great numbers that today they are one of the most frequent metal-detector finds from the Viking period. The result was a lightweight but strong vessel of shallow draft which flexed with the sea. The contrast between Viking ships and the heavy, structurally weak and deep draft vessels previously known is enormous. The Norse had made a technological breakthrough that set the standard in shipbuilding for the next millennium. Steering was by means of a single steering board on the right (steer-board, or starboard) side of the ship, and which did not pierce the hull, which would have created a weakness. The single square sail enabled the ships to sail before the wind, and gave some ability to cross or even tack against the wind. The strength and stability of the Norse ships was such that masts and sails much larger than those of earlier ships could be used, giving a great increase in speed.


The ships that the world today most closely associates with the Vikings are the Dragon Ships, also called Long Ships. These were the war ships which terrorised the British Isles and the Baltic, fast troop-carriers that could cross from Norway to Britain in around 36 hours at speeds of up to 14 knots per hour. The combination of sail and oars for speed in all conditions, and a flat bottom for coastal waters and beaching, made these the perfect troop landing ships. They were brightly painted in order to strike terror into the enemy, often with stripes on their sail, and usually with a prow that was shaped as a dragon head. These were large vessels, typically around 90 feet in length, with the largest discovered measuring 119 feet. Able to carry up to 100 armed men, just one of these ships could destroy any small coastal settlement, be it a monastery or a village. Their drawback was that they had little space for a cargo, no provision whatsoever for shelter from the elements for the crew, and very little space for food and water. The most frequent use for these ships was in the endless quarrels of the Norse in Norway and Denmark, and for raids across the North Sea. It is unlikely that a ship of this construction ever made a voyage as far as Iceland, and certainly not to America. We can be sure that no dragon ship ever sailed into the bay at L’Anse aux Meadows.


Dragon ships must have been an impressive sight. A contemporary account of the Danish Royal Fleet is given by a monk at St Omer, France:3


When at length they were all gathered, they went on board the towered ships . . . On one side lions moulded in gold were to be seen on the ships, on the other birds on the tops of the masts indicated by their movements the winds as they blew, or dragons of various kinds poured fire from their nostrils . . . But why should I now dwell upon the sides of the ships, which were not only painted with ornate colours but were covered with gold and silver figures? . . . The blue water, smitten by many oars, might be seen foaming far and wide, and the sunlight, cast back in the gleam of metal, spread a double radiance in the air.


No wonder these magnificent ships have been remembered as the symbol of the Viking Age.


Alongside the dragon ship, and using the same fundamental construction technique, was the knarr, or merchant ship. This was first of all a cargo ship, broader than the dragon ship, with higher sides, and with cargo space fore and aft. The knarr lacked the very high prow of the dragon ship, and was without most of the decoration. Inevitably these broader ships were slower than the dragon ships, and they were less manoeuvrable in coastal waters, but they were much better suited to open seas, and may be regarded as the first wooden ships with the ability to withstand the storms of the North Atlantic. The knarr came in many different sizes. A small knarr might be 40 to 50 feet long and could be crewed for short voyages by as few as four to six men. Such a ship was almost exclusively a sailing vessel, as the ship would be too heavy for so few men to row, though oars would have been used for short distances within harbours. A larger version of a knarr might be 60 to 70 feet long and carry a larger crew, typically around 20 men, which was an adequate number to row such a ship, though not at any great speed. These should be regarded as sailing vessels which could at need be rowed for short distances. The knarr rather than the dragon ship was the vessel that enabled the Vikings to expand out of Scandinavia, and these were the ships that took the Vikings to America. Used as migrant ships, they are known to have carried about 40 people, a combination of crew and passengers, as well as livestock and belongings.


The triumph of the design of the knarr is demonstrated by its long usage. Even in the mid twentieth century, ships which the Vikings would have recognised were in use in many places as a lightweight and functional cargo row-boat that was seaworthy in the North Atlantic. In Scotland’s Isle of Lewis until the 1960s a boat based on the design of the knarr was used every year to cover 50 miles of open North Atlantic from Stornoway to North Rona to harvest gannets there. Its design reflected an unbroken pedigree of well over 1,000 years. Many of the grand nineteenth-century ships built from wood reflect directly the achievement of Viking design. For example, the Viking square sail principle was utilised even by the nineteenth-century tea-clippers, the last and greatest of the line of Viking-inspired sailing ships.


Viking Expansion


The first stage in the Viking westward expansion was across the sea to Britain. Historians point to the year 793 as a convenient starting date for the Viking Age, for in this year a group of Viking looters in their new dragon ships landed at the monastery of Lindisfarne, and sacked it. And the target could not have been more shocking!


Lindisfarne is the ‘Landward-Farne’, the nearest to land of a group of small islands off the North Sea coast of England’s Northumberland, and closely linked with the Christian culture and art which had arrived in England. In the eighth century the English kingdom of Northumbria had flourished as the very font of the English nation. The kings of Northumbria had created peace and prosperity, with a growing population supported by the fertile land of the Northumbrian coast, and by trade with Celtic kingdoms to the north and east. At Yeavering they built a royal palace from which Northumbria was ruled, along with a tiered hall for discussion, which may be regarded as a form of parliament and the earliest example of English democracy. Alongside these regal and democratic institutions, now excavated, Yeavering has the distinction of being a key location in the spread of Christianity, for this is where in AD 627 Paulinus, Bishop of York spent 36 days baptising converts in the River Glen. It is at Yeavering that many English people – rather than just their rulers – accepted Christianity. Yeavering epitomises the achievement of Northumbria – a strong kingdom, a nascent democracy and a Christian country. Northumbria is where England started, and where eighth-century England saw its great flourishing. Just ten miles away, off the coast of Northumberland, was the great Christian monastery of Lindisfarne.


Lindisfarne is an island at high tide, but at low tide a causeway three miles in length links the island to the coast. The site was perfect for the first Christian missionaries. They came by sea – from the Apostolic Celtic Church of St Patrick in Ireland, to St Columba’s Iona on the west coast of Scotland, through the Forth–Clyde Valley of central Scotland to Inchcolm – Columba’s Island – in the Firth of Forth, and from there under St Aidan to the new Christian site of Lindisfarne, known to many people since simply as the Holy Island. Lindisfarne Christianity was Celtic, claiming an Apostolic mandate which pre-dated the Catholicism of Rome. It is this Church to which the scholars of the English Reformation looked for authority in creating the Anglican Church. This is the Church of the Venerable Bede, greatest worthy of the early Middle Ages, and the Church which produced the magnificent Lindisfarne Gospels, the single greatest artistic achievement of the English early Middle Ages. This is the environment that produced the poet Cynewulf, author of some of the greatest poetry in English. This is the Church that produced its own saint, St Cuthbert. Yet probably what is best remembered today of this beacon of civilisation and culture is its sack, when fewer than 100 Viking adventurers in a dragon ship destroyed it in one brutal raid.


The sack of Lindisfarne shocked England. It represented the end of the first English cultural flowering. The monks fled with their treasures, and even with the bones of their saint, so that after many adventures St Cuthbert ended up buried in Durham Cathedral. They fled with their most precious book, the Lindisfarne Gospels, now in the British Library in London. Generations of historians have reported that the English prayed ‘from the fury of the Vikings, Good Lord deliver us’. Whether this prayer was ever used in quite this form is open to question, but the sentiment is correct. For 200 years after the pirate raid on Lindisfarne, the Vikings attacked England in more and more locations, and with ever greater bands of fighters. English national pride is enhanced by the story of King Alfred, who against the odds fought to defend his part of England from the Vikings. The storytellers forget that Alfred’s work was undone in the generation that followed, and the Vikings came to rule the whole of England. The pinnacle of Viking rule was reached under King Canute – King of England, King of Denmark, King of Norway. Under Canute the Vikings demonstrated their power as sea-kings of the North Sea, able to rule wherever the sea-road took them. All of England was ruled by the Vikings; the north and the east was settled by them. The indigenous people of the British Isles today are, in terms of their genetic heritage, as much Viking as they are English, and the descendants of European migrants around the world who claim British ancestry likewise carry Viking genes.
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