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            Brothers will fight

            and kill each other, […]

            —an axe-age, a sword-age

            —shields are riven—

            a wind-age, a wolf-age—

            before the world goes headlong.

            No man will have

            mercy on another.

            THE FORETELLING OF THE COMING OF RAGNARÖK AND THE END OF THE WORLD IN VǪLUSPÁ, “THE SEERESS’S PROP HECY”, TENTH CENTURY

            When sitting among his friends his countenance was so beautiful and dignified that the spirits of all were exhilarated by it. But when he was at war he changed in colour and form and he appeared dreadful to his foes.

            SNORRI STURLUSON ON THE GOD-KING ODIN, THE MYTHOLOGICAL FOREFATHER OF ALL NORDIC KINGS, YNGLINGA SAGA, 1220s

            I was with the lord, who gave gold to his loyal men and carrion to the ravens.

            OLAF HARALDSSON’S SKALD SIGVAT TORDARSON, BERSǪGLISVÍSUR, C.1031
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            CHAPTER OVERVIEW
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         The meeting at Sauðafell—Reykholt—‘Thou shalt not strike!’—the historian and the politician—the masterpiece
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         HVÍTI KRISTR

         An invasion is planned—conquest—Æthelred’s flight—the Sermon of the Wolf to the English—a king’s death—in Rouen, winter 1014—about ceremonies—Olaf Haraldsson’s baptism—“he would be to them a loving lord”—reconquest—the hostages on the beach

         TO NORWAY

         The old North Way—the history of the Jarls of Lade—about Harald Fairhair’s kingdom—Olaf Tryggvason’s victory and defeat—Eric Håkonsson, Jarl of Lade—the meeting in Oxford in 1014—Edmund Ironside’s rebellion—yet another invasion—Olaf and Cnut—Saudungssund

         BROAD ANCESTRAL LANDS
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         TWO KINGDOMS
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         THE GREAT

         Cnut consolidates his power—a head higher than everyone else in England—Cnut and Denmark—Olaf and the Swedes—the thing at Moster—Olaf’s poverty and Cnut’s shadow—the feud with Thorir Hund—Thorkell the Tall’s fate—the fate of Eric Håkonsson, Jarl of Lade—“Olaf the Stout never surrendered his skull to anyone in the world”

         SILVER COINS FOR THE KING’S HEAD

         “Olaf caused his ship, the Bison, to tread the waves”—a new war is planned—switching sides—European complications—Olaf, “feller of the Danes”—the trap in the Øresund—a journey through Europe—the long march home—in Rome—at Cnut’s court—“all the inside of your hall is agreeable to me”—the death of two brothers—“they greedily accepted his bribes”—“Little joy will the army have tonight in Jæren”—the power dissolves—eastwards, again—a shipwreck—towards Stiklestad

      

   


   
      
         
15
            OVERVIEW OF PERSONS

         

         THE WESSEX KINGS

         
            æthelred, King of the Anglo-Saxons, both weak and strong, uncertain and despotic.

            Edgar “the Peaceful”, his father.

            Edward, his brother.

            Ælfgifu of Northampton, his first queen, mother to many of his children.
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            Emma, his second queen, sister of the Duke of Normandy, later Cnut’s queen.
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            PROMINENT ANGLO-SAXONS

            Eadric Streona, Ealdorman and Lord of Mercia. A master at forging alliances—and at breaking them.

            Beortric, his brother.

            Wulfnoth, Beortric’s rival.

            Byrhtnoth, Ealdorman of Wessex and a general in Æthelred’s army.

            Ulfcytel “the Brave”, Ealdorman of East Anglia, army general, probably King Æthelred’s son-in-law.

            Wulf hild, according to uncertain sources Eadric’s wife, Æthelred’s daughter, later married to Thorkell the Tall.

            Ælf helm of York, ealdorman and central figure in the north.
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            16Uhtred of Bamburgh, Ealdorman of Northumbria, first allied with Sweyn, later with Edmund Ironside.
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            LEADERS OF THE ANGLO-SAXON CLERGY

            Ælf heah, Archbishop of Canterbury.

            Wulfstan, Archbishop of York and fierce rebuker of the Anglo-Saxons’ lack of piety.

            Eadnoth, Bishop of Dorchester.

         

         IN NORWAY

         
            olaf haraldsson, Viking, warlord and King of the Norwegians.

            Harald Grenske, his father, the King of the Danes’ under-king in Vik.

            Asta Gudbrandsdatter, his mother, daughter of a prominent man from the Uplands.

            Sigurd “Syr”, his stepfather, petty king in Ringerike.

            Harald Sigurdsson, his young half-brother.

            Astrid, his queen. Daughter of Olof Skötkonung.

            Ulvhild, their daughter.

            Alvhild, according to the sagas Olaf’s mistress.

            Magnus, their son.

            Bjørn “Stallare”, hird leader and army general.

            Tord, hird member and standard-bearer.

            Grimkil, Olaf’s English hird bishop, likely of Norse descent.

            
               [image: ]

            

            Olaf Tryggvason, Olaf Haraldsson’s predecessor—as King of the Northmen, as an enemy of the Jarls of Lade, and as a rival of the king.

         

         
            THE JARLS OF LADE

            eric håkonsson, Jarl of Lade, ally of the Danish kings, regarded as their Norwegian prince. Jarl of Northumbria from 1016.17

            Håkon Sigurdsson, his father.

            Sweyn Håkonsson, his brother.

            Gyða, his wife, Sweyn Forkbeard’s daughter.

            Håkon Ericsson, his son and heir, Cnut’s loyal servant.

         

         
            PROMINENT NORWEGIANS

            Erling Skjalgsson, uncrowned king of Western Norway, the most powerful man in Norway after Olaf.

            Aslak “the Bald” from Fitjar, Erling Skjalgsson’s second cousin.

            Aslak of Finnøy, Olaf’s man.

            Erlend of Gjerde, Olaf’s man.

            Thorir Hund, Hålogaland’s most important chieftain, Olaf’s lendmann, but not his friend.

            Asbjørn, his nephew, Olaf’s reluctant representative.

            Hårek of Tjøtta, Olaf’s man in Hålogaland.

            Arne Arnmodsson from Giske, a prominent man with many connections along the coast to the north and south, Olaf’s man.

            Kalv Arnesson, his son, Olaf’s most important man in Trøndelag, with his seat at Egge.

            Sigrid, Kalv’s wife, Olve of Egge’s widow.

            Finn Arnesson, Arne’s son and Kalv’s brother, Olaf’s man in Trøndelag, with his seat at Austråt.
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            Olve of Egge, leading heathen man, killed by Olaf.
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            Einar Thambarskelfir, Chieftain in Trøndelag, from Gimsar in Gauldal.

            Eyvind Aurochs-Horn, Olaf’s man in Aust-Agder.

            Brynjulv Ulvalde, Olaf’s man in Ranrike.

            Tord from Steig, Olaf’s man in Gudbrandsdalen.

            Dale-Gudbrand, heathen chieftain at Hundorp in Gudbrandsdalen. Tord from Steig’s rival.

            Kjetil Kalv, Olaf’s man in the areas around Lake Mjøsa, with his seat at Ringnes in Stange.

            Gunnhild Sigurdsdatter, his wife, according to the sagas Olaf’s half-sister.

            Torgeir from Garmo, Olaf’s man in Ottadalen.

         

         
18THE DANISH KINGS

         
            cnut sweynsson, “the Great”, king of many kingdoms around the North Sea.

            Sweyn Forkbeard, his father.

            Gunnhild, his mother, also called Świętosława, of the Polish Piast dynasty.

            Harald Bluetooth, his paternal grandfather.

            Gorm the Old, his great-grandfather.

            Harald Sweynsson, his brother.

            Gyða Sweynsdatter, his sister, wife of Eric Håkonsson.

            Estrid Sweynsdatter, his sister.

            Ælfgifu of Northampton, his first queen, daughter of Ælf helm of York.

            Sweyn Cnutsson, their son, who as a young boy becomes his father’s under-king in Norway.

            Harlad Cnutsson, their son.
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            WARLORDS IN THE DANISH KING’S SERVICE

            Thorkell the Tall, a headstrong Danish warlord, after 1016 the Jarl of East Anglia.

            Hemming, his younger brother.
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            Lacman, a warlord in the Danes’ service in England, Olaf Haraldsson’s partner in Norman service.

         

         IN SWEDEN

         
            anund jacob, the young Swedish king, Olaf Haraldsson’s brother-in-law.

            Olof Skötkonung, his father.

            Ingegerd, his sister.

            Astrid, his sister, Olaf Haraldsson’s queen.

            Ragnvald, a jarl and possibly ruler of the Swedish kingdom during King Anund’s childhood.

            Ulf, King Anund’s army general, perhaps Ragnvald’s son.

         

         
19IN NORMANDY

         
            Richard II, Duke of Normandy, a Frankish prince with Norse roots, brother to Emma, Queen of the Anglo-Saxons.

            Robert, Richard and Emma’s brother, Archbishop of Rouen.

            Richard I, their father.

            Gunnhild, their Danish-born mother.

         

         OTHER EUROPEAN FIGURES

         
            Robert II of the Capetian dynasty, King of the Franks.

            Conrad II, Prince of Franconia in Bavaria and from 1027 the German Holy Roman Emperor.

            Pope John XIX.

            Unwan, Archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen.

            William V, Count of Poitou and Duke of Aquitaine.

            Odo II, Count of Blois, Chartres, Châteaudun, Beauvais and Tours. The Duke of Normandy’s rival.

            Solomon, lord of his castle at Dol.

            Ulric Manfred II of Turin, Prince of Lombardy.

            Alfonso V, King of León.

            Sancho III, King of Navarre.

            Mieszko I, King of Poland, from the Piast dynasty, and Cnut’s uncle.

            Bolesław I, his son, Cnut’s cousin.

            Stephen I, King of Hungary.

            Yaroslav the Wise, Grand Prince of Kiev and Novgorod, married to Ingegerd, Olof Skötkonung’s daughter.

         

         THE CALIPHATE OF CÓRDOBA

         
            Hisham II, Caliph of Córdoba.

            Almanzor, “the provider of slaves”, vizier and Córdoba’s true ruler.

            al-Malik, his son and successor.
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20SKALDS

         
            Sigvat Tordarson, Olaf Haraldsson’s most important skald and his trusted man. Composed poetry for a number of kings and prominent men.

            Tófa, his daughter.

            Tord Sigvaldeskald, Sigvat’s father, a merchant and skald who served Olaf in England.
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            1241

         

         they came across the desolate yellow wetlands, like a caravan through the desert. The company consisted of around thirty men on shaggy-haired, hardy horses, the animals’ backs so low that the men’s feet almost dragged on the ground. They had ridden a long way, below silent mountains and flocks of birds, through valleys in the Uplands. Their destination was the farm at Sauðafell, which lay on a wet, grassy plain at the end of a fjord on Iceland’s wind-battered west coast. When they arrived, they were received by Snorri Sturluson.

         In the evening, while the servants and attendants warmed themselves, resting in the farmhouses, Snorri gathered some of his visitors around him. A ship had recently arrived from Norway carrying beer, and this was brought into the house. A young man poured the beer into drinking bowls. As the autumn dark descended outside, the men exchanged news, made plans and drank. We know this because one of the men would later write down his memories of this meeting in a saga about his kin and the age in which he lived. He was one of Snorri’s many nephews, and one of the people who knew him best. He had grown up in Snorri’s household, and been taught to read, write and narrate by the master himself.

         He doesn’t tell us much; gives us just a few glimpses of what must have been a long evening spent around the fireplace. It was 24 in many ways an ordinary night—they often met like this, on the numerous farms owned or controlled by Snorri—but in retrospect the evening would take on an especially poignant significance. It would be the last night they spent together.

         The year was 1241, and it was mid-September. Snorri was sixty-one or sixty-two years old, a more venerable age in the 1200s than it is today, but not so old that he couldn’t have had many more years ahead of him. He was a greying man, reportedly ruddy-cheeked and fat—stalwart, as chieftains should be—his physique the result of a nobleman’s life spent consuming great quantities of the best food and drink. On this particular evening he was very cheerful, the saga tells us.

         This last piece of information is a surprising one—not only because the sober and minimalistic Icelandic family sagas rarely shed light on people’s states of mind in this way, but also because everything else we know about Snorri’s situation at this point in his life indicates that he didn’t have much to be cheerful about.

         Just two weeks earlier, he had lost the woman with whom he had lived for the past few years. She died following a period of illness, and we know that he grieved deeply for her.

         Her death was just one misfortune among many.

         One year earlier, Snorri had made a fateful mistake. He had spent his entire adult life purposefully and shrewdly seeking out wealth and influence, and over the course of several decades had managed to work his way up from a relatively modest position to become Iceland’s most prominent chieftain, a kind of uncrowned king of his home island. But in an attempt to become even mightier and richer than he already was, he had become embroiled in secret plans to stage a coup against the King of Norway. The mutiny was unsuccessful, however, and Snorri’s allies across the sea had all been killed or forced to flee, 25or had surrendered. Snorri’s role in the conspiracy had been discovered, and its consequences were catching up with him. The King of Norway, now stronger than ever, openly considered him a traitor and enemy, and had recently bought himself the loyalty of important Icelandic men with promises of future positions. Under pressure from the king, the network Snorri had laboriously built up around him over the course of his long life began to unravel. The situation was so dire that Snorri was soon no longer regarded as the most prominent man in Iceland. His old rivals and formerly loyal supporters found themselves united in their opposition to him, driven by a mixture of jealousy, political opportunism and bitterness at his notorious greed and conceited lifestyle. A new era was dawning, and Snorri’s rivals were the new men. Snorri was in mortal danger. He must have known that his life was at risk.

         As they sat there, talking and drinking beer, Snorri produced a curious letter he had received a few days earlier. It was written in so-called “beggar’s script”—a form of code composed of runes, which was sometimes used to convey secret messages. Snorri was unable to read beggar’s script, and so had attempted to decipher the letter’s contents without success. He passed the letter around. None of the others managed to read it either, but they agreed that it seemed to be some kind of warning. Perhaps a threat. And yet Snorri’s nephew tells us that Snorri was in a very cheerful mood. Did he laugh at the irony in receiving a warning that couldn’t be read, perhaps?

         The next day, Snorri accompanied the group of men when they left Sauðafell. Together they rode into the timeless landscape of Western Iceland, over black sand and yellow fields, crossing shallow, ice-cold rivers that ran towards the sea through sharp curves. They rested at another farm, ate a meal together, and then went their separate ways. The main company went in one direction, 26 Snorri in another. Accompanied only by his servants, he rode down a wide, barren valley towards his home farm.

         His companions would never see him again.

         
             

         

         The journey was not a long one, and so Snorri probably arrived home that same evening. His farm, Reykholt, was situated on a low ridge, on a gently sloping wooded hillside with a view of a quiet river, and surrounded by small patches of cultivated land and pastures for cows and sheep. It was a monument to its owner’s unique character and unrivalled status.

         The farm was among the largest in Iceland and without question the most extravagant, built just as much to impress as to function as a comfortable and luxurious home in this weather-beaten land. Many years earlier, Snorri had ordered that a several-metre-high wall of turf, soil and stone be erected around the farm, wide and long enough for 200 men to stand on it simultaneously. The wall had a gate that could be raised and lowered, and even a tower, giving the site an appearance that was a cross between a large Icelandic farm and a small castle of the type in which English and French nobles lived.

         White steam carrying the odour of sulphur rose from a hot spring just a stone’s throw beyond the walls. Through an ingenious arrangement of underground pipes, possibly inspired by Arab bathing and irrigation systems, the spring supplied naturally heated water to both a bathhouse inside the farm’s walls and the brick baths outside, where Snorri often sat with his friends.

         Inside the gates were clusters of turf-roofed buildings of various sizes, clumped together as if in a narrow village: storehouses, a brewhouse, a church, buildings that contained beds and workplaces for an entire community of farmhands, priests and servants, and an elegant feast hall decorated with woven tapestries and other gifts Snorri had accumulated on his travels. The biggest buildings 27were constructed from the trunks of large trees that did not grow naturally in Iceland, and which had therefore been felled and de-limbed in a forest in Norway before being transported across the sea at great cost.

         Reykholt had long been a natural centre of religious, political and financial power, but over his long life Snorri had also made his seat into Iceland’s foremost secular centre of learning. It was a place for magnificent feasts and scholarly study, where disputes about power, money and property merged with music and the telling of stories to form a natural whole. A group of priests lived and worked on the farm permanently to help Snorri with various tasks, including his writing. Sundry musicians and entertainers came and went; distinguished guests often slept under Snorri’s roof.

         At the centre of the site was the writing studio, a small workroom containing quills, ink and a collection of books. This was where Snorri had written, or dictated to his literate priests, his blood-spattered works about the triumphs and defeats of gods and men.

         Snorri was a rare combination of prosperous politician and gifted poet in one and the same person. He belonged to a distinctive and already several-hundred-year-old Icelandic narrative tradition that collated, cultivated and disseminated knowledge of the past. He was a skald, a successor of the Icelandic court poets who had served the ancient Viking kings—men who were close to power, and who described it through poetry. Snorri could recite hundreds of old skaldic poems by heart, and was able to retell long, complicated stories about the events of former ages in a way that rendered his audiences spellbound.

         Over the course of his long life, Snorri collected and systematized an enormous amount of knowledge about the events of former times—from older historical works, from the old poems 28 that had been passed down orally over hundreds of years, from the stories told by elderly members of the community, and from countless sources that have since been lost. Today, his works about skaldic poetry and mythology are our most important single source of knowledge about the pre-Christian Scandinavians’ mythological histories. His collection of sagas about the Norwegian kings, Heimskringla, extends from the distant mythological past, when dwarfs and giants wandered the earth and the one-eyed godking Odin ruled among men, up until a few years before Snorri himself was born—it is the most comprehensive historical work to have been written in Scandinavia during the Middle Ages. Like the other saga writers, Snorri supplemented what he knew and believed with guesswork and invention, filling out the story by making things up, so that his writing approached fiction in terms of its form. Knowledge of the past was therefore artistically and logically woven into complete stories, with which to entertain, educate and elevate the Nordic people of the 1200s.

         There was one particular period of history that interested Snorri intensely—the period around 200 years before his birth, towards the end of the era that is today known as the Viking Age, when Christianity was beginning to take root in Scandinavia and the Nordic kingdoms were formed. It was a time far from Snorri’s own, a time that had left behind no books or written testimonies other than a few runic inscriptions of poetry and commemorative words for the dead.

         But memories of the old ancestors’ accomplishments lived on through fantastical oral narratives, which excited and astonished Snorri and his contemporaries. These were stories from a time when Nordic adventurers travelled to far-off regions of the world to return home with incredible riches in the form of silver and gold; a time when bands of Nordic warriors were able to subjugate renowned kings in foreign lands through incredible feats 29of ingenuity and brutal violence. It was the time in which the legendary Danish King Cnut—the mightiest Nordic king ever to have lived—took control of large and rich England, and came to rule over an enormous kingdom that spanned both mountains and seas. It was also the time in which the roving Viking Olaf Haraldsson conquered Norway, with the help of English noblemen and chests full of plundered silver. When he was finally killed, Olaf was made a Christian saint, and in Snorri’s time he was celebrated as the reigning royal dynasty’s holy forefather.

         These were feats that would have been impossible in Snorri’s time, and which therefore seemed almost infinitely impressive. It is not so strange, then, that even in Snorri’s day the Viking Age seemed like a foreign and distant past, exotic and magnified—a time populated by singular heroes who were nobler, braver and wilder than any of those who came after them. Many people believed that their ancestors had quite literally been giants—bigger, taller and more powerful than the people who came later. At the end of the 1100s, a Norwegian monk wrote that the distinguished warriors of old “were brave and strong, much more robust in body and mind than men in our miserable times, though far inferior to their own predecessors […] We can almost see the whole human race generally diminishing day by day, and there are few men who are taller than their fathers.” These mythical and exaggerated qualities have clung to depictions of the Viking Age throughout history, enduring all the way up to our present time.

         
             

         

         Today, Snorri is remembered as the greatest of all the ancient saga writers, and no other individual has had a greater influence on future generations’ notions about the ancient Scandinavian past. This is because Snorri, like all literary masters throughout history, was able to capture something fundamental and universal in his narratives. None of Snorri’s contemporaries described the 30 logic of violence and power with such precision as Snorri did. He understood how the powerful operated, because he himself was one of them. His practical experience enabled him to convey the human in the political and the political in the human like no one else. While the kings’ sagas were stories about the past, they were just as much studies in and practical handbooks on the timeless art of power. Snorri was concerned with the use of power on a practical level—with the unwritten rules of the game, with what worked and what didn’t work. With great victories and grave errors.

         For this reason, it is hard not to see the irony in how Snorri met his own end. When he returned to Reykholt, the farm was almost deserted; with the exception of a few servants and one or two priests, Snorri was alone on the great farm during the last few days of his life. Despite the threatening letter he had received a few days earlier, nothing indicates that he expected something was afoot: he instructed no guards to keep a lookout at the wall; no one barred the gates in the evenings.

         Snorri was unaware that his enemies had gathered in secret, and that they were now hiding in the Uplands. He was unaware that their spies were keeping the farm and residents of the valley under close observation.

         On the evening of Sunday, 23rd September 1241—which just happened to be the feast day of Saint Maurice, patron saint of swordsmiths and soldiers—a group of 400 men rode into the valley further north and blocked the road, in case Snorri’s people should come to his aid.

         The following night, another group of seventy armed men set out for Reykholt under cover of darkness. Unnoticed, they led their horses all the way up to the farm walls, where they dismounted and walked unhindered through the open gates. Many of them knew the farm and its various buildings well—they had been there before, as Snorri’s guests. The intruders walked purposefully to 31the main house, where Snorri slept in a bedchamber on the first floor. They tried the door. It was locked from the inside.

         Snorri must have been woken by the noises outside. Considering his age, he was able to move remarkably quickly, because in the brief period of time it took the intruders to break down the door he managed to make his way out of his bedchamber, down a flight of stairs and out of the building through another exit. He was likely naked or in his nightgown.

         As the intruders searched the farm’s buildings and fear and confusion spread among his servants, the fat old man crept into one of the smaller adjacent houses, unseen. Inside, he bumped into one of the farm’s other residents, one of the priests who served him in the farm’s church. They whispered to one another in the pitch-darkness.

         Just a few metres away, on the other side of the wall, a spiral staircase wound its way down to an underground passage that led under the wall and out to freedom. Snorri had requested its construction so that he could walk dry-shod and sheltered from the unceasing wind to the warm baths outside the walls. But he didn’t use the passage now—an old man on the run without warm clothes would not last long out in the freezing Icelandic autumn night. Instead, he crept down into a narrow cellar that was used as a storeroom and hid there.

         This is where he was when the intruders found the priest. From his hiding place, Snorri would probably have been able to hear the conversation going on just above his head, as his loyal priest tried—in vain—to save him. The intruders’ leader was summoned. When he asked the priest where Snorri was hiding, the priest said that he hadn’t seen Snorri anywhere. The intruders did not believe him, and so he tried to negotiate. He would tell them where his lord was, he said, but only if they swore that they would spare Snorri’s life. 32

         We are not told how the priest revealed Snorri’s hiding place, only that he did so. Perhaps he inadvertently cast a glance in the direction of the entrance to the cellar; maybe he succumbed to fear of his own death and pointed to it. Perhaps he told the men where Snorri was because they lied to him, promising to let Snorri live. The intruders found the entrance regardless, and five men descended into the dark.

         Later, those who had been at Reykholt that night—both the murderers and Snorri’s servants—gave their accounts of what had happened, and their stories found their way into the saga written by Snorri’s nephew. As was the custom of the Icelandic saga writers, Snorri’s nephew recounted what he knew of his uncle’s last night in great detail, soberly, without condemnation and without comment.

         When the first of the men walked towards Snorri with his sword drawn, Snorri said: ‘Thou shalt not strike!’ This was the Fifth Commandment, Thou shalt not kill, as formulated by the Icelandic priests of Snorri’s time. ‘Strike him!’ said one of the men. ‘Thou shalt not strike!’ repeated Snorri. The first man cut him with his sword; another came forward and cut him again. It was the first blow, they said later, that caused his mortal wound. And so he died, by the sword, as so many had done in his sagas.33
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            A REGIME FACING RUIN

         

         in the year 975, a comet came into view above Anglo-Saxon England. It appeared on one of the first days of August, when the summer was at its hottest and farming peasants were at their most hungry, busy reaping and grinding the first corn. High up in the firmament, they saw a hazy but intense ball of light with flames radiating from it on one side, “like golden hair on a human head”. It fell slowly sideways, towards the north-east.

         Among those who observed this strange phenomenon with both interest and unease were the learned Benedictine monks who wrote the annals that would eventually be collected and compiled and known as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It is this work we have to thank for much of our knowledge of England during what, for us, is a very distant age. In a society where almost nothing was written down, these humble servants of God with their cowls and shaved heads kept tabs on the course of history outside monastery walls. In the form of brief notes and comments, they recorded information about kings’ travels through the kingdom, about bishops’ Church meetings, about nobles’ endless petty feuds—and about unusual natural phenomena.

         A comet was a disconcerting sight—an ancient and well-known evil omen. For the monks, a comet was God’s messenger, a warning of impending catastrophe. The God who was worshipped in 36Western Europe at this time was an unpredictable deity, good and warm one moment, wrathful the next—an almighty judge and strict father who demanded absolute obedience, and who often punished his weak and sinful children. The Lord made his will known through the Northern Lights, solar eclipses and comets—anomalies in the perfect and orderly world system he had created and set in motion at the dawn of time, in which the stars followed their repetitive and predictable orbits and where daybreak followed daybreak, winter followed winter. The monks were always careful to document such events, because together they constituted a network of signs which might, if studied together, reveal God’s plans for humankind.

         
             

         

         A nervous, uneasy atmosphere was already pervasive in Anglo-Saxon England. Just two weeks previously, the realm had lost its king. King Edgar, who would be remembered as Edgar the Peaceful, died in the summer of 975, having governed his kingdom for sixteen years. These years—as Edgar’s popular name suggests—had been good ones, a long and unbroken period of peace that later generations would look back on as a flourishing golden age.

         Whether the king died suddenly or slowly, due to illness or by other means, is not known. But a king’s death was always a dramatic event in any European kingdom at this time, quite simply because there were really no set procedures dictating exactly how sovereignty should be transferred to the next generation. It was not a given that the king’s eldest son would inherit the throne, and the matter was often subject to complicated negotiations between political factions.

         Anglo-Saxon England was fragile. The royal dynasty was ancient and distinguished, stretching back many hundreds of years, and its mythological origins incorporated Odin, various 37figures from the Old Testament and Jesus Christ himself. But its power over a united English kingdom went back only a few generations. The right to the throne rested with a council—the so-called witan, or “council of the wise men”—which was dominated by a handful of ealdormen, the heads of the most prominent noble families in the land. These were tremendously rich and obstinate men, some of them the descendants of rival royal families who had been forced to submit to the throne just a few generations earlier, and the leaders of large and extremely powerful groups dotted around the English countryside. Many of them were rivals, openly feuding with each other.

         An especially problematic and potentially dangerous situation arose if the heir to the throne was a child. Edgar the Peaceful left behind no adult heirs, but he did have two boys, the elder around twelve years old, the younger eight or nine. The two boys were born to different mothers, high-born women with their own familial networks and connections all across the large, densely populated country. The dead king’s court divided into two factions, each supporting their kin and heir.

         For a time, open war seemed about to break out, but the ealdormen and Church leaders finally managed to come together around the elder of the king’s sons. His name was Edward. As the crown was set atop his head before nobles and churchmen, the comet moved slowly and soundlessly across the sky above them. It remained visible for many weeks. In mid-November, around eighty days after it was first sighted, it finally faded and disappeared.

         Agonizing conflicts made their mark on the new king’s reign from day one. The high lords of the council built up their own private bases of power; a huge number of items from churches and monasteries across England were confiscated in the king’s name. King Edward himself was reputed to be quick-tempered, moody and unstable. Too immature to bear his power and status 38with dignity, the boy king repeatedly exploded in scandalous public outbursts of rage, and humiliated and beat servants of both high and low birth within the royal household.

         In the spring of 978, just three years after he was crowned king, Edward’s rule came to an abrupt end. Now around fifteen years old, the king led a hunt through the expansive wooded hills that ran along the coast of Wessex. Afterwards, accompanied by a small party of men, Edward set out to visit his younger half-brother, who lived with his mother and his own household on a nearby royal estate in the small village of Corfe. When the hot-blooded young king rode into the courtyard, he quickly got into a scuffle with a group of thanes—high-ranking Anglo-Saxon men who were lower in status than the ealdormen—from his little brother’s household. In what was probably a spontaneous quarrel that got out of hand, the thanes surrounded the king’s horse on foot. They grabbed the king by the arms and dragged him from his saddle as he howled and screamed, then stabbed him to death with their knives.

         One month later, just after Easter in the year 978, a group of ealdormen, thanes, representatives from the peasants and townspeople, and the kingdom’s ten bishops and two archbishops gathered for the crowning of a new king in the small market and church town of Kingston, a short distance south-west of London. A contemporary observer noted that the new king, who was twelve or thirteen years old, was handsome, and conducted himself with great dignity when the crown was set on his head. His name was Æthelred.

         His brother had left him a kingdom that extended from Wales in the west to the North Sea in the east, from the English Channel in the south to the River Tweed and the land of the Scots in the north, and which was home to around a million subjects. He ruled over a machinery of power that consisted of royal judges 39and administrators centred around the country’s cities—the envy of other kings all across Europe.

         The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states that yet another evil omen appeared at the time of Æthelred’s coronation. In many places in England a bloody cloud was seen at night, “oftentimes, in the likeness of fire; and it was mostly apparent at midnight, and so in various beams was coloured: when it began to dawn, then it glided away”.

         
             

         

         One year later, on a summer’s day in 979, seven Viking ships were seen off Wessex. They slipped silently along the coast before they put ashore in a bay in Dorset, not far from the royal family’s hunting grounds. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle briefly states that they killed many people, and took others with them as prisoners when they returned to their ships and sailed away. This was the first Viking attack to be recorded in the Chronicle for several decades.

         The next year, 980, they returned. Southampton and the Isle of Thanet at the mouth of the Thames were attacked; the Vikings pillaged valuables and food, and took people as captives.

         More attacks followed. Over the next few years, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle gives descriptions of Viking raids along the coasts, some small, others larger. Æthelred grew up and took control of his kingdom in the shadow of this slowly growing wave of violence. In 985, when he was eighteen or nineteen years old, he took the young daughter of a Northern English nobleman as his queen; over the following years she gave him several children. By this point, the Viking attacks had become an annual occurrence in the kingdom. Small groups of peasants under local leaders fought against the foreigners.

         The attacks in themselves did little damage to Æthelred’s kingdom—the Viking fleets consisted of just a few hundred men—but they spread great fear and unease among his subjects. This was due 40not only to the immediate threat the Vikings posed to the people who lived along the coasts, but also to the fact that the attacks played out against an unpleasant historical backdrop—one that was imprinted on the Anglo-Saxons’ self-image and identity. The kingdom in which they lived had been forged in a battle against the Vikings.

         Two hundred years had passed since the first gangs of Scandinavian robbers crossed the sea and began to ransack out-of-the-way monasteries towards the end of the 700s. They came from many different places in Scandinavia and the surrounding areas, but the Anglo-Saxons referred to them under the collective term “Danes”. Encouraged by their own success, the Danes returned in the first decades of the 800s in ever-larger, braver and better-organized groups, causing ever-greater devastation and suffering.

         At this time, there was no united Anglo-Saxon kingdom—what would eventually become England consisted of a number of smaller rival kingdoms with no common defences against the Danes. Paralysed by the Viking warriors’ mobility and resoluteness—and their own lack of collaboration—the kingdoms were overrun, one by one, as their horrified inhabitants saw armies driven away and massacred, monasteries burnt, gold and silver stolen, valuable illuminated manuscripts destroyed and young men and women carried off as slaves. The Danes built permanent bases for their ships on the islands just off the English coast, and in the mid-800s they began to overwinter in large camps on the mainland. What had begun as single opportunistic attacks developed into the systematic looting of large areas—and eventually into conquest and colonization.

         The Danish armies brought women and children with them. In what is best characterized as a migration, tens of thousands of Norse settlers established themselves on the north-east coast of 41England, in the area that would become known as Danelaw—“the area in which Dane law holds sway”. The new arrivals mixed with the local population; since the Anglo-Saxon and Norse languages were similar, they were to some extent mutually comprehensible. Many of the Danes became Christians, and quickly adopted local customs while simultaneously continuing a number of their old traditions. The city of York, which like many other cities in England had originally been a Roman settlement, became the centre of power in this new English Viking kingdom.

         In the end, only one of the old kingdoms remained—that of the West Saxons, Wessex, where the celebrated Alfred the Great was king. Alfred was King Æthelred’s great-great-grandfather. Towards the end of the 800s, he led first a desperate defence and then a successful counter-attack against the Danes, which changed the course of the war. Under the leadership of Alfred and his West Saxon warlords, the Anglo-Saxon armies reconquered the lost city of London and forced the Danes to retreat.

         After Alfred’s death, his sons and grandsons continued his fight, and in the early 900s the West Saxon kings became conquerors. They expanded Wessex’s borders to the north and east, wresting control of the lands of their old Anglo-Saxon rivals from the Danes—and eventually conquered the Danelaw, too. In the 950s, under West Saxon leadership, the Anglo-Saxon armies fought the last remaining Norse king of the Danelaw, whose seat was in York.

         This was how the English kingdom inherited by Æthelred was born. His forefathers had not permitted the areas captured by the Danes to re-emerge as independent kingdoms, but instead forced them to submit to West Saxon supremacy. Influenced and inspired by the royal ideology of Charlemagne, and by memories of the long-lost Roman Empire—whose ruins were still visible all across the English landscape—the West Saxon kings attempted to build an English empire. Over the course of just a few generations, a corps 42of bright and talented administrators in their service developed one of the most advanced systems of royal power in Europe in order to govern these new areas.

         The kingdom was divided into shires—administrative units centred around cities where judges enforced common laws in the name of the king, and the king’s officials attempted to regulate trade on the markets. Learned clergymen, who were effective organizers, established a common Church organization that linked various areas of the country together across local identities; faith in God was the unifying ideology that held the entire construction together. It was at this time that Anglo-Saxon scholars began to refer to the kingdom using the name it still bears today, Engla lond—Land of the Angles.

         Keen to be seen as liberators rather than conquerors, the Wessex dynasty encouraged its new subjects to forget their former conflicts and instead focus on the common battle that united them—they were a God-fearing civilization, forged in the fight against idolatrous foreign barbarians. And of course, nothing has a more uniting effect than a mutual external enemy.

         
             

         

         It isn’t hard to explain what attracted the new wave of attacks that made their mark on Æthelred’s first year of rule. His forefathers’ victories over the Danes and the unification of the English kingdom were followed by a period of economic development which, in the context of Europe in the 900s, was almost inconceivable. England had the most thriving wool production in Europe, and in the latter part of the century an ever-increasing demand for wool products on the continent turned many Anglo-Saxon farmers into merchants. Grazing sheep could be seen all across the kingdom’s green landscapes—there were probably more sheep in England than there were people. On farms and in small villages from north to south, wool was tied up into large bundles, bound to packhorses 43and mules and transported in convoys to the ports on the south coast, where merchants arranged fleets of ships that ferried balls of wool, woollen clothing, finely woven fabrics and embroidery across the sea to the Netherlands. And in the opposite direction, huge volumes of silver flowed into England.1

         In the cities, the Wessex kings developed a system of royal mints which for its time was extremely sophisticated—the most advanced in Western Europe. Under the leadership of mint masters with a royal licence, the mint workers hammered the silver into small, thin coins, matte in colour and smooth to the touch, and featuring Christ on one side and the reigning king on the other. Æthelred’s kingdom had more than seventy mints, most of them situated close to the city markets and kept under constant observation behind walls and palisades. The Crown enforced strict punishments for counterfeiting. By law, any mint master who produced coins that were too light would have a hand cut off and nailed to the workshop’s gate, to serve as a warning and deterrent.

         Every few years, all the coins across the kingdom would be declared invalid as a form of payment on the Crown-regulated city markets. In order to be able to buy goods at the market, people would have to exchange any coins they owned at one of the mints, where the currency would be melted down and minted again using new, valid dies. For every ten coins that a person handed in, they would receive eight or nine in return. The rest were collected by the master of the mint, who in turn forwarded them on to the Crown as a form of tax. Maintaining control of the country’s silver was the cornerstone of the Wessex kings’ power.

         Between five and ten million coins were produced at each re-minting, and the Anglo-Saxon kingdom became a society in which millions upon millions of tiny silver coins and bullions2 were in circulation. There was probably more silver in England than in any other country in Western Europe. 44

         Æthelred was young and inexperienced, and in all likelihood Europe’s richest monarch. It was a dangerous combination.

         
             

         

         Vikings with bases in Ireland, Scotland, the Isle of Man and Normandy were probably behind the sporadic attacks that occurred at the start of Æthelred’s reign. But then, in the summer of 991, a new fleet of warships came to England’s coast—one that was fundamentally different from its predecessors. It was the biggest Viking fleet to be seen off England since the days of Alfred. People who saw it from land counted more than ninety large warships, in addition to smaller accompanying vessels. This fleet had not come from a nest of bandits on the periphery of the English kingdom, but directly from Scandinavia.

         The ships sailed along the east coast as a group. Then, to the terror of the local population, they put ashore, and an army of several thousand men disembarked. As the local people fled before them, the Danish warriors plundered the village of Folkestone, setting its buildings ablaze. They then sailed on to the small ports of Sandwich and Ipswich, where they did the same.

         Æthelred, now a grown man in his mid-twenties, dispatched an army to defend the coast under the leadership of one of the most prominent men in his regime, an ageing, white-haired ealdorman from Wessex by the name of Byrhtnoth. When the Danish fleet arrived in Essex at the start of August, Byrhtnoth and his army followed it along the coast. And when the Danish warriors came ashore just outside the village of Maldon, Byrhtnoth lined up his army on a plain on the other side of the beach. The battle that followed was immortalized in a poem composed by an unknown poet a few years later which remains one of the age’s most important works of Anglo-Saxon heroic poetry: 45

         
            
               Then Byrhtnoth marshalled his soldiers,

               riding and instructing, directing his warriors

               how they should stand and the positions they should keep,

               and ordering that their shields properly stand firm

               with steady hands and be not afraid.

               Then when he beheld that people in suitable array,

               he dismounted amid his people, where he was most pleased to be,

               there amid his retainers knowing their devotion.

            

            
               Then stood on the shore, stoutly calling out

               a Viking messenger, making speech,

               menacingly delivering the sea-pirate’s

               message to this Earl on the opposite shore standing:

               ‘I send to you from the bold seamen,

               a command to tell that you must quickly send

               treasures to us, and it would be better to you if

               with tribute buy off this conflict of spears

               than with us bitter battle share.

               […] pay the seafarers on their own terms

               money towards peace and receive peace from us,

               for we with this tribute will take to our ships,

               depart on the sea and keep peace with you.’

            

         

         Rather than pay the proposed tribute, however, Byrhtnoth chose to fight the superior force—he consequently paid with his life, and the lives of his men. Along with his personal bodyguards and large parts of the army he led, he fought to the death.

         Æthelred called a meeting of his witan. “It was decreed that tribute, for the first time, should be given to the Danish-men, on account of the great terror which they caused by the sea-coast,” states the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. On Æthelred’s orders, 46the men in his service quickly gathered together the enormous sum of 10,000 pounds of minted silver coins and unminted silver bullion—around 3.5 tonnes of silver in total, which must have been transported to the coast in chests using wagons. The chests’ contents were likely inspected and weighed in the presence of the Danish leaders, before they were carried aboard the ships and taken away.

         And so began that which has been termed England’s second Viking Age. Because the Danes would soon return.

         
            *

         

         During the decades in which the Wessex kings tightened their grasp on England through political power reforms and the control of silver, there had also been significant events on the other side of the North Sea. At some point in the 940s—a time in which Scandinavia’s modern inhabitants can only glimpse historical figures and the lives they led through the foggy landscapes of myths and legends—a Viking king known as Gorm the Old died in North Jutland, in the north of Denmark. He was buried by his son in a pagan burial mound in Jelling, where his family had its power base. This son was Harald Bluetooth—the man who today is regarded as the founder of the Danish kingdom. He is thought to have been given his characteristic nickname because he revealed a rotten tooth when he smiled.

         Harald Bluetooth inherited his father’s interests intact, and spent his life expanding them. He rejected his forefathers’ ancient faith; he and members of his family were baptized, and he appointed bishops and built churches on the Danish islands. On his orders, his parents were exhumed from the mound in which they had been buried; Harald had them laid to rest in new graves through a Christian ceremony held in a newly constructed church in Jelling, 47and thereby stepped into the Christian community of European kings. He fought with great armies against the aggressive German Emperor Otto I, and succeeded in stopping the emperor from expanding his territory northwards. With a secured southern border, he built a kingdom of a kind and scope never before seen in Scandinavia.

         Harald Bluetooth expanded his realm by waging continuous war. In the 970s and 980s he subjugated Norse kings, jarls and prominent men in the north, east and west with his ever-growing army, war expeditions and threats of fire and destruction, thereby creating a kingdom of an extent unprecedented in this part of the world. Towards the end of his life, his dominion extended across the Danish islands and along the shores of the Baltic as well as the southern, western and northern coasts of the Scandinavian Peninsula.3

         The most tangible testimonies to his power are the archaeological traces of a monumental construction programme of military roads, timber bridges and fortifications on the Danish islands. At his command, across a marshy area in Jelling, slaves built an almost 800-metre-long and more than five-metre-wide flat bridge on a foundation of posts, which they erected using advanced surveying techniques. The bridge consisted of more than 4,000 oak trees, and was probably part of a larger road network intended for moving soldiers.

         Four large ring castles—Fyrkat and Aggersborg on Jutland, Nonnebakken on Funen and Trelleborg on Zealand—were constructed simultaneously in the early 980s with staggering geometrical perfection.4 Huge turf walls and timber from thousands of trees were arranged in perfect circles behind deep moats, all with four gates and four large, equally sized quarters of boat-shaped longhouses behind the walls, some of them probably soldiers’ barracks. Another ring-shaped castle also known as Trelleborg 48was situated at the southern tip of Scania, in modern Sweden, and was part of the same system. There may well have been more.

         The largest castle, Aggersborg, was 240 metres in diameter and contained forty-eight buildings. The exact purpose and function of the ring castles has been much discussed, but these military bases show that the people in Harald Bluetooth’s service had advanced engineering skills, along with the ability to plan, organize and co-ordinate large military construction projects that are impressive even when viewed in a European context.

         
             

         

         One would think that anyone who had fought, suffered and risked their life to build this kingdom would be happy to lead a calm and peaceful existence once the conquest was complete; to reap the benefits of what they had sown. But this was not how the logic of expansion worked. Harald Bluetooth’s enormous kingdom must not be mistaken for anything resembling a modern state. The realm was a network of personal alliances and oaths of allegiance arranged in a hierarchy with the Danish king at the top, and which was established through the extensive use of mercenaries. Warriors from near and far had flocked to Harald Bluetooth’s banners to participate in his raids and conquests. And while peace may have settled over the kingdom when Harald, at an advanced age, laid down his sword and concentrated on building and consolidating his power, among those for whom war was their livelihood the discontentment increased.

         In 987 a faction of the king’s men staged a rebellion, and old Harald Bluetooth was struck by an arrow during a skirmish. Seriously injured, he fled south to his old Slavic allies from the war against the German emperor, and it was in one of their villages or forts that he died on 1st November 987. He was not the first successful ruler of the Viking Age to become caught up in a vicious cycle of expansion, raiding and war, only to fall victim 49to the very forces he had used to build his kingdom. Nor would he be the last.

         The leader of the rebellion was none other than the king’s own son, whose name was Sweyn. He was said to have cut his moustache so that it hung down on either side of his mouth, like the pointed tines of a two-pronged pitchfork, and therefore became known as Sweyn Tjugeskjegg or Toskjegg—“Sweyn Forkbeard”. After a period of chaos, he succeeded in driving out his enemies and rivals and established himself as his father’s successor as king and leader of the Danes.

         Rather than repeating his father’s mistake of resting on his laurels, Sweyn was quick to resume the type of leadership that had made his father so prosperous—waging constant war to satisfy his warriors’ hunger for pillaging and plunder. He set his sights west, across the North Sea.

         
             

         

         When the great Danish fleet arrived in England in the summer of 991 and crushed the Anglo-Saxon army at the Battle of Maldon, five years had passed since Harald Bluetooth’s death. And the next summer, the fleet returned. Æthelred, now around twenty-five years old, gathered all his warships in the Thames to meet his enemy, even though his fleet was far inferior to that of the Danes. The Danish warlords avoided direct confrontation, but raided and looted areas all along the English coast before returning to Denmark.

         The fleet came back the following summer, too, in 993, sailing up and down the east coast. Æthelred gathered together an army from among the peasants in the area, which followed the Danish fleet along the shore on foot. But when the Danes landed their army the Anglo-Saxon leaders fled, with the result that the army of peasants disbanded. The Dane warriors ravaged the coast unchallenged before returning to their homeland. 50

         The Danish king was renowned all across England, and deeply feared and hated for his belligerent politics. “With him were always associated his three companions—plunder, burning and killing,” wrote an English chronicler. The contemporaneous German bishop Thietmar of Merseburg summarized Sweyn’s reputation in Europe as follows: “I have often heard that the Angles […] endured unspeakable suffering at the hands of Sven, the son of Harald, […] this filthy dog, not a ruler, but a destroyer.” Sweyn’s warriors, always on the hunt for silver, were described by the bishop as a flock of ravenous magpies.

         While Sweyn Forkbeard was a major driving force behind England’s second Viking Age, he did not cause it alone. Several warlords from Harald Bluetooth’s kingdom, all with significant resources, decided to collaborate and joined forces. A central commander in the ever-returning Danish fleet was Olaf Tryggvason, who in the later Norwegian and Icelandic narrative tradition would become the fabled king of Christianization. The Anglo-Saxons knew him as “Anlaf”. He is an obscure historical figure, transformed into the stuff of fairy tales after his death, but said to have been the son of a petty king from Eastern Norway who grew up under Harald Bluetooth’s hegemony. According to preserved skaldic poems, he made his career as a Viking raider in Eastern Europe before joining Sweyn’s wars of plunder in England. He was probably regarded as Sweyn’s equal and partner, rather than his subordinate.

         Sweyn and Olaf were both aboard the Danish fleet, now consisting of ninety-four ships, when it returned to England for a fourth consecutive year in the summer of 994. Having raided and burned villages along the coast, the Danes shocked the Anglo-Saxons by sailing up the Thames and stopping just before they reached London—the biggest, richest and best-defended city in all of Æthelred’s kingdom. The city was besieged for an extended 51period before the Danish fleet gave up and sailed on to other, easier targets along the coast.

         In the rapidly escalating crisis, Æthelred and his advisors made use of a proven old tactic from the days of Æthelred’s forefather, Alfred. They attempted to split the Danish leaders, to get them to turn on each other by appealing to and using against them their foremost motivation and driving force—greed.

         Independently of Sweyn Forkbeard, Æthelred negotiated with Olaf Tryggvason using bishops as middlemen, and made the Viking king an offer that was simply too good to refuse. After concluding the siege of London, Olaf Tryggvason left his army and ships at a camp on the coast and, surrounded only by his innermost circle of men, rode into the country he had so zealously raided.

         In the little town of Andover in north Hampshire, Æthelred and his people awaited Olaf’s arrival. There, through a formal ceremony, they entered into a pact. Olaf promised to leave England and never to return with hostile intentions; in exchange, he was given what must have been a significant share of the 16,000 pounds of silver—more than 5.5 tonnes—that Æthelred paid to Viking leaders that year.

         Like Sweyn and many other Norse leaders at this time, Olaf Tryggvason was Christian, having been baptized in his homeland or in Denmark. Still, the pact with Æthelred was concluded with both Olaf and his closest men being re-baptized in one of Andover’s churches with the Archbishop of Canterbury leading the ceremony, which probably took the form of a so-called “confirmation baptism”. Æthelred stood as Olaf’s godfather, which made the occasion into something approaching a feudal vassal ceremony or “commendation ceremony”, through which Olaf became Æthelred’s man.

         The Viking king accepted Anglo-Saxon priests into his retinue; some historians have also pondered whether Æthelred might have 52provided him with ships, crew members and weapons. Now filthy rich and mortally dangerous, Olaf led his fleet east across the sea to challenge Sweyn’s dominion over Scandinavia.

         
             

         

         The power struggle between Sweyn and Olaf on the other side of the sea gave England a few years’ respite from the attacks. But three years later, in 997, another large Danish fleet came to England, led either by Sweyn himself or by one of his deputies. This army ravaged the coasts of Devon, Cornwall and Wales for the entire summer. Then, instead of sailing east again when the autumn arrived, the Danes built a fortified camp on an island off the mainland. The ships were moored here while the army overwintered.

         When the spring of 998 arrived, the army continued to terrorize the mainland. With their fast ships, the Danes attacked again and again at unexpected locations along the coast. They plundered villages before burning them to the ground; by the time Æthelred’s soldiers arrived on the scene the Danes had always already withdrawn, taking captives, goods and supplies with them. They would then rest and make plans before attacking again elsewhere.

         The Danes remained at the camp for the next winter, too. They executed a number of attacks in the summer of 999, before they finally decided to leave and sailed away.

         Sweyn’s armies were led by highly specialized and goal-oriented men, who knew exactly what they wanted and how they were going to get it. They acted in accordance with the age-old logic of pre-modern warfare, as practised by ancient kings and Roman emperors before them: they gave their enemies a simple ultimatum. The Anglo-Saxons could submit, giving the Danes what they wanted, and they would be treated well. Or they could fight, and risk the consequences of a defeat. These consequences might involve losing everything—estates, towns, property, provisions, 53livestock and churches, the lives of one’s family members, or ultimately one’s own life. Æthelred was a strong king, but he was unable to prevent local leaders and the heads of villages from striking deals with and paying tribute to the Danes without his permission in order to save their properties and their lives. His authority within his own realm was therefore slowly undermined.

         Just as Æthelred had extended an olive branch to Olaf Tryggvason, Sweyn Forkbeard attempted to lure prominent men in England over on to his side, particularly in the eastern and northern parts of the kingdom, where many people were of Norse descent. The Anglo-Saxon sources tell of powerful English noblemen having illegal contact with the Danes. One such man, known as Æthelric, from Bocking in Essex, just north of London, was for example found to have been planning to “receive Sweyn”, and consequently punished.

         There is also much that indicates the Danes more or less took control of the Anglo-Saxon wool trade with the continent. Norse seamen had long played a dominant role in almost all trade by sea in Northern Europe, but during the 990s the warlords who worked for Sweyn Forkbeard, whether directly or indirectly, achieved practically complete dominance over the seas around England—it became impossible for Anglo-Saxon and Frankish merchants to do business without collaborating with them. The Danes either demanded protection money from the travelling merchants, or simply took over the trading activities themselves, transporting the wool products across the Channel in their own ships and then selling them on.

         The constantly returning war fleets reflect an enormous expenditure of resources within Sweyn Forkbeard’s realm in terms of time and labour, wood and iron; in terms of the sheep’s wool and linen used to make the ships’ sails; in terms of materials for rigging, ropes and tar; in terms of the production of weapons. 54But it paid off, because Sweyn and the thousands of warriors attached to his growing war machine were rewarded thrice over for their efforts. First by taking control of the seaborne trade that brought silver into the Anglo-Saxon kingdom. Then through the raiding of Æthelred’s subjects for food and plunder. And lastly by demanding great sums in tribute from King Æthelred to ensure their departure.

         
             

         

         As Europe entered a new millennium, ever-larger Danish armies continued to return to England. Æthelred forged ties with a prominent Norse warlord by the name of Pallig, who was likely married to one of Sweyn Forkbeard’s sisters. But “regardless of the extreme generosity of the [English] king in giving him manors, gold, and silver”, Pallig participated in a large military expedition for Sweyn in 1001, when the Danish fleet burned and ravaged villages in Sussex, Dorset, Somerset and Devon. Reading the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and other English accounts that describe the events of this period, one can’t help but notice how these texts begin to take on an ever-darker, more pessimistic tone. They sombrely depict a kingdom in decline and chaos; one that is transformed into a maelstrom of burning villages and fleeing peasants over and over again.

         This dark mood is also reflected in religious texts of the period. In the destructive Danes, Anglo-Saxon monks and churchmen saw God’s punishment—even if Sweyn Forkbeard himself and many of his people were Christians. Around the turn of the millennium, the comet that had appeared above England in 975 seemed to be a watershed moment: the turning point at which the country’s peaceful glory days slipped into darkness and chaos, and God showed his wrath at the Anglo-Saxons’ sinful ways and insufficient piety. After the comet appeared, “the vengeance of the Lord was widely evident”, a monk wrote in an annal. 55

         A number of clergymen even saw the chaos around them as a warning that the end time was near—the notion of an impending Armageddon was widespread among the pious and learned around the turn of the millennium. Although nobody knew when the end days would come, those who served God believed that all creation was approaching the end of its existence, because just as God had created the world in seven days, world history was also divided into seven ages. The Church’s scholars had calculated that they were living in the sixth age, and that the seventh was Armageddon, “the great world fire”. The ancient prophecies of the Bible stated that the end time would begin with a series of catastrophes.

         In one of the first years that followed the dawn of the new millennium, the most senior figure in the Anglo-Saxon Church, Archbishop Wulfstan of York, wrote an unparalleled fire-and-brimstone sermon in which he stated that:

         
            It is written and was long ago prophesied, “after a thousand years will Satan be unbound”. A thousand years and more is now gone since Christ was among men in a human family, and Satan’s bonds are now indeed slipped, and Antichrist’s time is now close at hand […] And people will contend and dispute among themselves. There will also break out far and wide dispute and damage, envy and enmity and rapine of robbers, hostility and hunger, burning and bloodshed and distressing disturbances, disease and death, and many misfortunes.

         

         King Æthelred was now in his late thirties, and war and violence had overshadowed every aspect of his reign. Under increasing pressure, he attempted to enter into an alliance with the Duke of Normandy in order to prevent the Danes from receiving his help and support. In 1002 Æthelred’s English-born queen died, 56possibly during childbirth, and so he asked for the hand of the Duke of Normandy’s sister, Emma. She was very young, but was transported across the Channel to war-torn England. She fell pregnant almost immediately.

         At the same time, Æthelred countered the terror and violence to which his people were being subjected with his own brutality, thereby adding momentum to the spiral of violence devastating the country. The increasing pressure he was under was obviously turning him into a somewhat paranoid ruler. As previously mentioned, his kingdom contained thousands of people of Norse origin, descendants of the great wave of immigration from the east that had begun almost two centuries earlier. They had lived mostly in peace in England for generations, even if the social and cultural bonds that linked them to the countries from which their ancestors hailed were strong. In the war-ravaged Anglo-Saxon kingdom at the start of the 1000s, these people’s Norse roots gave rise to mistrust and suspicion. In the autumn of 1002 Æthelred heard rumours of a conspiracy against him among his “Danish” subjects, and became convinced that one of them was plotting to kill him. On 13th November 1002, therefore, he ordered that “all the Danish men who were in England” should be killed.

         The massacres have left behind both written and archaeological traces that bear witness to ethnic cleansing. An Anglo-Saxon letter from 1004, only two years after the killings, tells of a group of Danes who were chased by an angry mob in the city of Oxford. In an attempt to save their lives, they sought refuge in one of the city’s churches. But the mob set the church ablaze, and burned the Danes and the church’s valuable books and adornments along with the building itself, says the letter writer, before explaining why: “Danes [have] sprung up in this island, sprouting like cockle among wheat, [and so they] were to be destroyed by a most just extermination.” Around ninety years later, the English chronicler 57Henry of Huntingdon wrote: “In my childhood I heard very old men say that the king had sent secret letters to every city, according to which the English either maimed all the unsuspecting Danes on the same day and hour with their swords, or, suddenly, at the same moment, captured them and destroyed them by fire.”

         In recent years, mass graves have been discovered in England that are thought to stem from this period of ethnic cleansing. The bodies of thirty-five men, most of them in their twenties and thirties, had been thrown into a pit in Oxford after being executed by blows to the head or neck. Their injuries indicate that the men were killed from behind, while on their knees. Some of the corpses appear to have been burned before being thrown into the mass grave.

         In Dorset in Wessex another grave has been discovered, containing the bodies of fifty-four men of Scandinavian origin, all executed by beheading, apparently from the front.

         These purges probably targeted men of Scandinavian descent of fighting age who lived in England. But over the years, recollections of what had happened mushroomed into a cloud of ghastly exaggerations. In the 1060s, the Norman monk and chronicler William of Jumièges wrote that Æthelred took England’s chastity through a vile series of offences that shocked even the heathens:

         
            For in a single day he had murdered, in a sudden fury and without charging them with any crime, the Danes who lived peacefully and quite harmoniously throughout the kingdom and who did not at all fear for their lives. He ordered women to be buried up to their waists and the nipples to be torn from their breasts by ferocious mastiffs set upon them. He also gave orders to crush little children against doorposts.

         

         58Æthelred’s posthumous reputation would be a confused and paradoxical one. On the one hand, the chroniclers of the Middle Ages describe him as yielding and hesitant, indecisive, easy to influence and the weaker party in the battle against the strong Danes; on the other, they paint a brutal picture of him as a ruler with tyrannical, quick-tempered and despotic traits. Both characterizations are probably true.

         One account claims that Sweyn Forkbeard’s sister was a victim of the massacre; another states that one of those killed was Sweyn’s brother. Another text provides an imaginative description of how a group of young Danes managed to flee down the Thames by boat before crossing the sea to Denmark, where they gave an account of what had happened to Sweyn and his warlords, who immediately began to muster their army—“the Danes were inflamed with justifiable anger, like a fire which someone had tried to extinguish with fat”.

         It is not improbable that people close to Sweyn Forkbeard were killed during the purges, but the Danish king was in no need of further motivation to attack Æthelred’s realm. In the years that followed the massacre, he continued to send armies across the sea, and they continued to increase in size. England was attacked in 1002, 1003, 1004 and 1005.

         Æthelred commanded that a major armament project be initiated, and announced new laws to reform his military apparatus. Deserters from the armies of conscripted peasants were executed. Archaeological surveys have shown that defences around cities and market towns all across the kingdom were repaired and reinforced at this time; the mints were moved from the coasts to fortresses atop hills further inland. To finance these construction projects and pay his workers and soldiers, Æthelred demanded supplies and great sums of money from the monasteries and churches; the landed property of nobles was confiscated and sold. This 59undermined Æthelred’s popularity among his people, but was imperative in defending his country and regime.

         
             

         

         In the autumn of 1005, while the war raged in England, large areas of Northern Europe were hit by either drought or heavy rain, which meant that the crops failed. In the wake of this followed a disaster that for the average man, woman and child posed a far greater threat than any Viking army—famine. A lack of food, hunger and death are documented in the annals in many places across Europe that year. “In this year was the great famine throughout the English nation,” states the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.

         The difficulty in obtaining provisions forced the Danes to return to their homeland. And as hunger ravaged the towns and villages, England experienced its first autumn free of Viking raids, looting and burning villages in nine years.

         In 1006, in the spring that followed the crop failures, when the kingdom’s population and the Crown’s resources were still reeling from the effects of the famine, a group of noblemen and their servants gathered somewhere in England; exactly where remains unknown. They feasted and drank and, as was the custom of such prominent men, they went on a hunt together on horseback through the forest. During this hunt, one of the most powerful men in Æthelred’s regime was murdered.

         The murder victim was an ealdorman, Ælf helm of York. He was from a powerful noble family in the north of England whose members had been important supporters of Æthelred’s forefathers for generations.

         The person responsible for the murder was a man from far more humble beginnings, the son of a thane from the Welsh borderlands who, despite his low birth, had worked his way up to a position among Æthelred’s inner circle of trusted advisors. His name was Eadric, and he would come to be known 60throughout history by the nickname applied to him after his death—Eadric Streona, “the Acquisitive” or “the Grasper”. The murder of Ælf helm of York was Eadric’s first major step in a long and winding political career that would make him the most influential man in Æthelred’s kingdom—and one of the most notorious figures in English medieval history.

         For many years, Æthelred’s court had been characterized by rivalries, conflicts and ruthless competition for the king’s favour, and the murder of the ealdorman from York brought about a sudden reshuffling among the kingdom’s most senior leaders that was reminiscent of a palace coup. The murdered ealdorman’s two adult sons were arrested “for treason”, and both had their eyes stuck out—if not on Æthelred’s personal orders, then undoubtedly with his blessing. As the rumours swirled they retreated, blind and humiliated, to their home towns in the north of England, along with their supporters.

         In the time that followed, many of the members of Æthelred’s permanent council of aristocratic advisors were replaced with new men. Eadric Streona was appointed Ealdorman of Mercia, the large and densely populated midlands region that had formerly been a separate kingdom and which made up almost a quarter of Æthelred’s England. Eadric was now regarded as the second most important man in the regime after Æthelred himself. In the years that followed, he likely became the kingdom’s greatest landowner under the king, with properties in both the countryside and cities all across the country from north to south. He would later marry one of Æthelred’s young daughters. Eadric’s supporters, including his brothers, were given important positions within the court.

         
             

         

         In the midst of this upheaval of power, Sweyn Forkbeard’s army returned to England—and this time it was larger than ever before. 61

         Æthelred gathered his new council, and in Wessex and Mercia called up a significant proportion of the male population fit for combat in order to defend the kingdom. Nevertheless, the Danish army’s experienced warriors ravaged Southern England, causing destruction on an unprecedented scale. Some of Æthelred’s troops were outfought on the battlefield; others were outmanoeuvred and circumvented. The Danish warriors stole horses and moved further into the country than they ever had before.

         One day, the shocked inhabitants of Winchester stood powerless as they watched “an arrogant and confident host passing their gates on its way to the coast, bringing provisions and treasures from a distance of more than fifty miles inland”. The Danes “lighted their war-beacons as they went”, states the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in a poetic paraphrasing of the sight of burning villages. The flames could be seen from great distances at night; columns of smoke during the day. By Christmas, the Danish army had spread such chaos that “no man could think or discover how they could be driven out of the land, or this land maintained against them; for they had every shire in Wessex sadly marked, by burning and by plundering”.

         Humiliated, King Æthelred was evacuated from his heartland in the south of England to the northern shore of the River Thames, and from there safely escorted north-westwards. Along with his court, he celebrated Christmas at a royal estate in Shropshire on the western outskirts of his kingdom, as far from the war-torn east and south coasts as he could get. He had no choice but to negotiate with the Danish messengers.

         These negotiations were a new low in Æthelred’s reign as Anglo-Saxon king. To save his subjects and regime, he agreed to pay Sweyn’s army the unprecedented sum of 36,000 pounds of silver in tribute—more than 12.5 tonnes. It was a staggering amount. Had it been paid exclusively in coinage, it would have 62consisted of around 8.5 million silver coins. A portion of the tribute was likely paid in silver bullion, but that did not affect its staggering value.5

         How the silver was collected is unknown, but the tribute was paid somewhere on the coast, where the Danes’ winter camp was located, early in 1007. In addition to the silver, which must have been transported in a procession of carts drawn by horses and oxen, the Danes were provided with huge volumes of supplies in the form of corn and livestock, which must somehow have been procured in the famine-stricken country. The entire Danish army would have food to last them through both the winter and spring.

         Payment of this tribute bought Æthelred two years of peace; when these two years were up, Sweyn’s army would return. And there was every indication that the next wave of raids would be on an even greater scale.

         
             

         

         At this time, Æthelred and the members of his council were painfully aware that the entire kingdom was in danger of collapsing under a new attack. Faced with this existential threat, the king managed to unite his circle of leaders in a series of frantic joint efforts, both military and financial. Early in 1008 he gave the most ambitious orders of his life: over the course of a single year, his people would equip an army and build a fleet of warships that were stronger than the Danes’.

         Æthelred’s machinery of power set in motion what in all likelihood was the most intense mobilization of armed forces to be seen in England since the days of the Romans; these co-ordinated efforts are an impressive testimony to the authority and organizational skill of the Anglo-Saxon Crown. Under the supervision of ealdormen and bishops, thousands of subjects all across England—men, women and children, the free and enslaved, peasants and merchants—were set to work. Fellers cut down 63and de-limbed thousands of trees in England’s forests; men and animals transported the logs to the coast, where the shipbuilders constructed a number of new, large warships and smaller cutters in great haste. The Crown’s old ships were repaired; women spun thread, which the sailmakers used to make sails. Farmers cultivated hemp, which the ropemakers used to make rope; the oar makers hacked and cut out oars. Blacksmiths forged nails and parts for all kinds of equipment, including swords, shield bosses, spearheads, arrowheads, axe heads, helmets and breastplates. In a kingdom still shaken from the famine of just a few years earlier, great volumes of butter, grain, bread and dried and salted fish and meat were collected and stored.

         In the spring or early summer of 1009, Æthelred boarded his royal ship in London, surrounded by his household of servants and men. He was in his early forties, and by this point had been at war with Sweyn Forkbeard for almost twenty years. As the wars had raged on, his first and second queens had borne him a total of seven legitimate sons and five legitimate daughters who were still living; he also had a number of children with mistresses. Some of his daughters were sent to convents, but most of them were married to men in his inner circle of aristocratic advisors. They were child brides who bound Æthelred’s government with his blood—and now the entire lineage’s future was at stake.

         The kingdom’s leading men, many of them close relatives of the king, boarded other warships along with their own servants and sworn warriors; the ships sailed down the Thames and continued south along the coast. The mustering point where the fleet assembled was the small port town of Sandwich, situated on a long, pale, sandy beach between white chalk cliffs in Kent, in a wide bay just south of the Thames Estuary. Sandwich in itself was an unimportant town—a simple cluster of thatch-roofed, timber houses behind wattle fences and gardens, and perhaps home to 64200 people. But its position at the mouth of a river that created a deep, natural harbour made it a suitable place to gather many ships at once. The Danish armies had landed there previously, and they were expected to show up there again soon. “In this year the ships […] were ready, and there were more of them […] than there had ever been before in England in the days of any king. They were all brought together off Sandwich, to be stationed there to protect this realm against every invading host,” one chronicler wrote.

         In the Middle Ages, there was no clearer manifestation of a king’s power than the gathering of a fleet of warships. Those who saw Æthelred’s armada assembling witnessed an event that must have seemed like a strange natural phenomenon, like migrating whales gathering at the same location, seemingly bound and controlled by a singular, invisible will. The ships glided into the bay, individually and in groups, some from the north and others from the south, in ever-increasing numbers. They sat there, swaying, beside each other, slightly out of step with the rhythm of the waves as the fleet grew in size over days, perhaps weeks, dwarfing the little town onshore. Flags and banners waved from the mastheads. The sound of commands, of shouts and fragments of conversation and song, were carried across the water and could be heard from far away. When all the ships were finally gathered, the fleet consisted of around 200 warships manned by around 9,000 men, most of whom were equipped with newly forged breastplates and helmets. This was equivalent to the population of a large Northern European city.

         As the fleet lay assembled, waiting for the enemy’s sails to appear on the horizon, Æthelred also gathered his leaders around him. At this meeting, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us, two ealdormen began to argue in Æthelred’s presence. One of the men, named Beortric, was Eadric Streona’s brother; the other was named Wulfnoth. We are not told what the conflict was about, 65only that Beortric accused Wulfnoth of a crime and demanded that King Æthelred punish him. The argument ended with Wulfnoth storming out of the meeting, gathering his men, and leading the twenty ships under his command away from the main fleet. They set their course for the south, making their way past the white cliffs of Dover, and disappeared.

         The main fleet soon received reports that Wulfnoth had led his crew ashore, where he had begun to ravage and burn the coastal villages of the very country he was meant to be defending. The area he attacked was likely Beortric’s ancestral seat. Æthelred gave Beortric his blessing to pursue Wulfnoth, to put a stop to the destruction and bring the accused man back in chains. Taking eighty ships with him—almost half the fleet—Beortric sailed off after Wulfnoth.

         But foul weather was brewing as the eighty ships sailed south, and in the often fickle English Channel they ended up at the centre of a terrible storm. Some of Beortric’s ships blew over and sank, taking all those aboard down with them; others tried to make their way ashore. In scattered groups, the sailors and soldiers managed to save the ships by dragging them up on to a beach.

         The men Beortric’s crews were chasing had also put ashore close by, where they lay in ambush behind the beach, awaiting the arrival of their pursuers. As the wind and the sea raged and roared, Beortric’s men were unable to muster. They were massacred. Those who were not struck down or stabbed to death ran for their lives, and were scattered in the storm. When the storm passed, the victors burned Beortric’s ships on the beach.

         When sporadic messages containing word of the fate of the men and the ships reached the main fleet, which was still anchored just off the coast at Sandwich, a chaotic and panicked confusion arose among the ranks of nervous soldiers and seamen. As Æthelred’s warlords fought to assert their authority and hold 66the fleet together, the solidarity among the uppermost ranks also began to crumble. Seemingly in fear for his own safety, King Æthelred left the fleet in great haste and sailed back to London with his guards. Many of the members of his war council followed their leader’s example, and turned home to protect their own. “The king went his way home, and the ealdormen and the nobility, and thus lightly left the ships,” relates the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, “and they let the whole nation’s toil thus lightly pass away; and no better was that victory on which the whole English nation had fixed their hopes.” Part of the fleet remained for a short while, manned by conscripted peasants and their local leaders, but then it dissolved. A number of ships sailed down the Thames to London; the rest scattered.

         All that remained were the cliffs and the pale, sandy beaches, naked and undefended.

         And then they came.

         
            NOTES

            1 There were silver mines in England too, but the silver extracted from them comprised only a tiny fraction of the country’s total volume. Most of it came from German mines and found its way to England as payment for wool.

            2 In this context, a bullion is an unhammered coin not used in ordinary trade, but which has a value equivalent to its metal value, in this case silver.

            3 Towards the end of his life, Harald Bluetooth had a rune master carve a tribute to his parents and himself on a memorial stone beside his parents’ grave. In Denmark, it is regarded as a kind of birth certificate for the Danish nation, and also contains one of the first references to Norway—nuruiak: “Haraltr kunukr bath kaurua kubl thausi aft kurm fathur sin auk aft thaurui muthur sina. Sa haraltr ias sar 67uan tanmaurk ala auk nuruiak auk tani karthi kristna.” “King Harald ordered this monument made in memory of Gormr, his father, and in memory of Thyrvé, his mother; that Haraldr who won for himself all of Denmark and Norway and made the Danes Christian.”

            4 Timber from all four castles has been dendrochronologically dated as being from the year 981.

            5 The payment was made in pennies, the only denomination of coin; 240 pennies were equivalent to one pound; 36,000 pounds is 8,640,000 coins. An Anglo-Saxon pound was equivalent to around 350g. The weight is therefore 12.6 tonnes.
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