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‘... one of those rare non-fiction books that is readable from cover to cover.’


The Historian


‘A charmingly readable account of a remarkable pope – and an English one at that.’


Simon Jenkins, author of Europe’s
100 Best Cathedrals


‘R.A.J. Waddingham provides a compelling account of Nicholas Breakspear’s remarkable journey from obscure origins to the very top of the medieval Church.’
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‘… an informative and enjoyable account of the life of one of England’s “illustrious but neglected son[s]”.’
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‘An impressive and absorbing book.’
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PREFACE




Behold


We have heard of the power of the Gar-Danes,*
the thyrm† of the people-kings in days of old,
how those athelings carried out courageous deeds.


The Prologue
Beowulf1





The Battle of Hastings proved to be a watershed in England’s history. After the Conqueror’s triumph at Senlac Ridge in 1066 the Normans quickly established a firm grip throughout England. Anglo-Saxon thanes were ousted almost everywhere by the invaders as they built their strong castles and imposing churches and introduced their own laws. When after the fifteenth century ‘modern’ historians emerged to replace the early chroniclers, Anglo-Saxon history received little attention, as if Anglo-Saxon life before the Norman invasion was a painful memory best forgotten. For many British schoolchildren 1066 became ‘year zero’.


While researching Breakspear: the English Pope2 I read much about the emergence of the Norwegian monarchy during the ninth and tenth centuries and its connections with England. I was intrigued to discover that the second King of Norway was ousted by a prince fostered by the first King of England and furthermore that the ousted Norwegian monarch later became the King in York, not once but twice. This took place at the same time as the first kings of a united England emerged. The depth of machination and intrigue of the period began to take a fascinating shape in my mind, a real-life game of thrones.3


After 1066 events across the Channel seized our attention and Britain’s links with Scandinavia no longer predominated. In one sense the Normans, rooted as they themselves were in Viking stock, had simply followed their Scandinavian forebears, albeit sailing to England from the south via France rather than arriving from the east. Vikings had been making armed incursions into the British Isles since the late eighth century and settlers soon followed the waves of warriors. Knowledge of the simultaneous and tumultuous events in Norway aids our understanding of why so many Scandinavians were willing to brave the North Sea and risk a violent death in Britain.


The invaders reshaped our British island as the regional kingdoms south of Hadrian’s Wall morphed into a single England. It is right that we know why this happened and how it came to be that modern Cumbria, Northumberland and Yorkshire ended up as part of England rather than Scotland. Had this not been the case, Scotland and England would have had roughly equal shares of Britain’s landmass. But for Vikings modern Britain could have looked very different.


Viking raiders over-wintered in England for the first time in 850, the surprise being that they had not done so before then. After all, English winters were, as they are now, milder than Scandinavian ones. Soon these winter camps became permanent settlements. Writers have suggested that Harald Fairhair, the first King of Norway, was born in this same year, but it is more likely to have been later, during the second half of the ninth century. Harald’s chosen heir, his son Eric Bloodaxe, was slaughtered in an ambush in northern England in 954. This 100-year period saw the final three Kings of Wessex ruling southern England, the first three kings sitting on Norway’s throne and the appearance of the first three kings of a united England. This pantheon of kings seized their crowns by force of arms, leaving the bodies of their bested challengers ‘feeding ravens’ on the fields of England and Norway. These were violent times as both countries were wracked by spear, axe and fire. Thrones were as musical chairs, with the seats being removed from the game in turn amid fierce competition for realms of growing importance.


In 865 Ivar the Boneless and his Great Heathen Horde landed in East Anglia and not until 878 did Alfred the Great stem the tide of Viking slaughter with his victory at Edington in Wiltshire. However, the ‘Northmen’ were never expelled and many took root in the north and east of England, ruled by a Viking King in York. Sixteen years later Alfred’s grandson, Athelstan, was born. This last King of Wessex would become the first King of England, surviving only after a close-run victory in 937 over an alliance of Irish Vikings, Scots and Welsh at Brunanburh – perhaps the bloodiest ever battle on English soil.


Meanwhile, across the North Sea, Harald Fairhair forged his throne in Norway, holding it for more than fifty years and giving his many sons time to make their own plays for power. His favoured son Eric wielded his eponymous bloodaxe to win his first game, becoming Norway’s second king. A replay was staged when Eric was challenged by his youngest brother, Håkon, who had been raised at Athelstan’s court in England. Eric lost in this second round, fled from Norway, and found refuge in Orkney. In 947 King Edred, the third King of England, accepted Eric as the king in the north, with Eric proving to be York’s last ever king.


English people will recognise the evocative name Eric Bloodaxe and carry a mental picture of a hirsute, war-like man wearing the mythical horned helmet. That caricature carried down over a thousand years to the English cricket batsman Mark Ramprakash, nicknamed Bloodaxe for his heavy scoring and fiery temperament. Most probably know little about Bloodaxe and will be surprised to learn of his two crowns, one in Norway and the second in York, and of his death on a desolate moor in Cumbria. This 100-year game of thrones proves more exciting than fiction.


For this book I have mostly used simplified English names, omitting non-English letters, which will aid the reader not familiar with Old English and Scandinavian etymology. Aethelstan becomes Athelstan, Eadred becomes Edred. I have kept Anglo-Saxon names where they might be familiar, such as Aethelflaed, the Lady of the Mercians. In Norway, Eirik Blodoks becomes Eric Bloodaxe and his father Harald Fairhair rather than Harald Harfagri. Most Norwegians carried personal epithets, descriptive and rarely pejorative, that add colour to the tale and are also helpful when so many given names are repeated within and through the generations. I have retained Norwegian patronymic surnames. For example, Skallagrimsson is the surname for the son of Skallagrim. There are many names with which to conjure and I have included a thumbnail sketch of the main characters in the appendices at the end of the book. I have kept the aristocratic titles of the age, so ealdormen and thanes in England and jarls and hersirs in Norway.


I have used Viking in its current usage as a noun even though arguably its first use was as a verb. To go viking was to set off on a raid by sea. The term ‘Viking’ was not used at the time and Scandinavian raiders were often called Danes from whichever country they came. The various editions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the primary source for much of what we know, confuse Northmen, Danes and Norwegians and it mattered little to their victims where their killers originated. I have not attempted to differentiate between Danish, Norwegian and Swedish Vikings. Scandinavia, a title perhaps stemming from prehistoric German and meaning ‘dangerous land on water’,4 was only then evolving into three separate countries and many Vikings would not have considered themselves as part of any fixed nation.


Contemporary sources from the ninth and tenth centuries are thin and many aspects are not settled history. A few charters survive, and during the reign of Alfred the Great the invaluable Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was started, continued by various chronicler monks up to the middle of the twelfth century. The twelfth century produced several historians, such as William of Malmesbury, who as clerics recorded events with an unsurprising bias reflecting their disgust of the heathens’ total disregard for the sanctity of their churches. We learn much from the Scandinavian sagas, in particular the thirteenth century’s Heimskringla and Egil’s Saga, perhaps both written by Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson and which relate the stories from a Scandinavian perspective. Sturluson’s sources were the skaldic verses that had been passed down by mouth for well over 300 years and doubtless details were exaggerated to make the tales about their ancestors more exciting, so they must be interpreted with care. These old proses from both England and Norway are peppered with delightful poems still fresh after the centuries and are quoted frequently here.


None of these early writers were historians as we now know them, being more akin to record-keepers, and laconic ones at that. The lack of data would be troubling for an actuary and their omissions can only be filled by hypotheses and the confusion of their contradictions resolved by consensus. I have endeavoured to show where modern opinions are divided. Nonetheless there is enough history to serve our purpose to relate the fascinating emergence of the first kings of England and Norway amid continuous battles.


This book is a popular account rather than an academic treatise, although I have cited my sources in the endnotes and added a bibliography for those who want to travel further.


Time to roll the dice of history and follow the winners around the North Sea.


Silverdale
2026


 


__________


* Gar is an obsolete word for spear.


† Thyrm means power, glory and so the collective power of a troop of warriors.









PART ONE


THE LAST THREE KINGS
OF WESSEX









1


THE GREAT HEATHEN
HORDE


793–865




In this year [793] terrible portents appeared over Northumbria, and miserably frightened the inhabitants: these were exceptional flashes of lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying in the air. A great famine soon followed these signs; and a little after that in the same year on 8 January* the harrying of the heathen miserably destroyed God’s church in Lindisfarne by rapine and slaughter.


Anglo-Saxon Chronicle1





Alfred (871–99) alone of all English monarchs is called ‘The Great’. The King of the Anglo-Saxons only received this signal honour in the sixteenth century when Reformation writers championed him for his use of English rather than Latin in churches, Alfred becoming an instant hero to the new ‘Anglican’ Church. But his epithet was well deserved, and not just for that reason. Alfred deserves the credit for stemming the seemingly endless tide of Viking incursions during the ninth century. The raids had started in the late eighth century.


Lindisfarne, called Holy Island from the eleventh century, is a tiny island off the Northumbrian coast, close to the border with Scotland. It measures no more than 1,000 acres and is easily accessible on foot at low tide. The seventh century had witnessed the rise of monasticism throughout England and around 634 King Oswald of Northumbria had despatched an Irish monk, St Aidan, who had been living on Iona off Scotland’s western coast, to establish an abbey on the opposite, eastern coast. After Aidan died there in 651 his foundation flourished and Lindisfarne Abbey became the epicentre of Celtic Christianity. St Cuthbert (c. 634–87), the patron saint of northern England, became its bishop in 684 and he was buried at this centre of learning. An eighth-century richly illustrated bible, the Lindisfarne Gospels, holds pride of place in the manuscripts collection in the British Museum. Over the following 100 years Lindisfarne thrived and became renowned throughout Europe, until disaster struck. On 8 June 793 it was not ‘fiery dragons’ that slaughtered or captured and enslaved many of its monks but strange warriors from the east, beaching on Lindisfarne’s shore.


This devastating Viking attack on Cuthbert’s church was a sacrilege. The undefended tidal island with its rich church decorations was a soft target for the raiders who had sailed south down the coast from Shetland or Orkney. The shock throughout Anglo-Saxon England was enormous and the outrage reverberated throughout Europe. Alcuin, a Northumbrian scholar at the court of Charlemagne (768–814), wrote that ‘heathens poured out the blood of saints around the altar, and trampled on the bodies of saints in the temple of God’.2 In the 1920s, a carved stone which depicted seven armed warriors, three bearing swords and two with axes, was uncovered by the ruins of the abbey. We can assume these were Vikings and that the stone marks the sheer terror of that raid.


The few surviving monks rushed to carry St Cuthbert’s body away for safety to a new wooden church built within the ruins of the old Roman fort at Chester-le-Street. This new monastic estate would become the ecclesiastical County Palatine of Durham, home of its ‘Prince Bishops’ and the largest landowner between the River Tees and the River Tyne. Two hundred years later, after the Norman Conquest, Cuthbert’s body was removed to Durham Cathedral, where he sleeps today. Miraculously the Lindisfarne Gospels escaped the raid, although its rich jewelled leather cover was lost.† Fortunately the Viking who had found the book had seized only the jewels and discarded the book itself.


Lindisfarne is the first recorded raid on an English monastery, but it would not be the last. When the raiders returned from Lindisfarne, news spread quickly about the treasures there for the taking in Britain’s defenceless abbeys. The monastery at Iona off the west coast of Scotland was ravaged in 795, as was the monastery on Rathlin Island off the coast of Antrim. Jarrow Abbey became the target in 796. Iona was hit for a second time in 806, yet as at Lindisfarne the Vikings had no appreciation of books and the monks managed to spirit away to Ireland one of the oldest surviving mediaeval manuscripts. The Book of Kells, a set of the gospels, dates from the late eighth century and its fame now draws over a million visitors a year to Trinity College Dublin. In every one of these raids valuable church treasures were seized, gold and silver chalices melted down for monetary profit, buildings razed to the ground in wanton destruction and priceless manuscripts burnt.


The Lindisfarne raid is taken as the start of the Viking invasions that would mark a dramatic change to Britain’s political boundaries in the following 200 years, eventually leading to the Danish conquest of England in 1013. Pre-Viking Britain was hardly peaceful, and rule was shared by regional kings who had emerged during the dark times after the departure of the Romans in the fifth century. Insular kings they may have been, yet they were aware of events in the lands to the east. Communications were not difficult since Old Norse and Old English were closely related. Trading across the North Sea inculcated similar social habits, and relationships between Britain and Scandinavia were peaceful, perhaps more so than within the countries themselves. The discovery in 1938 of the seventh-century ship burial at Sutton Hoo revealed striking similarities with burial sites in Scandinavia. Any corpse that had once lain in the Suffolk grave had been obliterated by the highly acidic soil, but the many priceless finds included a splendid full-face helmet with a distinctive Scandinavian design and complete with mask to protect eyes and nose. Similar grave goods were interred with the bodies of important leaders in both countries and laid out in like manner. Much of the Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf is set in sixth-century Denmark. The eponymous hero defeats giants there before returning to southern Sweden, where he becomes a king, only to be slayed later by a dragon. Those listening in England to such fierce tales would have been grateful that for now there were no such monsters on their side of the North Sea. There would be soon enough.


During the fifth century Angles, Saxons and Jutes moved from what is now northern Germany into England, pushing the original Britons and Celts out to the western parts of the British Isles. By the start of the ninth century the small Anglo-Saxon regions had been consolidated into five bigger kingdoms, namely Wessex, Mercia, Northumbria, Kent and East Anglia. Mercia, the Midlands of England as we now know it and centred on the River Trent, enjoyed pre-eminence for roughly 300 years from 600 to 900. We can still see the western boundary of Mercia in King Offa’s (757–96) Dyke, a remarkable defensive earthwork along the border with Wales. Offa came closest to claiming to be the first king of a united England, but that honour belongs elsewhere.


By the time the Vikings arrived Mercia had lost its pre-eminence, with Wessex emerging from its eighth-century stupor. From its heartlands in Berkshire, Somerset and Wiltshire, Wessex had subsumed first the minor kingdoms of the East Saxons, Essex and the south Saxons and then snatched Sussex and Kent away from Mercia’s control after the decisive Battle of Ellendun‡ in 825, becoming the dominant Anglo-Saxon kingdom. East Anglia, roughly Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire, remained independent but relatively impotent.


Northumbria, the most northerly kingdom, was the largest by area, stretching from the Humber estuary to the Firth of Forth. Inspired by its monasteries Northumbria had long been at the zenith of Anglo-Saxon culture, but like Mercia its most powerful days were behind it. Further north in the east the ancient Kingdom of the Picts was morphing into Alba, the Kingdom of Scotland. Squeezed between Northumbria and Alba was the small Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Bamburgh.


The common language throughout lowland Britain had become ‘Old English’, which the Anglo-Saxons had carried with them from northern Europe, pushing the Celtic-speaking Britons out to the west where lesser kings ruled, including Cornwall in the south, and Strathclyde in the north, which took in today’s Cumbria and the Clyde Valley. Wales was fractured into smaller kingdoms, the four most significant being Dyfed in the south-west, Gwent in the south-east, Gwynedd in the north and Powys in the centre of Wales.


These various English kings should have been better prepared for what was about to hit them. Even before Lindisfarne there had been warnings. Raids had been launched not just against England but also against Scotland, Ireland and what would become Normandy. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports that ‘the first ships of the Danes to come to England’ raided Portland in 787, six years before Lindisfarne.3 This reference to Danes does not refer to the Denmark we know today and other sources tell us that the raiders actually came from Hordaland, the part of western Norway around Bergen. This first recorded raid on England marked the point when Vikings ceased to barter and instead seized whatever they wanted by force of axes. They were seeking movable valuables and slaves who would be sold to markets as far away as Spain, Africa and Asia Minor.


The Isle of Portland sits at the southernmost point of Dorset, separated from Weymouth by pebbly Chesil Beach. Stone quarried at Portland would later be used to build St Paul’s Cathedral in London. The King of Wessex, Beorhtric (786–802), was bemused on hearing of an unexpected arrival of three ships and dispatched his reeve§ Beaduheard from Dorchester to Portland, 13 miles away, to see what these presumed traders wanted, naturally expecting to receive his usual tax payment. Beaduheard would have met traders many times: he knew the rules and would not have expected any trouble. On reaching Portland the reeve discovered that the visitors were ‘Northmen’ and he asked them to accompany him back to Dorchester so that they could pay respects and due taxes to the king. Doubtless communication with the strangers was difficult. A verse within Beowulf captures the words that Beaduheard might well have used:




What kind of weapon-bearers are you,


covered by coats of mail,


who have come in this way,


leading your tall ship over the sea-road


here across the holm?4





Whether the newcomers understood Beaduheard or not, visiting the king was the last thing on their mind. They answered to nobody and instantly slew the reeve and his companions. This suddenness and brutality was frightening, a foretaste of what was to follow.


For a while calm prevailed in Wessex. King Beorhtric died in 802 and was succeeded on the throne of Wessex by Egbert (802–39). The new king was spared Viking raids: just as well as he had other serious work to do. In 825, Egbert trounced the neighbouring Mercians at the Battle of Ellendun, establishing the supremacy of Wessex in England. Only after Egbert’s death in 839 when his son Aethelwulf took the throne did the Vikings return in any numbers. For the ensuing 200 years England’s unguarded and vulnerable shores would many, many times see such warships as had landed at Portland. The Viking age was well and truly under way.


Aethelwulf’s first wife, Osburh, delivered him five sons, all of whom would be crowned a king, and a daughter who married a king, Burgred of Mercia. The male heirs all needed roles and during the next thirty-two years it fell to Aethelwulf and three of his sons to face the threats. In 843, Aethelwulf was defeated in battle by Vikings at Carhampton in Somerset, but he turned the tables in 851 with a victory at Aclea in Surrey. Aethelwulf embarked on a long pilgrimage to Rome in 855, handing temporary control of Wessex to his second son Aethelbald, and third son Aethelbert was placed on the minor throne of Kent. When the king returned from Rome in the following year, Aethelbald was not willing to let go of Wessex’s throne. He had probably not expected Aethelwulf to survive his arduous journey: in the stand-off of father and son, the father had to settle for the lesser role in Kent. On Aethelwulf’s death in 858 Aethelbald had full control of Wessex. On Aethelbald’s death in 860 Aethelbert succeeded and the temporary division of Wessex and Kent ended. On Aethelbert’s death in 865 the fourth son Aethelred stepped up as next king in Wessex. All four brothers had faced the threat from the sea, but none would do more so than brother number five, Alfred, who followed in 871.


[image: ]


The term ‘Viking’ probably derives from the Old Norse vikingr, meaning ‘pirate’.5 The huge sea inlet by Oslo, now called Oslo Fjord, was called Viken, or the Vik.6 The raiders were not just from Norway. Scandinavian states had loose borders, and monarchs of Norway, Denmark and Sweden were only just emerging from the regional clan chiefs. Nor were all Vikings Scandinavian. Marauders had settled around northern Europe for some time and the Viking diaspora attracted outlaws and escaped slaves to their number. The Vikings were never a homogeneous group and, as we shall read, groups of Vikings would not hesitate to turn on each other when it suited them.


The Viking longship was the key to the raiders’ success. Living in a coastal nation, where transport by land was arduous, the Norwegians in particular had a head start over the rest of Europe in acquiring seamanship. Norway was not well suited for agriculture, but fishing was abundant. Archaeology shows that trading with Europe was happening from as early as the fifth century and was well established by the eighth century. Viking ships were equipped with square sails of rough wool as well as oars. The sails would have taken a prodigious effort, and without the women working at their looms the Vikings could never have crossed the seas. It is estimated that one woman if working alone would have taken two years to provide a 25m2 (30yd2) sail for a small vessel.7 The Vikings’ navigational skills meant that, unlike other European sailors, they did not need to hug the shores. They had crude compasses, essentially sundials, and also used natural calcite crystals which polarised sunlight to give them the sun’s direction even in poor visibility. At night they plotted a course by the stars.


Longships were the most effective warships in Europe. They were clinker-built of graceful, narrow design. Their shallow draft, about a yard, gave them speed and access to the higher reaches of rivers, putting much of inland England within their reach. They did not need ports and their boats could simply be beached; England’s gentle shores particularly gave them ample opportunity to do just that. Usually built of oak, pine or spruce, they were light enough to be carried across shorter stretches of land and could be used upside down for instant shelter when camping.


Most Norwegian coastal farmers would own at least one boat, making it relatively easy for a chief to assemble a decent-sized fleet. Longships were generally used for transporting fighting men rather than as battle ships, although floating fighting platforms could be created by roping several longships together. Trading ships tended to be smaller and would typically have ten rows of oars, whereas fighting ships would have at least twenty rows carrying forty men, with the largest having more than thirty rows holding up to eighty men. Rather than fixed benches, the crew would sit on uniform-sized chests containing their personal possessions. Many of the warriors would have boat-building skills and so would be able to repair and even build boats locally when they were needed. Steering was by a side rudder, or steerboard.¶ With the best boats of the time full of hardened fighting men, Britain was too tempting to ignore.


The Vikings may have paused their raids on England’s south coast in the early years of the ninth century, but their longships had not disappeared. Vikings remained active around Ireland and the north of Britain, raiding from as early as the 790s and even reaching the settlements on Ireland’s far Atlantic coast. The distance from Scandinavia was no deterrent to these masters of the seas and the voyages became easier still when effective stepping stones were established in Orkney, Shetland and the Hebrides. Once reaching Ireland the raiders had no trouble finding local allies among its more than 150 separate small kingdoms, each one willing to accept help from wherever they could find it to mount joint expeditions against rival clans.8 The first raiders who arrived in Ireland were Norwegian and were called ‘fair foreigners’, who huddled around the ports on the river estuaries, rarely settling inland. Later they themselves were attacked by a new generation of so-called ‘dark foreigners’ hailing from Denmark, including two dominant leaders, Ivar and his brother Olaf. Ivar cut his fighting teeth in Ireland, but in about 864 he sought better riches, and a throne, in England. He plays a leading role in our story, not returning to Ireland until about 870, when he became the ‘King of the Northmen of all Ireland and Britain’.9


The saga writers tell us that Ivar was a son of Ragnar Lodbrok, called Hairy Breeches. The thirteenth-century Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus recalls the legend of how Ragnar earned his nickname. The son of the Danish king Hring, Ragnar sought to overcome an enormous snake who guarded a trove of treasure. Many had already failed the task and Ragnar fashioned a suit of shaggy clothes of fur and wool, soaked in tar, and faced the monster. It immediately vomited its poisonous bile, but his suit protected Ragnar, and he thrust a spear into the serpent’s neck before decapitating it with his sword as ‘the maimed coils flung themselves from left to right, the tail beating on the ground, black bile pouring on the earth’.10 Ragnar departed the scene, leaving his broken spear-head in the ground. Local nobles assembled to discern who the hero might be, seeking to match the spear-head with each man’s spear-shaft. In a Cinderella touch, Ragnar’s shaft was the perfect fit and, stripping off his rags, he revealed himself as the king’s son.11


Ragnar Hairy Breeches may have been the Ragnar who back in 845 led a fleet of 120 Viking boats up the River Seine, overcoming Charles the Bald’s larger forces and ravaging Paris. King Charles the Bald had to pay 7,000lb of silver to persuade Ragnar to depart in peace, carrying away his other loot into the bargain. This first ransom payment to the Vikings set an unwelcome precedent: as the English would find, such moneys bought some respite but invariably not for long.


Ragnar was played by Ernest Borgnine in the 1958 Hollywood blockbuster The Vikings and his son Ivar was played by Kirk Douglas. In a memorable scene King Aella of Northumbria throws Ragnar to his death in a pit of snakes. The story related by Grammaticus was doubtless exaggerated, but it made for exciting theatre:




He was seized and thrown into a prison in which snakes were allowed to feed on his guilty limbs and the shreds of his entrails provided a dismal sustenance for vipers.12





Ivar Ragnarsson too carried a nickname: Ivar the Boneless. We can only guess how he came by this misnomer. In Old Norse ‘bone’ and ‘leg’ translate into the same word, but Ivar could not have been legless in a literal sense. ‘Boneless’ might have been Norse slang for ‘impotent’, but for the founder of a Viking dynasty that hardly seems likely. Perhaps the nickname is no more than a mistake by a mediaeval scribe. ‘Boneless’ in Latin is exos while ‘hated’ is exosus and Ivar would indeed have been hated by many in Britain, and with good cause.


Together with two further brothers, Ubbi and Halfdan, Ivan was part of the Great Heathen Horde** which landed in East Anglia in late 865, probably over-wintering near Great Yarmouth. Their first action was to build a defensive fort, typically a D-shaped enclosure on the bank of a river which allowed for easy access to the water and a speedy departure if the need arose. Such camps allowed them to make raids throughout the area, seizing provisions and portable treasures. The Horde remained in Norfolk for about a year. Vikings were no longer content to make hit-and-run raids: they were now intent on colonising Britain.


We cannot be sure of the make-up of the Horde, but Ivar and his supporters from Ireland were joined by other Vikings already active in England, probably with a fresh contingent from Scandinavia. They numbered between 500 and 1,000.13 However many there were, an unprepared King Edmund of East Anglia was not equal to the challenge. He followed the example of Charles the Bald in suing for peace, and became the first of many in Britain who would buy off a Viking threat. In the deal he supplied the raiders with much-needed horses. Native horses of north-west Europe then were smaller, more akin to our ponies.†† Careful breeding was essential to ensure that horses did not lose the stamina and speed bred into them from imported, stronger stallions and Anglo-Saxon kings engaged stable masters to manage their herds. The Viking invaders had brought some horses with them on their longships, but they needed many more for their campaigns and would often demand horses as part of tribute payments.14


Taking advantage of this new mobility, the Horde turned their attention to the north. Somehow they had learnt that a struggle between contenders for the Kingdom of Northumbria was under way. King Osbert had ruled in York for eighteen years but had lost the support of its citizens, who instead favoured Aella, even though he was not of royal birth. Ivar invited himself to the party, the opportunity to seize a weakened kingdom being too good to miss. Some writers have suggested that Ivar was motivated by seeking revenge in England for the killing of Ragnar Hairy Breeches in York the year before, but there is no firm evidence that Ragnar was even his father.


The Vikings headed for the Humber, some by boat carrying provisions and the rest travelling by land on Edmund’s horses. As they raced north along Ermine Street, the inhabitants fled for their lives, allowing the army to ransack their undefended homes and farms as they travelled. Once at York the Vikings stormed straight into battle, spilling much blood, and on 21 November 866 they captured the city.


In the following year, Osbert and Aella put aside their quarrel and joined forces in an attempt to retake York. They failed utterly and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle picks up the grim story:




In this year the host went from East Anglia over the mouth of the Humber to York in Northumbria; and there was great dissension of the people among themselves; and they had repudiated their King Osbert and accepted Aella, a king not of royal birth; and it was late in the year when they set about making war against the host, nevertheless they gathered great levies and went to attack the host at York, and stormed the city [21 March 867], and some of them got inside; and immense slaughter was made of the Northumbrians there, some inside, some outside, and both kings were slain, and the remnant made peace with the host.15





The Vikings had tricked the Northumbrians into believing that they were retreating and, having drawn them into the confines of the city, they overcame them in fierce hand-to-hand fighting. Ivar had his revenge on Aella, who was killed, but probably not, as the Norse sagas suggest, by the gruesome method of ‘blood eagle’. In this the victim was laid prone, face down, with their ribs then being separated from the spine by a sharp knife and their lungs pulled through the opening to create a pair of ‘wings’. It is not known if this really happened: the mention of eagle may simply refer to the fact that after Aella was killed in the battle, the flesh of his corpse lying in the mud could have been gouged by eagles, the tale then being exaggerated in the telling before it reached the saga writers.16 Whichever way Aella died, he had ceded his throne to Ivar.


Ivar had won but chose not to sit on the throne himself, instead installing a puppet-King in York, Egbert. Ivar had grander ambitions and turned his attention to the prizes available in the south. In the winter of 867 he camped near Nottingham in Mercia. King Burgred knew that he could not defeat Ivar on his own. More than forty years had passed since Wessex had beaten Mercia at Ellendun and by now those wounds had healed. Two marriages between the royal houses had helped to seal an alliance between the old enemies. Burgred had wedded Aethelswith, the sister of King Aethelred of Wessex, and in that same year Ealhswith, the daughter of a Mercian ealdorman, married Alfred, the young heir to the Wessex throne.17 An ealdorman was a high-ranking royal official and there would have been about ten ealdormen in each of Mercia and Wessex, supporting the king in battle, dispensing justice and collecting the king’s taxes.


Burgred’s brother-in-law Aethelred did not disappoint him. Together the two Anglo-Saxon kings mustered an immense army, but they failed to breach Ivar’s defences at Nottingham. Having left a garrison behind in York, Ivar’s army was somewhat smaller than when it had landed in 865 and, not surprisingly, the outnumbered Vikings refused to come out to engage in a pitched battle. Sieges were rarely effective in ninth-century England and experience had taught the Vikings the benefits of sheltering behind fortifications. They were well provisioned and when the two kings ran out of time, as their fighters slipped away to their farmsteads, the stand-off was settled by a treaty. In return for payment the Vikings agreed to withdraw to York. We can believe that Alfred and Ivar met during these negotiations and it would not be for the last time.


Whatever terms for peace were agreed with Ivar at Nottingham proved to be of no help to vulnerable East Anglia. Confident that York remained secure, Ivar took his time returning to the north, instead leading his fighting force to East Anglia in late 868. King Edmund the Martyr would not be the first Anglo-Saxon king to discover the hard way that doing deals with the invaders was a fool’s game. The money and horses he had handed over to Ivar three years earlier were never going to guarantee peace. The truth was that no amount of tribute would have been enough. The Viking leader had enough men to cut a swathe through Edmund’s realm. As at Nottingham, Ivar first set up a fortified winter camp, this time at Thetford in Norfolk. King Edmund, desperately clinging on to his independent kingdom and without allies, summoned such levies as he could to face Ivar for the second time.


Unlike at Nottingham, this time the Vikings did leave their fort for battle. We are not told where the decisive encounter took place, but we do know that the Vikings defeated Edmund comprehensively and the king lost his life. He may not have died on the field but instead may have been captured and executed soon afterwards. Abbo, a Benedictine monk from Fleury Abbey near Orléans, writes that Ivar had demanded Edmund’s submission to him as a vassal king and surrender of his wealth. Edmund’s bishop urged him to concede to prevent the slaughter and damage that would otherwise follow. Edmund agreed but with one condition, for as king he had submitted himself to God and ‘would not bow to any yoke but that of the service of God’.18 Edmund insisted that Ivar must first convert to Christianity. Ivar was not having that and tied his prisoner to a tree, mocking and whipping him. The brave king was not cowed and, calling on Christ, was rewarded with an onslaught of heathen arrows so that he looked like ‘a prickly hedgehog or a thistle fretted with spines’.19 Ivar ordered Edmund to be beheaded and his head was thrown into a thicket, perhaps to prevent a proper Christian burial. Abbo’s tale ends less credibly: when later his servants searched for the head they eventually heard it cry out ‘here, here, here’ and they found it, guarded by a wolf.20


However Edmund met his death, he was immediately revered as a martyr and a saint and his cult spread rapidly.21 In a signal honour some years after his death, silver coins were issued in East Anglia stamped with the name not of a living king but of a dead saint, ‘St Edmund, Rex’: a loser in battle, perhaps, but a winner for his Church and in history’s longer game. By the eleventh century he was the foremost saint in England and his shrine at Bury St Edmunds‡‡ became one of the largest in Christendom. His tomb is long lost, but a statue by Elisabeth Frink in the garden of the cathedral at Bury shows an almost naked Edmund standing ready for death, a cross held in his hand. Edmund the Martyr became the first patron saint of England until losing that title in 1350 to a man born 2,000 miles away in what is now Türkiye. Edward III (1327–77) formed the Order of the Garter in St George’s name.


East Anglia was totally overrun. Two Anglo-Saxon kings had fallen to the Horde in only three years and now it was Mercia’s turn to face the invaders. Burgred enjoyed only a temporary respite from the pact sealed after the siege of Nottingham. Ivar did return to the north, as he had promised, but only to assist his Viking ally and half-brother Olaf at the siege of Dumbarton Rock in Strathclyde. In about 870, Ivar, hated indeed, left England forever, returning to Ireland. We do not know what triggered his departure, but whatever the reason there was no respite for Mercia or indeed for Wessex. Bagsecg took Ivar’s place in leading the Viking army south once more, this time crossing the Thames and reaching Reading. It would prove to be a bridge too far for the Vikings:




The Heathen Horde of hateful memory left East Anglia, went to the kingdom of the West Saxons, and came to the royal estate called Reading. On the third day after their arrival there, two of their earls, with a great part of their force, rode out for plunder, while the others constructed a rampart between the two rivers Thames and Kennet, on the right hand [southern] side of the same royal estate. Aethelwulf, Ealdorman of Berkshire, confronted them with his followers at a place called Englefield, and battle was joined there resolutely on both sides. The Christians won the victory and were masters of the battlefield.22





This engagement was probably a minor affair when a raiding party was surprised by a local armed militia. Nevertheless, the first defeat for the Great Heathen Horde, albeit only a small part of it, was significant. The Vikings soon hit back. Only four days later, and despite King Aethelred and Alfred arriving to reinforce Ealdorman Aethelwulf, the tables were turned. The Wessex army besieged the Viking fortified camp at Reading. They might have been expecting a drawn-out affair as at Nottingham, but this time the raiders were up for a fight, perhaps not having the supplies needed to survive a protracted siege or because their fortifications were still unfinished. They took the fight to their surprised besiegers and ‘like wolves they burst out of all the gates and joined battle with all their might’.23 Aethelwulf, the victor at Englefield, was killed and the Wessex king and his heir hastily withdrew to lick their wounds. Had they both fallen too at Reading, it could have been the end of an independent Wessex.


Aethelwulf’s loss was a serious blow for King Aethelred. This man of Mercia had died defending the northern border of Wessex. His fellow fighters cared about their leader even in death and secretly recovered his body from the gates of the camp where he had fallen and carried it all the way to Derby so that he could be buried in his ancestral home.24


Aethelred’s army had lost a battle but not its heart. It regrouped as it withdrew and only four days after the fiasco at Reading it met the pursuing Vikings again, this time at Ashdown, somewhere on the Berkshire downs, perhaps near the town of Ashbury (now in Oxfordshire).


Asser, Alfred’s contemporary biographer, gives us much detail of this crucial encounter and he was the first to provide us with contemporary details of how the fighting developed. He claims to have seen the scene himself, ‘marked by a lonely hawthorn tree’.25 The Vikings had chosen the battlefield and, in arriving first, had given themselves the benefit of the higher ground. They split their forces into two divisions, each formed up behind shield walls. This close formation meant that each fighter had the protection of a large shield on both sides. The Wessex men followed suit, dividing their force into two parts. When the action commenced, the pious King Aethelred was still attending his daily mass and refused to ride out until the service was over. Alfred, already at the front, had only an instant to decide whether to retreat or engage. He chose not to wait for his brother, advancing with his men behind their own shield wall. There is no doubt which side Asser supported: ‘the opposing armies clashed violently, with loud shouting from all, one side acting wrongfully and the other side set to fight for life, loved ones and country.’26


The fighting was fierce and Alfred’s men with an exposed flank were giving way, almost bordering on flight, when King Aethelred ‘signed with the cross of God’,27 joined the battle and the Christian forces had an amazing victory. Bagsecg was killed along with several of his jarls and the leaderless Vikings fled. This victory, the first defeat of the Vikings in a set-piece battle, brought only temporary relief, but it did represent a turning point. Asser fairly describes this to have been a vital encounter between Christianity and the heathens. Had the brothers not defeated the Vikings at Ashdown, not only Wessex but the whole of England would have been open to the invaders.


Asser doubtless makes much of the victory at Ashdown because at the time he was writing he knew there were still many dark days ahead. The Vikings had lost a battle but were by no means a broken force. Halfdan, another of Ragnar’s sons and brother to Ivar, assumed leadership of the Vikings and the advantage swung yet again. In 871, Halfdan, reinforced by a new Viking fleet which came up the Thames as far as Reading, won the next encounter fourteen days later at Basingstoke and ‘the enemy had the victory but gained no spoils’.28 Halfdan was victorious at a further battle at Meretun, but that location remains a mystery.


Soon after Easter in 871, King Aethelred went the way of all flesh, dying after five years on the throne, and was interred at Wimborne Minster. Rather than one of his still too-young sons inheriting, the crown of Wessex passed immediately to Aethelred’s younger brother Alfred. The timing of Aethelred’s death is a reminder of fate’s fickleness: had he lived only a few years more, Alfred would probably never have become king. As it was, Aethelred’s sons were too young, and the throne passed uncontested to his younger brother Alfred. Alfred himself was only 24, which now seems remarkably young, but he was already battle-hardened. Life expectancy in the ninth century was only in the mid-40s even for well-nourished royal males. On that measure and on others too, Alfred would fare rather better than his brothers, but his reign was anything but easy: the Vikings gave Wessex’s new king no respite.


 


__________


* The actual date is more likely to have been 8 June when better weather would favour raids by sea.


† A facsimile jewelled cover was added in 1852.


‡ Ellendun was to the south of modern Swindon.


§ The reeve was the king’s ‘shire-reeve’, which became ‘sheriff’.


¶ The origin of the word ‘starboard’.


** The Old English term was mycel haepen here, here a Viking raiding army.


†† Nowadays a horse that is less than 14.2 hands is considered to be a pony.


‡‡ Literally the ‘Burh’, the stronghold, of St Edmunds.
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