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Introduction
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For centuries, a fire swept through Europe. It raged on and on, putting nations and kingdoms at its mercy, and that fire came from the North. Due to a series of socio-political triggers, the Vikings emerged from their northern homes in Scandinavia and swept all across the realms of Europe - south, east, west, and north. Mastering the navigation of the oceans and dominating the riverways, these vicious Northmen embarked upon their swift longships and introduced an entirely new chapter of Europe's history. Merciless in war and cunning in trade, they found their place in faraway nations. From Ireland, Iceland, Scotland, and Greenland, down to the Iberian Peninsula and into France, North Africa, and the distant lands in the east, the Northmen left their mark.

Some lands they ravaged, finding it a lucrative affair to extort money at sword-point. They pillaged Anglo-Saxon England, occupying parts of it and exacting tribute for several centuries before finally leaving. In the eastern lands of the Slavs, they merged with the regional tribes and became a ruling elite, establishing the realm of Kievan Rus’, one of the earliest foundations of the medieval Slavic states. It was not always about war and plundering for the Vikings. They also wanted to explore new territories, establish new colonies and cultivate the land. In this endeavor, they created prosperous settlements in the Faroe Islands, Iceland, Greenland, and North America.  Some of the world’s earliest explorers were the Vikings: not fearing the tumultuous waves of the northern oceans, challenging the fates as they uncovered new lands beyond the edges of the world. 

In the previous book, we explored the early origins of the Vikings and all the reasons why they ventured away from their homeland. We wrote of their conquest of England, their contact with the Slavs, their explorations of the far Northern shores, and their discovery of North America. We wrote a detailed history of their most potent weapon, a tool without which their conquests would not be possible: the Viking longship. Even still, after having written all that, we didn’t even begin to scratch the surface of the true history of the Vikings. Onward we go, continuing the account of their adventures and further conquests of Europe. For, as we know, wherever there was water to be sailed and shores to be found, so too, there you would find the Vikings. Now let us set sail...

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 - The Vikings in Ireland
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Last time, we offered a detailed account of the Vikings’ earliest invasion, the invasion of the Anglo-Saxons. Their raid of the prosperous monastery at Lindisfarne in AD 793 is known as the earliest of all Viking raids. It opened a new era of European history: the Viking Age. Following Lindisfarne, England was subjected to centuries of attacks and extortions at the hands of the predominantly Danish Viking chieftains. News spread of new lands in the west, so the Northmen sallied forth, with new fleets of eager warriors arriving on British shores, decade after decade. Since England had neighbors, it was inevitable for the Vikings to sail along its coastlines and discover that it was not the only island within the group. In time, they also reached the shores of Scotland, Orkneys, Shetlands, Isle of Man and Ireland.

By the mid-700s, Ireland was already a nation with a long history, albeit a difficult one. For many long centuries, for millennia even, this island nation suffered at the hands of successive invaders and was ravaged by internal conflicts between feuding petty kingdoms. A country that fell under the Celtic ethnolinguistic cultural group, Ireland was a realm of fierce and proud Gaelic warriors, however poor and sparsely populated. Its inhabitants were like the land; rugged, resilient, secretive, and persevering. As one period of strife and conflict ended, a new one began. The Vikings discovered its shores and were not keen on leaving. 

Upon discovering Ireland, the Vikings encountered a complex realm with many divisions. Ireland was dubbed a “complex mosaic” at the time, with roughly 150 petty kingdoms and a dozen “over-kingdoms,” most of which were feuding and fighting one another. In truth, these were not “kingdoms” per se but tribal communities, called the túatha, numbering no more than a few thousand people and usually covering less than 100 square miles. These communities were best described as clans, extended kinship groups whose “kings” were the heads of old lineages. The main power of these kingdoms lay in the number of cattle they owned. Cattle in early medieval Ireland was the most prized possession of any community and a sign of wealth. Thus, cattle raids among rival tribes were widespread and the cause of many conflicts. There was a semblance of law, justice, and war leadership, dispensed by each petty king. There was also a “power pyramid” present. These petty kings owed tribute to respective over-kings, while over-kings paid tribute to a single High King of Ireland, arguably the most powerful man on the island. Yet, there were no fixed rules or an order of succession. Even a petty king could rise up, assemble a capable war band, and oust an over-king at will. Several powerful dynasties of over-kings emerged, notably the Northern and Southern Uí Néill dynasties of Ulster and Meath. 
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