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THEY CAME, THEY SAW, THEY TOOK
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It’s early morning on the 8th June AD 793. a tired grumpy monk wipes his bleary eyes - never a decent night’s sleep when you have to go to church in the middle of every night. [image: images]1 And this year his sleep has been ruined by freak whirlwinds and extra powerful lightning.

There has even been talk of dragons flying in the air, although he hasn’t seen any.

 

And now it’s time for church again.

 

He glances out of the narrow window of his tiny cell. The sea looks grey and wild beneath a stormy sky. His monastery is Saint Aidan’s of Lindisfarne, a small  island known as Holy Island, off the coast of Northumberland. all traffic between the monastery and the mainland is by a four-kilometre causeway which is underwater at high tide.

[image: images]

 

Lindisfarne is not an easy place to run away from.

 

Gazing wistfully out to sea, he sees some small dark specks bobbing far out on the water. Surely they can’t be ships, there are too many of them? He looks more carefully; they’re ships all right, and an unusual shape. They curve upwards at the ends and look like dragons’ heads. He blinks. Oh no, now he’s seeing dragons too - that’s what lack of sleep can do to you.
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That’s almost the only warning that Western Europe got of the Vikings. They appeared out of the blue and fell on Lindisfarne on that June day in AD 793 like a pack of blood-crazed hyenas. Here’s how the attack was described by another monk, called Simeon, who lived in Durham three hundred years later:



[image: images]


..the heathens [image: images]2 from the northern regions came with a fleet of ships to Britain. They came to the church of Lindisfarne, laid everything waste with grievous plundering, trampled the holy places with polluted steps, dug up the altars and seized all the treasures of the holy church. They killed some of the monks, took some away with them in fetters, many they drove out naked and loaded with insults, some they drowned in the sea. 



Lindisfarne was the beginning of some of the bloodiest years in European history. Vikings found out that attacking monasteries was like ram-raiding without the risks. There was lots of treasure in monasteries and the monks weren’t used to defending themselves.

 

But Vikings didn’t stop at monasteries. The attack on Lindisfarne was the start of a reign of terror that went on for the next two hundred years …
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[image: images]1 Monks had to go to church every three hours every day of the year. The names of the church services were: Matins, Laud, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline.

[image: images]2 Heathen meant people who weren’t Christian, Jewish or Muslim. It comes from ‘heath-dwellers’ or wild people who lived on the heath.
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INTRODUCING MR AND MRS VIKING


When the raid was over, the raiders of Lindisfarne escaped out to sea with their slaves and booty and headed north across the wild North Sea. They came from what is now called Scandinavia.
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HIM


People were scared  stiff of Vikings, but they liked the look of these ‘ruthless wrathful foreign purely pagan people’ as one monk described them. This is what a Viking chief looked like in Njall’s Saga [image: images]3, written in Iceland:
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HER


Before they became Christian, pagan [image: images]4 Vikings could have more than one wife plus several concubines [image: images]5. Viking women were known for their independent ways. The top wife of a Viking was seen as almost the equal of her husband. She showed this by hanging her keys from a brooch on her chest.
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A BIT OF BACKGROUND
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The very first account of Scandinavia is by an ancient Greek called Pytheas who sailed from Marseilles in the south of France around 330 BC, looking for a sea route to the tin and amber trade of Northern Europe. He sailed up the coast of Norway to a land called Thule, where he found people who hunted for seals, whales, fish and seagulls.

 

The people seen by Pytheas must have been the ancestors of the Vikings, known as the Battle-axe People, who arrived in Scandinavia from the south around two thousand years earlier. The Battle-Axe People left pictures of themselves wearing horned helmets [image: images]6 and fighting with axes.
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The lifestyle of the Vikings was like the Battle-axe people. They were mostly off-duty farmers who spent the rest of the year, when they weren’t raiding, knee- deep in cow-muck or  minding their sheep on the Scandinavian hillsides. Here’s a typical farm:
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THE GRABBIT HABIT


No one knows for sure why the Vikings got in the habit of raiding. Perhaps it was a mixture of reasons:
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Be that as it may, they certainly liked ships - the word Viking seems to have come from an old word ‘vik’ meaning a bay or creek. In fact the Vikings usually described themselves by the area they came from …


Other people called them Norsemen, Danes or Rus, as well as a lot of names which are too rude to print!

[image: images]

HOW DID THEY GET AWAY WITH IT?

The reason a bunch of off-duty farmers from a freezing cold land in the far north could smash up the rest of Europe was because Europe was going through a bad patch at the time …

[image: images][image: images]7


MONK STORY

As the monks of Lindisfarne had found out, it was a specially bad time to be a monk because monasteries were full of treasure. Take the monks of St. Philibert, in France:
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600 Monastery on the island of Noirmoutier on the river Loire.
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862 Monks move inland to Poitou to escape Viking raids.
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872-3 Monks move further inland to Moulins.

[image: images]

875 They move to Tournus, still trying to escape Viking raids; they had fled 965 km in 13 years.
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937 Raided again - by Huns from the east!



SEARCHING FOR CLUES


The Vikings lived at a time of war and barbarian invasion. Not many people were writing books so we don’t know much about them. In fact so little remains that investigating them is like trying to solve some complicated puzzle with half the bits missing. Fortunately the Vikings left a handful of clues behind:


CLUE NO 1 – THE DAYS OF THE WEEK



The gods of the old English and the Vikings were very similar. Some of our weekdays are named after the same gods as the Viking gods. Viking gods were fierce and quarrelsome - like the people.
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The sky god and god of war was called Tyr in Scandinavia and Tiw in England. Prisoners of war may have been sacrificed to him. Tuesday is named after him.
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The top god was called Woden in England and Odin by the Vikings. Wednesday (Woden’s Day) is his day. More about him later.
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Thor was the god of thunder, among other things. He was a vast redhaired man with a red beard and red eyebrows. He carried a hammer called Mjolnir and had a pair of iron gauntlets. When he rode across the sky in his chariot drawn by two sacred goats the thunder rumbled and crashed. Thursday is named after him.

[image: images]

 

Frigg or Freyya was the goddess of love and the home. She had lots of arguments with her husband, Odin, which she often won. Friday is her day.

 

 

CLUE NO 2 – PLACE NAMES


Some Vikings stayed on after the raiding season was over. In several countries they settled in large numbers and mixed with the local people. We can tell where they settled by looking at the names of towns and villages. In north-west England there are hundreds of places ending in ‘-by’, such as Weatherby; ‘by’ was Viking for a small village or farm.
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CLUE NO 3 – BURIED TREASURE


A lot of clues about the Vikings have been found underground. Several rich ‘hoards’ have been found of objects beautifully made of gold, silver and iron. Archaeologists [image: images]8 have also found out a lot about how the Vikings lived from everyday objects which may not be treasure but can be even more interesting.


CLUE NO NO 4 - RUNES


The Vikings had their own alphabet called Runic. They carved messages on wayside stones and in other places such as bridges. Some historians can read the messages.


CLUE NO 5 – SAGAS AND POEMS


Sagas and poems were normally about exciting adventures, heroes and myths. Poems were remembered and spoken aloud at first. Later some of them were written down.


CLUE NO 6 – THE ANGLO-SAXON CHRONICLE


The Saxons lived in England during the Viking period. They kept a record of everything important which happened each year. The anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes many Viking attacks (see here).
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