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The Scandinavians are magnificent writers of history. Their historians make up a community of dedicated scholars of the first order. I have absorbed their works and stand in humble admiration of their achievements. I dedicate this effort in synthesis in gratitude to the women and men of that community.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Early on in the writing of this book, I found myself in Århus in Denmark. It was a fine spring day. I walked through that beautiful town, as idyllic as Scandinavia comes, whose history goes back to the Viking Age. I was reminded that here, a millennium ago, it was war of all against all, and death, destruction and misery everywhere. And then I was reminded that later on there came to the whole of Scandinavia more of the same: illness, plague, exploitation, wave after wave of war and war again, devastation and more devastation. Much of it was inter-Scandinavian, the peoples of the north destroying sometimes each other, sometimes themselves, in senseless violence. It has been an awful history.


Against that backdrop, against any historical awareness, Århus today is wondrous. The historical parts are maintained with skill and pride, the old quarters preserved and gentrified, the streets cobbled. The city is modern, with a superb university and the best of galleries and museums, the architecture splendid. It is orderly, clean, affluent, civil and friendly. It sits in a rich and well-governed country in which people live in comfort, safety and happiness. It is in a region of the world of well-functioning democracy and peaceful friendship and collaboration.


So I walked through the town – it could have been many a Scandinavian town – and I asked myself: how did it come to this?
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INTRODUCTION



Gudfred died in the year 810. He was murdered. Probably by one of his men – a soldier, a servant, a slave? Or it might have been an enemy assassin. What is known about him is from Frankish sources, which treat him as an upstart and a nuisance whom the Europeans might well have wished to be rid of. But it has also been said that he had betrayed a wife, who incited a son to revenge, who cut his father to pieces with his sword. He was not the first Dane to call himself king but was more so than any of the earlier pretenders.


All Norwegian schoolchildren learn that Norway was unified by Harald Finehair at the Battle of Hafrsfjord in the year 872 (or a decade or so later). He is called Hårfagre in Norwegian and often Fairhair in English, but that is a poor translation. He was honoured not for being blond but for having a lush head of hair, then as now a sign of male virility (which, the legend has it, he pledged not to cut until he had made himself supreme king). He probably did fight his way to the kind of control in Norway that Gudfred had in Denmark a century earlier. He is thought to have died in 931 at the age of about eighty, extraordinary for the time.


The Westrogothic Law is the first known written Swedish provincial law and the first known Swedish text in Latin. It dates from around 1325. Contained in it, as an appendix, is a list of Christian kings, which starts with Olof Skötkonung. He made parts of Sweden his domain around the year 1000. That’s a century on from Harald and two centuries on from Gudfred. The kingdom was only a piece of today’s central Sweden. His name could mean tax-king, or possibly minter of coins. Like other early Scandinavian kings he did mint coins (with his own image and the inscription OLUF REX in Latin). Coins were not general tender and were not minted in large numbers – these were not yet monetised economies. They were mainly to bring glory and standing to the king.


States were in the making, but slowly. It would be a thousand years of unruly history before Scandinavia settled into the contours we now know in which kingdoms have become nations.



European origins


Scandinavia, in this book, as in common parlance, comprises Denmark, Norway and Sweden; the broader region is Nordic. This is a history of three countries over 1,200 years.


If we think of European civilisation, as we should, as a set of ideas, inventions and influences that diffused west and north from their sources in the eastern Mediterranean – Mesopotamia, Egypt, Ancient Greece – Scandinavia is the final periphery. Population came late, as did agriculture, trade and further modernisations. Ideas and beliefs moved south to north: the mythologies, Christianity, Lutheranism, Renaissance, Enlightenment. The people in the north have been scrambling at the end of the European road to absorb and keep up with influences from civilisations ahead of them in a brutal process of rise and fall, collapse and restart. It has been a costly struggle of opportunities lost and gains reversed, of kingdoms aspiring to greatness only to collapse. It has been a struggle of high drama in the hands of sometimes great and complex men and women, sometimes petty and deplorable ones. A constant in this history, from the start, and as alive today as ever, is the European influence and the difficult question of how to be European.


People started to migrate into the area about 13,000 years ago. They came up from the south, some maybe from the east, if so later, possibly giving ancestry to the Sami people in the Arctic north. We are at the end of the Great Ice Age. The land was rising, forests spreading north, followed by animals, reindeer importantly, feeding off the growth, followed by people feeding off the animals. Within 7,000 years, only mountain glaciers remained of the ice. Within a further 3,000 or 4,000 years there was habitation all along the Norwegian coast to the far north.


The early people were hunters, fishermen and gatherers. Knowledge of agriculture started to reach southern Denmark two millennia ago, southern Sweden and coastal strips of Norway shortly after, then spread slowly north, back and forth depending on climate fluctuations. Agriculture became the way of life in the south while in the north the combination of hunting, fishing and gathering continued, in northern Norway and Sweden up to our time. From the sixteenth century, mainly non-agricultural economies in the inland north gradually adopted nomadic reindeer husbandry, still the way of life among some, but not the majority, of the Sami.


The Europeans were aware of the lands to the north. Phoenicians from Carthage had sailed out of the Mediterranean around 450 BC, reaching at least as far north as the British Isles, perhaps further. The geographer Pytheas, from the Greek colony of Massalia, present-day Marseilles, made a journey of discovery to northern Europe around 325 BC, to Britain, Ireland and the Arctic. He described polar ice and the midnight sun, possibly giving Norway the name of Thule, and may have entered the Baltic Sea. The first Roman contact may have been in a reconnaissance by a fleet up the western coast of Denmark in the year 5 AD. Later, during Nero’s reign, around 60 AD, another fleet entered the Baltic Sea. Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, written circa 70 AD, mentions Scandinavia, and Tacitus, in Germania, his work on the tribes outside the Roman Empire beyond the Rhine, written c.100, mentions the Suiones. Parts of Sweden were known as Scania, hence the name Scandinavia for the broader region. Cassiodorus, councillor to Theodoric, King of the Gothic Kingdom of Italy, wrote a history of the Goths around 500 in which he posited that they had their origin in Scandinavia (a myth revived by later Swedish nationalists). So says Jordanes in his Getica, written some thirty years later (Cassiodorus’ books have been lost), who writes of a great island of Scandza and its various peoples, and mentions the Dani and the Swedes. The Byzantine historian Procopius, in his Histories of the Wars, written around the middle of the sixth century, mentions the Danes and the island of Thule, which again may be Norway. He writes of the midnight sun and of a people who were probably the Sami, whose way of life he compares to that of beasts. A Norwegian trader by name of Ottar (often called Ohthere in English texts) visited King Alfred of Wessex and said that he came from ‘Nordveg’, the land to the north, and spoke also of ‘Denamearc’.


It seems pretty safe to assume that at the time our story begins there was awareness in Europe of lands in the north that formed an entity of sorts, referred to as some variation of Scandinavia, and that the main units of this entity were known by variants of the names of Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Scandinavia did not yet exist in the way we think of it today – far from it – but we will not go wrong by framing our story, from the beginning, around these labels and names.



Lands


Denmark is the smallest in territory, about 43,000 square km. The population is around 5.8 million, with another 100,000 in Greenland and the Faroes. It consists of a spit of land, Jylland (Jutland), that juts northward out of the European Continent with the North Sea to the west, the Skagerrak to the north towards Norway, and the Kattegat to the east towards Sweden. South of Jylland proper are Schleswig and Holstein. These are Denmark’s troublesome borderlands with Germany, contested lands in which the German–Danish border has shifted restlessly, sometimes north, sometimes south. Holstein is now comfortably German, Schleswig divided between Germany and Denmark.


The rest of the territory is an archipelago between Jylland and Sweden, the biggest island being Sjælland (Zealand), on which sits Copenhagen, the capital, in and near which resides about a quarter of the national population. The land is flat, with not a single mountain, and hospitable: the climate is good, the soil fertile, the fisheries rich. Denmark has been and is still an agricultural economy. It has lent itself to large landholdings and a wealthy aristocracy.


Sweden is the biggest country: 450,000 square km with 10 million people. The south is flat-ish agricultural land, the north rugged and mountainous with deep forests. It has been a land of large holdings, aristocracy and concentrated wealth, and, eventually, a prosperous state. Agriculture is good in the south. It is rich in mineral wealth and is Scandinavia’s most industrial economy. The capital is Stockholm with a population of about 2 million.


Norway has a territory of 385,000 square km and a population of 5.3 million, the Arctic archipelago of Svalbard adding a further 61,000 square km and 3,000 people. It is a long and narrow country of mountains and fjords. The distance from the south to the north is such that if you flip the country around on a map the northern tip would reach mid-Italy. It curves around Sweden and Finland to the Arctic Sea so that the easternmost city in the north, Kirkenes, is on the same longitude as Istanbul. The coast is long and the fisheries rich. The landscape is mountainous with little agricultural land; only 3 per cent of the area is arable. There has never been a class of rich landowners and never a viable aristocracy. The capital is Oslo, with a population just short of a million.


Conspicuous in the region’s geography are the smallness of Denmark, the length of Norway and the solid land mass of Sweden. Scandinavia is thought of as small, but it is not: its territory is about the same as that of France and Germany combined. But its population is less than a third of that of France.


Denmark has no shared land border with the two other countries and to the south adjoins the Continent. It is a mystery why it became Scandinavian and not German, and often enough it was touch and go. Norway is rocky, cold and inhospitable. It is a mystery that it can sustain itself, and for a long time it could not. Sweden is locked in by its two neighbours, its back to the Norwegian mountains. It is a mystery that it could reach out into the world, and for long it was squeezed to operating eastward.


While Denmark was in control of southern Sweden, it also controlled the route into and out of the Baltic Sea, ‘the Sound’. But the Baltic Sea is geopolitically a Swedish sphere. The Baltic question was long to poison Scandinavian relations and give rise to Danish–Swedish competition, conflict, warfare and mutual hatred. Norway stood aside from this quarrel, seen by the two other countries as an irrelevance. During most of the history covered in this book Denmark and Sweden were bitter enemies, both considering themselves big powers, both determined to outdo, sometimes destroy, the other, united only in contempt of little Norway. This enmity has not been resolved. Under the surface of collaboration there remain even today undercurrents of envy, contempt, pity, even hatred. An idea of Scandinavian unity was born early, but was for hundreds of years an utter failure, only to be realised to a limited degree late in the twentieth century. And even then, against those remaining criss-crossing animosities.


Peoples


The Scandinavians are mainly Germanic peoples. They have much in common in origin and culture. Danish, Norwegian and Swedish are dialects of a shared language. Danes and Norwegians read each other with ease, but may struggle in speech. Norwegians and Swedes understand each other easily in speech, but struggle in reading. Swedes understand Danes with difficulty, and Danes cannot easily distinguish between spoken Norwegian and Swedish. The Scandinavian alphabet has three more letters than the standard Latin one: æ (in Swedish ä), ø (in Swedish ö) and å (sometimes written with the double aa).


Language has been and is political. In Denmark, German was long a competing language, dominant at court and among élites, threatening to crowd out the use of Danish. Swedish royals and élites preferred French. Norway has two official language versions, bokmål, meaning ‘book language’, and nynorsk, meaning ‘new Norwegian’, and a bewildering array of dialects. In the valley of Gudbrandsdalen, which cuts north from Lillehammer in the rural heartland, the people in the north speak a light melodic dialect, more so the further north, and say ‘us’ for ‘we’, as in ‘us will be home’, while those in the south, only a few miles away, have a heavy drawl and use ‘we’ for ‘we’. Other distinct dialects, within many variations, are the Danish-inspired skånsk in the south of Sweden, Finnish-inspired Swedish in northern Sweden, Swedish-inspired Danish on the island of Bornholm, and northern dialects in Norway and Sweden. Norway has the most diversity of dialects, Denmark the least.


There are three classical minorities: a Sami people in the north of Norway and Sweden (and Finland and Russia), a Finnish people in the north-east of Sweden, and a German people in the south of Denmark. These minorities mix with the majority populations in multiple ways, but their minority cultures, identities and languages survive and are now actively maintained. The Scandinavian people have been thought of as ‘homogeneous’ but were always mixed populations, and are certainly so today. Jews constitute an old, if small, minority, as do, after the Reformation, Catholics. There are big groups of other-country Nordics in all of the countries. Recent immigrations from Southern Europe, Asia and Africa have made the peoples of the north ever more mixed in ethnicity, race and religion.


The Sami in Norway number between 40,000 and 60,000, about half of whom live in the traditional Sami areas in the north. There are smaller subgroups, the Coastal Sami and the South Sami, and a South Sami language, which is different from the dominant Sami language and dialects. The Sami population in Sweden is about 20,000. Only 2,000 or so are reindeer herders. Many, perhaps most, do not use Sami language or wear Sami costume. Their largest concentration is in Stockholm.


The Finnish minority in Sweden are the descendants of the Torne Valley people, who live along the River Torne on the border in the north between Sweden and Finland, and descendants living in other parts of Sweden and elsewhere, now some tens of thousands. Their origins in the area date from before the national border was drawn in 1809. They use a Finnish-influenced dialect of Swedish and a local dialect of Finnish. There is a National Association of Swedish Tornedalians that is active in matters of culture, language and civil society.


The German minority in Denmark consists of about 15,000 people, with their core domain in the border area near Germany. They have an association, the Bund Deutscher Nordschleswiger, refer to themselves as ‘the German minority’ (not ‘German-speaking’), run their own kindergartens, schools, libraries and cultural institutions, have their own political party, Slesvigsk Parti/Schleswigsche Partei, and issue a German-language newspaper. Their area is in Danish terminology Southern Jylland, but they themselves refer to it as Nordschleswig.


In the Viking Age Sagas, those who were not kings or chiefs get only the briefest mention as ‘small-folks’. That has been said to be biased, but was simply a reflection of reality. The small-folks were bypassed in the telling as they were in life. Scandinavian egalitarianism is new and has grown out of a long history of rigid class divisions. The small-folks have a constant presence in this history. There may be more to say about lords than about serfs, but there is a constant undercurrent concerning those less visible.


In the agricultural revolution of the 1200s, Scandinavia got its first taste of prosperity. With improvements in economy and government, we might think life would be better for the people. But it was not. Conditions for the small-folks instead deteriorated. In the Viking Age, men who were not slaves were free: not equals, not empowered, but free. Now they became property-less serfs and proletarians until, in the Age of Perpetual War, as of about 1600, they were reduced to fodder. Only with the end of royal absolutism, beginning in the eighteenth century, could the small-folks emerge from the shadows and start to matter. That will bring our story into a new world in which States serve people rather than people States.



Telling the story


This book has a simple ambition: to tell the story of how the Scandinavians have come to be as they are today. Our forebears have at times had some presence in Europe and the wider world, but as takers more than givers. Very recently there has been a turnaround. Scandinavia today is an entirely different reality from its historical personae: a better reality, a giver more than a taker.


In trying to tell this story, I have drawn on a great legacy of Scandinavian historiography. While the history of the Viking Age is Scandinavian, for the later periods the Scandinavians have written mainly national histories. I have wanted to bring back the all-Scandinavian perspective. There is, I have found, no national history in this region that is not also a Scandinavian one.


The writing of national history is, to put it carefully, difficult. Two tendencies are visible in much of the Scandinavian work. One is an inclination to look for interpretations that give rise to pride. The first Scandinavian historian, the thirteenth-century Dane Saxo Grammaticus, wrote to ‘glorify our fatherland’. Modern historians do not do that: they write to tell what has unfolded. But a bias towards greatness remained long after Saxo. The Viking Age has been seen as one of impressive achievement. The period when Sweden was an imperial power in Europe is still known in Swedish historiography as storhetstiden, ‘the Age of Grandeur’. This bias is less present in the works of today’s historians, but probably lingers to some degree.


The other tendency is to look for continuity, as if there are straight lines from previous times up to today. This has been expressed in what has been called a Scandinavian continuity of freedom, running from the status of free men in the Viking Age to that of the free citizen in today’s democracy. It has also been expressed in terms of a continuity of class struggle: the journey to modern nationhood has been one of the oppressed continuously rising in demand of equality.


What is true or not about greatness and continuity is not easily said. The Viking presence in medieval Europe was remarkable. But does that make it something we should celebrate? I doubt it. Of course, Scandinavian history, like any other, should be seen as a combination of continuity and change, but is continuity a defining characteristic of this history? I doubt that also.


To forge some order of my own into the story, I have made use of tools which I carry with me from my background as a social scientist. My approach is comparative. In trying to understand what Scandinavia looks like I have asked where Scandinavia stands against the broader European experience. My history is not a Scandinavian history of Scandinavia but a European history of Scandinavia, and hence also a slice of European history. My approach is one of critical scepticism. I am not at all non-judgemental, far from it, but I have tried, whenever up against what looks like some kind of established truth, in particular the pride narrative, to step back and ask: could it have been like that? In this, my method has often been to think in numbers and quantities. That starts in my understanding that the Vikings were small samples of small populations and that the whole enterprise could not have been bigger than the scant population numbers made possible.


These approaches have led me to what is perhaps a bias of my own on the two big questions of greatness and continuity. There is greatness in this story, but it was a long time coming and materialised only when the Scandinavians were able to cast aside the ambition of grandeur. In the balance of continuity and change, it is change that is conspicuous. I identify two big transitions: one in the thirteenth century and a second in the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries. Both were dramatic: the old up against failure and the new coming as fresh starts. With the second transition, a novelty emerged in which the Scandinavians might, perhaps, allow themselves to take some pride. Until then, the ambition had been for greatness at the expense of ever more and brutal exploitation of the small-folks. Only when that was left behind and the small-folks could start to claim recognition, very late in the long story, did we reach a time in which we might think of Scandinavia as a presence in Europe with a quality of its own.





A NOTE ON NAMES AND TERMINOLOGY



I borrow the term ‘small-folks’ from the Sagas to refer to the mass of mostly anonymous people at the bottom of the social order, those who for most of this history have counted for little and mattered for less. At the other extreme are small élites whom I often refer to as ‘barons’. Not that they necessarily carried that title – formal aristocracies did not emerge until after the Middle Ages – but they were the ones with wealth and position.


I use mostly modernised Scandinavian names, hence King Knud rather that Cnut or Canute. But when honour names have meaning I use the English, hence Knud the Great rather than Knud den Store. But pragmatically, hence Harlad Hardrade, rather than Hard Ruler, because it sounds better. The big Danish peninsula is Jylland rather than Jutland, and the biggest island Sjælland rather than Zealand. But again pragmatically, Copenhagen rather than København.


I use capital letters liberally. A church is a house of worship but the Church the apparatus of institutions. A state may be a country but the State the administration that makes for governing. A crown sits on a king’s head but the Crown is the position of authority that kings hold. The Social Democrats are the party, a social democrat a person of that persuasion.





Part One




Into Europe






In the Viking Ship Museum in Oslo is a vessel of such perfection in shape and proportions that it is a physical pleasure to stand still and behold it. It has twelve board-lengths on each side, each board overlapping the next, rising up at stern and aft to a great height, held together by iron rivets. The keel stretches the length of the ship, again rising at both stern and aft to be finished in delicately crafted spiralled serpents and snakeheads, decorated to below water level with fine carvings, as are the top sideboards. The sides bulge out to make space for a deck. The timber for the body is oak, with internal deck-boards, mast and oars of pine. It was powered by fifteen rowers on each side, and by a square sail. It would have been painted in bright colours.*


This is the Oseberg Ship, so named after the farm in the south of Norway where it was found in a burial mound in 1903. It was excavated the next year, removed from the mound with various other finds, and reassembled over the next twenty years. It had been built around the year 820, probably to be ceremonial, and may never have been to work at sea.


The other main ship in the Museum, the Gokstad, is built in the same gracious shape but without the elaborate decorations, and would have been a jobbing vessel before it too ended its days in a burial mound around 900.


The Oseberg funeral was in 834. Remains of two women were found in the grave, one seventy to eighty years old, having died of cancer, one fifty years old or thereabouts, cause of death unknown. At least one, probably the elder, would have been of high standing in her community: the wife of a chief, or perhaps herself a religious leader. The Gokstad was the grave of a male, probably a local chief who had died in battle.


The graves were lavishly equipped. Finds include clothes, some of silk, shoes and combs, ship’s equipment, cooking utensils, farm and fishing tools, ornate and working sleighs, carts, carved animal heads, beds, tents, horses, dogs, cows, various birds and much more.


Viking ships were built to be seafaring. They were supple, soft and fast, and could master rough seas although neither large not deep. The journeys would not have been comfortable, to put it mildly. There was space for cargo, sometimes cattle and horses, sometimes non-warrior followers, but no living quarters. The diet would have consisted of dried and salted fish and meat, with water, sour milk and beer. Ships like these carried Norsemen south to France, west to England, Scotland and Ireland, and further on to Iceland, Greenland and North America. They were shallow-bottomed, easily beached, and could float up rivers without much draught. Low and slender, they were difficult to spot from land and would come out of nowhere in surprise attacks. The mightiest ship described in the Sagas is Olav Tryggvason’s Long Serpent, Ormen Lange in poetic Norwegian, built around the year 1000. It had a crew of sixty-eight rowers, twice as many as a standard ship, and was about forty-five metres long. (A ship uncovered in fragments in Roskilde in Denmark was built for eighty rowers.) The dragon heads for which the ships became known were mounted when they approached battle.


Viking ship finds in Norway, Denmark and Sweden tell stories of hierarchy, technology and capital. The men who built ships like these had skills and resources, and could get others to work for them. Those honoured by being buried in mounds were chiefs. They speak of strong beliefs. Men and women of power were equipped lavishly for their journeys to the afterworld. They tell a story of culture. The Oseberg is magnificently decorated; so are other finds, such as the ornate sleighs. The ships represent an extraordinary synthesis of function and beauty. There is a harmony of construction such that no detail presents itself to the onlooker with any disturbance. ‘A ship’, says the historian Michael Pye, ‘didn’t just show how rich or powerful or grand a man might be; it was his being.’*


Viking ships consisted of hull and sail, making them more than boats. The hull was a Scandinavian invention. These people had for ages used waterways for transport and had become steadily better boat builders, their boats getting bigger and eventually reaching ship proportions. The sail was a European invention, long having been used, for example, in the Mediterranean. It was by contact with Continental Europeans that the Scandinavians learned to use sails. They descended on Europe from the north with superior maritime skills, but it was in part through European influence that they had mastered those skills. If we have to give the Viking Age a beginning date it would be when they adopted the sail, around 750.


[image: image]


The Oseberg Ship – ‘an extraordinary synthesis of function and beauty’


The ships were gracious – but they were also weapons of mass destruction. Their function was to bring warriors and conquerors to foreign shores. They were manned by men who were dedicated to their ventures and loyal to their chiefs. Those men were as merciless in battle as they were clever in navigation. Their method was to rampage, destroy, burn, kill, rape and plunder. The arrival of the Norsemen sent shivers of fear, deep fear, down the spines of more normal people.


 


 


 


 





* At the time of writing, the Viking Ship Museum is closed for rebuilding, to reopen as the Museum of the Viking Age in 2026.


* For the sources of direct quotations see the Notes.
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The Vikings


In the early Middle Ages, something resembling ‘social structure’ (to use a modern term) emerged in at least parts of Scandinavia. Society (another term that would not have been understood) started to be stratified. A small tier of men drifted to the top. They could indulge the normal human passions for wealth and glory and press the humble masses into service for their designs. A catalyst was probably ecological calamities that afflicted Europe around the middle of the sixth century, caused by volcanic eruptions in the Americas. The north was hit badly due to its marginal agriculture. That led to a renewed increase in population as numbers caught up after the decimation, and a shift in land ownership upward. We arrive at the invention of class. A pattern of power and dependency was in the making out of which Vikings would present themselves as a recognisable force on the European fringe. Some of the bigger chiefs started to call themselves ‘kings’. A Scandinavia of political entities was in the offing.


To Russia


It started to the east, with incursions into Russia – Gardariki, they called it, ‘land of settlements’ – mainly from Sweden, with a supporting cast from Denmark, Norway, Finland and the Baltics. These started around the year 800, about half a century ahead of the beginning of occupation and settlement in western Europe.


The advances into Russia were a continuation of established trades in the Baltic Sea and along Europe’s northern shores. Fur from Sweden was a prized luxury in Constantinople in the sixth century, then traded through intermediaries. When their technology allowed it, the Swedes took on Russia. That technology was in ship-boats, solid enough to traverse the great Russian rivers and light enough to be hauled overland around rapids or from one river to the next. The main routes were from Lake Ladoga, just beyond present-day St Petersburg: one via the Dnieper to Kyiv and on to the Black Sea and Constantinople; and the other, the more lucrative, down the Volga to the cities of Bulghar and Atil on the Caspian Sea, on as far as Baghdad, and connecting with the Asian Silk Roads. The town of Staraya Ladoga was already established by the middle of the eighth century as a mainly Norse base. Centres like Novgorod (‘Newfort’), Bulghar, Smolensk and Kyiv grew in part as a result of Scandinavian settlement. Constantinople, the Scandinavians’ Miklagard (‘the big place’ – they did not have a word for town or city), was a destination for both trade and mercenary service.


The pattern was in some respects the same as is better known in the West: first raiding and trading, then settlement, then integration with the locals. This mixed population was known as the Rus, ‘perhaps due to their distinctive red hair, or more likely their prowess with the oar. They were the fathers of Russia.’ Kyiv became the early stronghold in the Russian lands, known as the Kyivan Rus, a stepping stone on the path to the Russian empire.


The routes were treacherous, long distances through difficult, dangerous and hostile lands. But it was worth it. The Norsemen connected with the economic centres of the known world, which held great resources of wealth and were thirsty markets for goods such as furs and had an insatiable demand for slaves. At the time it was in the east, in Byzantium and the Arab and Asiatic worlds, that there was serious wealth to be reckoned with. Silver was the currency that everyone craved, and the Norsemen brought ‘an enormous influx’ back home, much more wealth than was captured in the west. Evidence has been dug up in particular on the island of Gotland in the Baltic Sea, but also in sites across Sweden and Denmark and as far west as England: hoards of Arab dirham, not just the occasional coin but fortunes buried in the ground. Those finds speak of the magnitude of wealth coming back from the eastern trade and from how far afield the wealth trickled north. The historian Peter Frankopan describes it, in modern terms, as a ‘multi-billion dollar industry’.




MYSTERIES OF SILVER


There is much about the Scandinavians and silver that escapes easy explanation. They wanted it and were successful at laying their hands on masses of it.


Much of the silver from the east remained in Gotland, multiple fortunes buried in the ground. It could have been for safekeeping in times of danger, but there is too much of it to be thus explained. Was there so much silver that inflation undercut its value? Why was it not moved on? Why was it spread out ‘democratically’ and not concentrated into a few big fortunes? Might it have had something to do with cults? Was it ‘given’ to the gods? According to the Icelandic political leader, poet and historian Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), there was a pre-Christian belief that buried silver could be retrieved in the afterlife. Was silver from the distant Orient ‘different’ in people’s minds to that from more familiar lands? Was it ‘different’ for having been obtained ‘honourably’ in trade rather than ‘dishonourably’ in extortion? The eastern coins were heavier that those from the west; were they held on to more tightly? The amount of eastern silver found in Gotland and elsewhere may even be greater than can be credibly explained by the known trade in goods, slaves and mercenary service.


More of the silver from the west seems to have been put back into circulation. That may have something to do with Denmark and Norway becoming kingdoms, whereas there was not yet a Swedish kingdom at the time of the great inflow of eastern silver. In England, the Scandinavians were out for land; some of the loot that was extracted might have been used to buy acreage from the same people who had been terrorised out of their silver.


Even some of the surplus English silver ended up in Gotland. Why? Gotland was far away from this route; it was mainly Danes and Norwegians who operated in England. Might it again have had something to do with cults? Or did Gotlanders have an ‘expertise’ as ‘bankers’ in silver management?





In the west the Vikings, says the historian David Abulafia, were ‘sea-raiders and part-time traders’. In the east it was the other way round: they were traders and part-time raiders, in a rough trade to be sure, but predominantly trade nevertheless. A constant was the trade in slaves. As they manoeuvred up or down rivers they would take captives to be sold further on. According to the Persian geographer Ibn Rustah, writing in the tenth century, ‘they would come in ships, go ashore, take prisoners, abduct them to the lands of the Kazaks and Bulghars and sell them there’. In Novgorod the slave market was at the intersection of High Street and Slave Street. By the middle of the tenth century Prague had become a major hub of Central European slave-trading, attracting both Viking Rus and Muslim merchants. The Arab geographer Ibn Khordadbeh, writing around 870, lists goods from the north including ‘eunuchs, male slaves, female slaves, beaver- and marten-skins, and other furs’.


The trade depended on open routes deep into the eastern world and came to an end when those routes were closed by southern powers which squeezed out the northern invaders. The first route to shut was the easternmost one via the Volga to the Caspian Sea. By about 1070 the remaining route via Kyiv had been lost as well. The Scandinavian trading link to the east would survive, but in the main no deeper than into northern Russia-Novgorod, and then as a matter of ‘normal’ trade. The main commodities were now furs and grain, which would be part of what later became the Baltic trade under German-Hanseatic dominance.


To Normandy


He is called Gange-Rolv in Scandinavia, Rolf the Walker. It is through French chronicles that he was given the silly name now used in international writings: Rollo. He was called ‘the Walker’ because he was too big to be carried by horses. Too fat? Not necessarily. The Norse horses at the time were tiny. You can see their descendants in the small Icelandic ponies today, and in the fjording (fjord horse) of western Norway, small, blond and round-bellied, and even they are larger than their ancestors of a millennium ago. But the Norsemen did buy, and no doubt capture, better horses from the Franks. In 864, Emperor Charles the Bald prohibited, on pain of death, the selling of horses and weaponry to them, reiterating a ban that Charlemagne (Charles the Great) had imposed three-quarters of a century earlier, again apparently with little success.


He was the maker of Normandy. The Norwegians have claimed him for themselves as part of the nationalistic narrative of Viking greatness and have raised a statue in his glory in the town of Ålesund on the west coast, but he may well have been Danish. He took a European name when he converted to Christianity and is known also as Robert of Normandy.


Raiders from the north were operating on the Continent from the early ninth century. There had been raiding before that, but it was now taking on new dimensions. In 834 a Danish force attacked Dorestad, a trading centre on the Rhine about 100 km inland from the Dutch coast, slaughtering at will, laying waste to the surrounding regions and coming away with much booty and large numbers of slaves. In 845 a Danish fleet of, it has been said, 600 ships sacked Hamburg and burned it to the ground, destroying the church and its school and library, but sparing the bishop, Ansgar, who was able to escape with some of the holy relics. They were active in southern Europe from around the same time. In 844, from a base at the mouth of the River Loire, they mounted raids on the Iberian peninsula and reached Seville, looting as usual, killing men and enslaving women and children.


They arrived in the town of Rouen in the Seine valley in 841. Four years later they extracted their first ransom from Paris, 7,000 pounds in silver. ‘Between 856 and 859 various Norse armies burnt Paris, Bayeux, Chartres, Tours, Blois, Lyon and Amiens.’


They followed the pattern of first coming for plunder, then settling, then assimilating. Charlemagne’s empire was disintegrating and the Norse were able to gain firm control of Rouen and its surrounding areas by the 870s. Sieges of Paris followed in 885 and 886, and again in 911. Rollo had risen to leadership (and in the process abducted and married the beautiful Poppa, daughter of a Frankish chief, from a raid on Bayeux). From his success in Paris he went on to lay siege to Chartres, but had now overreached and met resistance from a coalition of French barons. The following stalemate resulted in the Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte between Charles III and Rollo. Not a bad treaty for Rollo. He was given territory in fief in return for a pledge of loyalty to the French king, the end of raiding, and conversion of the Norse settlers to Christianity.


Peace did not prevail. Rollo reneged on his pledge of loyalty, resumed raiding, and killed the next French king, Robert the Strong. A new treaty was struck with yet another French king, Rudolph, securing more territorial concessions for Rollo.


Normandy was the most consequential of Viking conquests, although by the time those consequences materialised the Normans were no longer Norsemen. It was not where the Viking business started, or the most important in financial terms – that was in Russia – but nowhere else were there similar long-term political ramifications.


Rollo died around 930, leaving a solid duchy to his successors. From here, the Norse ingredient thoroughly diluted, the Normans would take England in 1066 under William the Conqueror, the great-great-great grandson of Rollo – Snorri, and others, called him William the Bastard. Even today, the King or Queen of England is also the Duke of Normandy, by force of which he or she is head of state of Jersey and other Channel Islands, known previously as the Isles of Normandy. The Normans who invaded England were French. The language they brought with them was French, laying the foundations of today’s rich spoken English with its combined Germanic and Latin roots. William never spoke the native tongue of the country he invaded and was, like most rulers of the time, illiterate.


The Norse ingredient may have been diluted, but possibly not extinguished. In the Bayeux Tapestry, which commemorates William’s conquest, the Normans are recognisable in part by their distinctive hairstyle, short and high at the back, known in eleventh-century England as the ‘Danish cut’. The 700 or so ships which William had built for the conquest were of the Viking style with high bows both fore and aft. The invasion was a masterclass in navigation. Only two ships were lost. One of them carried the expedition’s soothsayer. ‘No great loss,’ said William, ‘he could not even predict his own fate.’


Again from the 1060s, Normans would also conquer southern Italy and other Mediterranean territories from the Arab Muslims. Norman nobles had more sons than they could provide for at home and sent some to adventure in the south, in which they excelled. Robert, of the d’Hauteville family, captured southern Italy. His brother, Roger, took the campaign to the Emirate of Sicily and became the first Count of Sicily in 1071. By 1091 he had won control of all the island. That same year he invaded Malta, an event which was welcomed there as liberation from Muslim rule and in remembrance of which Mass is still said once a year in the Cathedral of Mdina. His descendants continued to rule Sicily until 1194, when the Norman line died out. Upon his death in 1101 the title passed to his son, Roger II, who had himself elevated to king by the pope in 1130 when the island and other territories in southern Italy became the Kingdom of Sicily. He established a splendid and tolerant court to which he attracted artisans, artists and scholars from all corners of the known world – Greece, Byzantium, the Arab countries, England, a few Normans as well – and made Palermo a leading centre of learning and culture in Europe. Roger raised the Cathedral of Cefalù and built the Palatina Chapel in the royal palace in Palermo, and his grandson William II the Cathedral and monastery of Monreale in the hills overlooking the city, all decorated with magnificent mosaics depicting biblical narratives. Monreale, splendidly preserved, stands as their crowning achievement in architectural and artistic prowess and devotion to the faith, and as one of the most glorious monuments anywhere in all of Christendom.


Normans had come to the Mediterranean before the arrival of Robert and Roger, from the beginning of the eleventh century as mercenaries for Lombard and Byzantine powers. There had also been raiders directly from Scandinavia. A Viking incursion is said to have occurred around 860 under the leadership of a Swedish chief known as Björn Ironside, raiding along both the African and European coasts, up the Rhône, across the Balearic Islands and possibly laying siege to the city of Pisa. A legend has it that they reached Egypt. It must count as a great maritime and military achievement to have brought a force from the north along western Europe and into the Mediterranean and escaped laden with booty. But this venture, however fearsome at the time, was to be of no lasting consequence. The Viking story is indeed a story of conquest, but also one of overreach.


To England and beyond


A monastery of the Celtic Church had been established in the year 634 at Lindisfarne, on the coast of Northumbria, close to today’s border with Scotland. Its most revered bishop was Cuthbert, later St Cuthbert, who died in 687 and was buried there. When it was laid to waste, the surviving monks fled and took St Cuthbert’s body with them. After seven years of wandering they received a sign that the saint wished to rest on a mount in what was to be the city of Durham. A stone church was raised on the site of what is now Durham’s imposing cathedral, within which is St Cuthbert’s tomb (and also that of Venerable Bede, the father of the writing of English history).


On 8 June 793 Lindisfarne was attacked from the sea by a force of Norsemen. There is much one would want to find out about this terrible event. Just who were the attackers? How many and from where? Did they know of Lindisfarne, and how did they find it? They might have been Norwegians who came upon the monastery by chance while exploring from bases in the Orkneys and Shetlands, but this is uncertain.*


The assault has been described by various Church scholars, including Simeon of Durham in his Historia regum Anglorum et Dacorum, composed in the early twelfth century: ‘They 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 brothers, took some away with them in fetters, many they drove out, naked and loaded with insults, some they drowned in the sea.’ It was an act of unspeakable barbarity. What was of value, including people, was plundered; what could not be taken was destroyed.


News of the raid spread throughout Europe and shook all of Christendom. The Norsemen had demonstrated the power of their wrath. One might think it was their way of warning others to respect their intentions. Possibly so, but not necessarily. Later, when raiding became business, there was a plan to it, but in this early assault most likely there was no strategy, no design, no project. The raiders were just a gang. The monastery was undefended, a remote religious community dedicated to study and contemplation. The holy men were killed because they were there, others captured because they were useful. The Norsemen came from the sea, took what they wanted, slaughtered as was their pleasure, made away with slaves, desecrated for the hell of it and left richer and happier. In an age of outrage, it was rightly seen as outrageous in the extreme. They came out of the blue, unprovoked, without warning, and left behind as much destruction as they could.


They came back the next year for the monastery of Jarrow and would have done it again had they not lost their leader and some of their ships to storms. Monasteries continued to be targeted – obviously, they had valuables; obviously, they were undefended. In 794 the monastery at Donemuthan in Northumbria was plundered. The year after, they reached the island of Iona on the west coast of Scotland and sacked the monastery of St Columba, the first site of the Celtic Church of Ireland in Britain, killing (then or in a later raid) the abbot and sixty-eight monks. Whitby monastery, then known as Streoneshalch, on the North Yorkshire coast was plundered, destroyed and laid to waste in successive raids in the 860s. Repton Abbey, a monastery of both monks and nuns, was destroyed in 873 by the ‘Great Heathen Army’, which established winter quarters there before completing the conquest of Mercia, the dominant central kingdom, the next year. The raiders of what became Normandy started with attacking monasteries and churches, as did others elsewhere in France, and in Germany, Spain, Britain and Ireland. Their readiness to raid churches and monasteries was part of what gave them a comparative advantage in barbarity. The holy places were easy takings because it was accepted by Christian kings and chiefs that they should have peace. Later Christian leaders from the north came to adopt that convention, but the early heathens were not restrained by such worries. Monasteries at the time were centres of learning. Much of their treasure was in manuscripts, then precious works of art. They were nothing to the Norsemen, except that they could be ransomed. An ealdorman of Surrey, Ælfred, is known in the mid-ninth century to have paid a Viking band pure gold ‘for the love of God and the good of our souls so that these holy books should no longer be in heathen ownership’. (That same manuscript is now known as the Stockholm Codex Aureus, having been acquired from Spain for the Swedish Royal Library in 1690.)


In this way, western Europe entered the Age of the Vikings, an era that has subsequently been glorified by Scandinavian nationalists and also by many a historian. But the experience of being on the receiving end of the Viking venture was devastation, destruction, murder, rape, enslavement and robbery, and the threat thereof. They became known, deservedly, as killers who spared no one – not women, not children, not the old.


The Norsemen first arrived on southern English shores in 787, in three ships, six years before the rape of Lindisfarne. The guests gave a taste of what was to come. They were invited to meet the king but slew the messenger.


After the first horrors, raiding was taken up in north-eastern England in a regular way from around 830, ‘Gradually it became clear that the Danes were set on the colonisation of England. From 834 onward barely a year passed without a record of raids, and a crescendo of attacks climaxed in 866, when, having wintered in East Anglia, a Danish army broke into York and took over the city, putting their own puppet (an Englishman) on the throne. The Scandinavians were in England to stay; they made war on the powerful kingdom of Wessex and nearly defeated its greatest king, Alfred. In 876 they settled in Northumbria and in the years that followed gradually took over the kingdoms of Mercia and East Anglia. North and east of a line drawn from London to Chester they held sway in a series of loose petty kingdoms and misty political groupings, in an area which became known as the Danelaw. They ruled York, which they called Jorvik, for about a hundred years. Alfred, with his son-in-law Æthelred and formidable daughter Æthelflæd, began to rebuild the English kingdom, and, although Alfred had many setbacks, by his death in 899 the English were ready to start the painful re-conquest of the Danelaw.’


While Alfred was gradually able, by and large, to establish control of southern England, the Danes crushed the kingdoms up north. That later enabled the unification of England when the Danes, about a century later, lost control of their part. A lasting Viking influence in England, then, paradoxically, was the creation of England itself.


What was the Danelaw? The name sounds good, suggesting that civilised Scandinavians brought Danish law to the unruly English. But none of it. What they brought was not peace but plunder. There was no Danish law to bring to England. Denmark at the time was a patchwork of law districts, laws were made locally and kings were neither lawmakers nor law enforcers. ‘Under Danish law’ meant Danish overlordship and the payment of taxes to Danish masters. English land was confiscated and given to Danes, previous owners and users dislodged, in an early ethnic cleansing.


The Danelaw was not a kingdom or in any real meaning a political entity but, exactly as described above, a patchwork of misty groupings without any central organisation to hold it together. The English re-conquest was steady and gradual, chipping away at Danish fiefs slice by slice. By 920, most of the Danelaw south of the Humber was back in English control, by 954 the rest of it up to York. The first Danish period in England was over.


But the English were not rid of the Norse. Treasure from the east was drying up and, says the archaeologist Barry Cunliffe, ‘the Scandinavians, still avid for silver, had to look elsewhere, particularly to Britain and Ireland, where there was plenty of silver to be had for the price of a raid and the spilling of a little blood’. From about 980, Vikings were again raiding the south of England and from ‘then on until 1016, the Chronicle contains almost annual accounts of great calamities caused by Viking armies’.


The leading marauders were the father-and-son duo of Svend Forkbeard and Knud, soon to be ‘the Great’. Svend mounted a full-scale invasion in the summer of 1013 and declared himself King of England. Knud, although barely out of his teens, took part in his father’s in-vasion as one of his commanders. Svend returned to Denmark later in 1013 to secure his control there, leaving Knud in command of the English conquest, but died on arrival.


In England, Knud was overpowered and also fled back to Denmark. He was defeated by King Æthelred, who had earlier been beaten by the Danes and fled the country, but now returned to take up battle again, assisted by Olav Haraldsson of Norway, the future St Olav, with a large following of Norwegians. (Danes and Norwegians fighting each other, then; nothing unusual as long as the money was good.) They made their way up the Thames to London, where the Danes held the fort, which they defended from a bridge over the river. Olav, so the story goes, devised a way of undermining the bridge so that it collapsed under the weight of the soldiers who were amassed on it. The English captured the fort and the Danes gave up London. From this episode, legend has it, originates the English nursery rhyme ‘London Bridge Is Falling Down’. True or not, there is no other recorded instance of London Bridge collapsing.


Back in Denmark, Knud and his brother Harald struck a deal that Harald would hold the Crown at home and Knud lead a new invasion of England. A formidable force was raised in the summer of 1015. It landed on the southern shore, not far from where the Normans would invade fifty-one years later. A year of relentless warfare followed. Wessex crumbled, the campaign moved north with devastating brutality, subduing Mercia and Northumbria, and turned south again to wreak havoc through Gloucestershire and other territories and lay siege to London. The English king, now Edmund, signed a treaty with Knud – we are in 1016 – in which England north of the Thames would, again, be Danish, as would the rest of the country on Edmund’s death. He obliged by dying later in the year, murdered probably. Knud was King of England, crowned in London by the Archbishop of Canterbury, about twenty-five years old.


A favourite method of Viking plunder was by large-scale protection racketeering: pay us and we will not kill you. The method is as old as Viking raiding. From the first extortion in France of 7,000 pounds in silver in 845, Frankish sources record payments over the years of a total of 700 pounds in gold and 40,000 pounds in silver. In England the loot became known as Danegeld, ‘Danish money’. David Wilson, then Director of the British Museum, writes: ‘In 991, Olav Tryggvason (a rather wild Norwegian chieftain who built up a fortune by raids in England) took the first in a regular series of payments from the English: a colossal sum of 10,000 pounds in silver. When Svend joined Olav in 994 they shared 16,000 pounds and, as Olav returned to Norway in that year, the sorry story of the Danes in England is told in the pages of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Under Svend, the Danegeld rose in size from 24,000 pounds in 1002 to 36,000 pounds in 1007 and 48,000 pounds in 1011.’


The biggest extortioner of them all was Knud the Great. On being crowned King of England he extracted 82,000 pounds in silver from his new subjects, of which 10,500 pounds came from London alone, most of it to pay off various Norse chiefs who had helped him in the conquest.


Knud ruled England for nearly two decades. In Denmark, Harald died and brother Knud took over that Crown as well. He then turned to fighting off Norwegian and Swedish pretenders and declaring himself to be king not only of England and Denmark but also of Norway and ‘some of the Swedes’.


This was the summit of Viking power. And it was recognised as such in Europe. Knud was the first Norse lord to be ‘admitted into the civilised fraternity of Christian kings’. In 1027, he was an honoured guest of the pope in Rome to witness the accession of Conrad II as European Emperor.


It did not last. Knud died in 1035; he was buried in the Minster in Winchester and his bones, or some of them, now rest in Winchester Cathedral, or so we must believe. In England, the Danish kingdom dissolved. Back in Scandinavia, Knud’s sons fell out with each other and died out within a decade of their father’s death. The empire, it turned out, had not been an empire at all. Once the emperor died, it vanished like a puff of smoke.


But the ambition of a great northern kingdom did not die. The revered father of Danish history, Saxo Grammaticus, had claimed that both the Danish and English royal houses stemmed from a joint ancestor, one Dan. Scandinavian kings clung on to the notion that the English throne was theirs by right. In 1066, Harald Hardrade of Norway invaded. Thus started the events of that year that would change English history forever.


Harald sailed for England in August, gathering up additional forces in the Shetlands, Orkneys and Scotland, landed on the north-eastern coast and ravaged his way inland, in, says the Danish historian Ole Fenger, a ‘foolhardy’ enterprise. Harold Godwinson had taken the English Crown earlier in the year (an offence since he, although the richest man in England, was not even of a royal family). His brother, Tostig, wanted the Crown for himself; he was banished from England (to Flanders), but returned in May, landing in Sandwich on the south coast. He worked his way north and teamed up with Harald of Norway for the first of three great battles of the year, at Fulford on 20 September. They were victorious. Their force then moved on to meet England’s Harold himself at Stamford Bridge on 25 September. Here they were defeated. Harald was killed, hit by an arrow in the throat, aged fifty, as was Tostig. The remains of their army fled. The English had fought off the first invasion of the year. Thus ended not only the attempt to restore Knud’s empire but also the Viking Age in England. Indeed, the Viking Age full stop.


Harold Godwinson’s victory was costly. His army was seriously depleted. In the south, William of Normandy was preparing for the second invasion of the year. Harold had to march south to meet William in less than three weeks, virtually raising a new army on the way. They met at the Battle of Hastings on 14 October. The English were defeated and the Normans occupied England. This turned out to be a different kind of occupation. The pattern of the Vikings had been to settle and assimilate. The Normans did not assimilate. They took over and remade England in their own image.


[image: image]


The Battle of Fulford, as envisaged in the thirteenth century ‘Life of King Edward the Confessor’


It could have been different. William’s intention had been to invade England six weeks earlier than he did, but the winds were against him and he was unable to cross the Channel. Had he been able to launch as planned, Harold Godwinson would have met him with the full force of his army and would likely have prevailed. It was touch and go that he was beaten in October, even with his depleted army. Had he defeated William in early September, he would have had to march north with a shattered force, and would have met Harald with less capacity than he in fact did. The Battle of Stamford Bridge was also touch and go. Had Harold had a weaker army he would probably have been defeated there rather than in the south. Harald of Norway might well have formed a Norwegian-English kingdom, in due course adding Denmark, and re-established the empire of the north. Both England’s, in due course Britain’s, history, and Scandinavia’s, would have unfolded in entirely different ways.


It is said that Vikings founded Dublin, but there were people settled in the area when the Vikings arrived. They, under the leadership of a man with the un-Nordic name of Turgeis, of unknown origin, occupied the settlement in 836.


There was a natural highway of the seas from Norway via the Faroe Isles, the Shetlands and Orkneys and the north and west of Scotland, leading into the Irish Sea. Raiding had started towards the end of the eighth century, becoming constant from the mid-830s, around the same time that it took off in earnest along the western edge of the Continent. They targeted monastic communities as usual, such as the wealthy monastery at Armagh, whose abbot was patriarch of the Irish Church, which was sacked in 832. Christian worship had reached Ireland in about 400, giving rise to a decentralised monastic culture around the Irish Sea in which Latin learning was preserved and cultivated. For this culture the Vikings represented mayhem, says the writer Delisle Burns, ‘destroying the great tradition of learning and piety in Ireland, which had for some centuries before illuminated western Europe’.


There was a difference between the Norwegian and Danish Vikings. They were all after plunder, but the Norwegians were more desperate for land. They had very little of it at home, the result being population surplus despite its paucity of inhabitants. And even without overcrowding, it is not difficult to understand, if you travel through western Norway today, that migration for better land elsewhere would be tempting. At home they could scrape out a single meagre harvest on small patches of fields. Abroad they could find easy-to-work land that would yield two harvests a year.


What the Vikings brought to Ireland was, for a while, international trade. They had the connections and the ships. There had long been Irish-on-Irish slave-taking and this activity now increased with the opening up of access to international markets. Dublin was made a centre of regional slave trade, possibly the biggest slave market in western Europe. Raiding through England and Scotland, for example, the Vikings would take slaves with them and bring them to Dublin, from there to sell them on further afield.


Otherwise their conquest did not amount to much. Nothing like the Danelaw was established there. If Turgeis in any real sense captured Dublin, he was soon enough, in 845, deposed by an Irish pretender and drowned in a nearby lake. Nor did settlement succeed on any significant scale. The ninth century was a period of never-ending, unresolved and criss-crossing warfare, sometimes between invaders and the Irish, sometimes between competing Viking factions. That came to an end in 902 when an alliance of Gaelic lords attacked Dublin and expelled the last Norseman pretending to be king, one Ivar, who fled to Scotland. The Norse presence was reduced to a few scattered settlements.


But there was not to be peace. In 914 Viking fleets returned, starting another century of incessant warfare. This has been called the Second Viking Age in Ireland, but that is a faulty description. The invaders were now mainly from across the Irish Sea, some possibly of Norse descent but now more British. People who could in some sense be called Norse fought on all sides, fought each other, and did not make up any unified or even identifiable faction. By around the end of the century, the Vikings were no longer Vikings and the Norse threat was no more.


To Iceland and beyond


Iceland is unique among the world’s nations in having its entire history written down. We therefore know that Ingólfr Arnarson was the first settler. He was a refugee from Norway, running away from a blood feud. He had been told about the island from earlier explorers and set off to find it and settle with his wife, a brother and some Irish slaves. He let destiny decide where to take him and landed in the bay which was to become Reykjavik. It was in the year 874.*


Others soon followed and a Norse community was in the making. The brother, Hj□rleifr, was not to see it. He was killed by his slaves, whom he had mistreated, in the first of several slave rebellions. Iceland was uninhabited except for some Irish monks, who are said to have left, not wanting to live among pagans, or who may have been forced to leave or killed.


Further settlement followed, mainly from Norway, but also by slaves and freemen from Ireland and Scotland, who may have constituted as many as half of the settlers. The supply of women in the original population was predominantly Gaelic. The settlers first ruled themselves, but the new nation gradually succumbed to Norwegian and then Danish overlordship.


From Iceland, the migration continued west to Greenland, under the leadership of Eirik the Red, and from there on to America (as it was to become) under Leif Eirikson. Leif probably grew up in Greenland, probably did viking service – meaning to ‘go raiding’ or ‘go to other lands’ – in his early years, and probably saw the land he was to call Vinland for the first time when blown off course on his way back to Greenland. He was probably not the first Norseman to make it to the American continent, but may have been the first to try to establish a settlement there, tempted by supposedly having seen fields of wild wheat and grapes. We are at the beginning of the eleventh century.


At least two parties of settlers set off from Greenland, mostly men but with a few women, bringing livestock, aiming to stay. A child was born to the settlers, a boy whom they called Snorri, the first Euro-American. Settlement building works were unearthed by archaeologists in the twentieth century, proving the Norse presence. It may have lasted ten years or so but did not work. The settlers ran into trouble with both native Americans and each other, and gave up. The settlement back in Greenland, while it lasted, continued to use the American coast as a source of timber. They called some of it Markland, ‘the forest land’.


How do we know?


We have no archives of stored information. The oldest known Scandinavian manuscript of any kind is a letter of 1085, in Latin, from Knud the Holy to the bishopric of Lund in which he bequeaths it various privileges and properties.


The most important written sources are the Icelandic Sagas and other Icelandic manuscripts, compiled later. The technology of pen and ink came to Scandinavia with Christianity. It was in Iceland that these tools were put most energetically to use. The Sagas – there are about 700 of them, small and large, the earliest ones from the 1100s – are of debatable reliability for many reasons, including that many were written 200 or 300 years after the events and penned by Christians about a pagan world. But they deal with real events and people and are the most comprehensive sources we have.


Ahead of the writing of history there was an oral tradition of poetry, that of the Edda. Poets told stories of the cosmos, origins and contemporary events. They were held in high esteem, as myth-tellers, carriers of memory and tradition, and as men and women of wisdom, priest-like, doctor-like. In one mythological story a god shows himself to be the strongest of all, but that is not enough. ‘I may be strong,’ he says, ‘but to be a poet is the finest calling.’ The poetic form was used to assist memory in the passing-down of ancient beliefs and events. Some of this was put into written form, again in Iceland. The Elder (Poetic) Edda is a collection of early poems that deal mainly with mythology. Works known as ‘skaldic’ poetry praise the deeds of great doers in heroic style, some in the form of elegies to lament heroic or tragic death, but they also retell ancient myths. The Prose Edda (Younger Edda) is a thirteenth-century handbook for the composition of poetry in the skaldic style, in which is retold much of the mythology from the Elder Edda as well as recording more contemporary verse.


The towering personality in the preservation of this historical and mythological material is Snorri Sturluson. His Kringla Heimsins (‘Circle of the World’), completed shortly before he died in 1241, is a survey of Scandinavian history, specifically of the Norwegian kings, from mythological origins down to his own time. He is also the author of the Prose Edda, which has been called ‘a North European equivalent of Aristotle’s Poetics’.


The Norse poetry recounts the history of the cosmos from its origins to the destruction of the world in the Ragnarök – the lives of the gods, various other mythologies and beliefs, but also real-life events. The Sagas – the word means epic story – are of two kinds: the Sagas of Icelandic families and the lives of Norwegian kings. The typical Family Saga is an idealised account of the doings and adventures of young Icelandic men of good family, usually efforts to gain fame and win wealth in foreign lands. The finest of these is Njál’s Saga, culminating in the account of how the heroic Njál and his sons burn to death in their smouldering house. In Egill’s Saga, Egill Skalla-Grímsson makes plundering expeditions, fights on the side of an English king, and escapes capture at York with courage and nobility.


The most referred to source is the Kringla Heimsins, usually called, as it will be here, simply ‘Snorri’. From this we know of Harald Finehair and the Battle of Hafrsfjord, of the bringing of Christianity to Norway, of many events around the Battle of Stamford Bridge in 1066, and much more. He based his history, he says, on sayings of Norse chiefs, ‘as knowledgeable men have told’. On one occasion he interrupts his telling, although there are more great deeds that would merit being told, ‘because we have not wanted to put to book stories that do not come from firm evidence’. He has drawn on family histories of kings and nobles, and on poetry passed down the generations. He does present myths as truths, and later editors have discovered not a few mistakes of fact, but there is also an eerie accuracy to it. When he recounts the young Olav Haraldsson’s journeys through Norway to spread the Christian faith he is mostly correct, down to geographical detail. He comes to Gudbrandsdalen in central Norway (which happens to be my ancestral homeland, and is an area we will revisit many times in this history) and passes through villages and neighbourhoods mentioned in their right order according to the names they still have. He mentions the farms of local chiefs which still bear the same names. One such farm is Steig in the village of Fron, ‘of the mightiest man in the northern valley’, a farm that enters indirectly into my own family story, as we will see in due course.


What the Scandinavians of the time themselves left in writing is on rune-stones, raised stones with brief inscriptions. Upward of 100 survive in Norway, 400 in Denmark and 2,000 in Sweden. The runes were an alphabet of (eventually) sixteen symbols used by the pagan Scandinavians. It was not an alphabet that lent itself to much writing, but rune-stones and runic graffiti have been found all over the Viking territories, from the British Isles to Greenland, Iceland, Russia and Byzantium, as far as to Piraeus, the port of Athens. Most of them give the names and a little information about men who are otherwise unknown, some a bit of historical substance. The inscription on the older of two stones at Jelling in Denmark, erected around 950, reads: ‘King Gorm erected this memorial in honour of his wife, Thyra, restorer of Denmark.’ Is the husband honouring his wife as ‘restorer’? Another translation is ‘Denmark’s adornment’. At least we see that women at the time were not totally anonymous. On the larger stone the inscription reads: ‘King Harald had this monument made for his father Gorm and his mother Thyra, that Harald who won all Denmark and Norway and made the Danes Christian.’ The longest known inscription is on a stone at Rök in Sweden. In transliteration it has about 800 characters in about 170 words, around a quarter of a book page.


[image: image]


Rune-stone at Jelling, Denmark


Many of the rune-stones tell of heroic deaths in battle. Falling in battle was honourable since it gave you entry into paradise, the home of heroes. Some were raised by women in celebration of the deeds of husbands and sons. Some also give the name of the man who carved them, suggesting that runic carving was enough of an art to be worth commemorating. One of the most elaborate is also the most distant: the one in Piraeus. The runes were etched into the Piraeus Lion, the pride of the port, sometime in the second half of the eleventh century, most likely by Swedish mercenaries in the service of the emperor in Constantinople. They probably (the deciphering is questionable) celebrate the conquest and looting of the port and the success of the etchers in making themselves rich in imperial service. The Lion now sits in Venice, having been looted from Piraeus in 1687 during the Great Turkish War, in front of the gate to the Arsenale, the old shipyard, now the main venue of the alternate art and architecture ‘biennales’.


If they did not leave much writing, they left stuff submerged in the ground, later to be uncovered as archaeological evidence, from houses and household goods via coins and jewellery to skeletons in graves and buried animals and harnesses, and on to weapons, ships with various contents and whole settlements, forts and towns. Viking archaeology has made strides in recent years, both in Scandinavia and foreign lands where the Norse operated, and has contributed to creating a more solid base of knowledge than was available only a decade or two ago. Two recent syntheses, The Children of Ash and Elm by the British-Swedish scholar Neil Price and River Kings by the Norwegian-British scholar Cat Jarman, are tributes to the force of archaeological analysis.


A source much referred to is Master Adam of Bremen, a fascinating if unreliable chronicler: among the Scandinavians he knew of people with one eye, with their heads growing out of their chests, who moved by hopping on one foot, who hunted monsters in the sea (probably right if you do not know what whales and walrus are), women who grew beards, and many who practised black magic. He was a German cleric-scholar, writing in the second half of the eleventh century, hence nearer in time to the events than the Icelandic Sagas (but he certainly knew less than Snorri of the geography). He was charged by the Archbishop of Hamburg to write the history of the bishopric, whose domain included Scandinavia, wherefore his Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum (‘Deeds of Bishops of the Hamburg Church’) covers the northern area as one of four parts. He learned about Scandinavia from various sources, including during a stay at the court of King Svend Estridsen, and compiled information about geography, beliefs, religious practices and more.


We know of the Scandinavians in Normandy from De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae Ducum (Concerning the Customs and Deeds of the First Dukes of the Normans), written by the cleric Dudu around the year 1020. Events in Ireland are described in the Cogadh Gaedhel re Gallaibh, written in the twelfth century (‘The War of the Irish against the Foreigners’ – a work of crude political propaganda, says Else Roesdahl, the eminent Danish historian of the Viking Age) and the fifteenth-century Irish Annals. Viking adventures through Russia and in the area of today’s Ukraine are described in the Primary Chronicle of Nestor, written in Kyiv in the twelfth century, and also in Arab and Persian chronicles. There are fewer sources about the Vikings in the east than in the west, which is why the east often gets less treatment in the literature, although it was the more important for the accumulation of Norse wealth.


We know a good deal about the Vikings in England from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a record of English history compiled mostly in the reign of Alfred the Great. From here we read of the first Norse arrival in England and the raiding that followed, and the burdens of Danegeld extortions. We learn of the Norwegian Ottar, who arrived at King Alfred’s court around 890 and told the English about Scandinavia. Since those Scandinavians did not leave anything in writing about their world (except little runic scripts), his tellings in the Chronicle are the nearest we have to a contemporary Scandinavian written source. Although the mightiest chief in the north of Norway, he was not a big player and not a warrior – a trader mainly. He told of expeditions to the White Sea in northern Russia for whales and walrus and their tusks, hides and oil, much in demand in Europe, and of annual trade ventures to the south. He would be in Hedeby in southern Denmark most years to trade in furs, feathers, ivory, rope and other goods. He said that on his travels he would carefully hug the coast all the way, not sailing from the south of Norway to the northern tip of Denmark but taking the long route along the Norwegian coast to Kaupang (at the entrance to today’s Oslo Fjord) and then south to Denmark along the Swedish coast. The journey from Kaupang to Hedeby would take him five days, from his home in the north a month. He could travel only in the summer, when weather, light and temperature allowed it.


The Royal Frankish Annals are a chronology of events around and during Charlemagne’s rule, the most detailed about his military campaigns. Here we learn, for example, about Gudfred of Denmark, seen through Frankish eyes. Alcuin of York was an English theologian who spent much of his adult life at the court of Charlemagne as Charles’s ‘favourite scholar’ among the many he gathered around him. York was then a powerhouse of learning in Europe and Alcuin brought with him, to a receptive Charles, the idea of broadly based education. He maintained a frequent correspondence with other scholars and from here we have one of several accounts of the assault on the monastery at Lindisfarne (when he happened to be temporarily back in Northumbria): ‘Never before has such terror appeared in Britain. Behold the church of St Cuthbert, splattered with the blood of God’s priests, robbed of its ornaments.’ Among his achievements was to edit a single-volume edition of Scripture, written to be user-friendly. Capital letters started new sentences, words were separated so as not to run into each other, and the question mark used to indicate doubt. Another Frankish source is the Life of St Ansgar, Archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen, the one who escaped the Danish assault on Hamburg. His life was written by a pupil and contains, among much else, a description of missionary travels in the north and of life in the town of Birka in Sweden. The Bayeux Tapestry contains a wealth of information, in much detail, about Norman weaponry and other battle equipment, such as the dreaded Viking axe which the English warriors carried into the Battle of Hastings, having taken them, one imagines, from the defeated Norsemen at the earlier Battle of Stamford Bridge.


Saxo Grammaticus (‘the Learned’) was the Danish historian whose history, Gesta Danorum (‘The Deeds of the Danes’), in sixteen books, was written to ‘glorify our fatherland’ and completed around 1215, about twenty years before Snorri finished Kringla Heimsins. From about the same time we have some written versions of early regional law, first maintained only orally.


It adds up to quite a bit, considering that we are looking at least 1,300 years back in time. It is all biased in various ways. The archaeological material is evidence of those who had something to leave behind. The written material was composed retrospectively, by Christians or foreigners, for many of whom the Norse were barbarian enemies. The information that can be gleaned from these and other sources has over the years been debated and assessed in the vast literature that keeps flowing to satisfy the never-ending fascination of historians and the reading public with the vicious Vikings. Speculation is unavoidable in the telling of their stories, but it is informed speculation.


The quest for capital


The curtain goes up on the Viking drama as class divisions lift some men high enough to reach for greatness. There were many motives: greed, glory, adventure, emigration. Fame, achievement and honour were prized values in the Vikings’ culture. Their religion told them that combat, violence and death were honourable, and imposed on them no moral bonds of restraint. It instructed them that their world was justly divided into masters and servants, with servants bound in loyalty to masters. There were more people than could find satisfaction at home, certainly more young men. Chiefs took many wives, leaving lesser men unable to find any at all. Property was inherited by primogeniture: the oldest son took all. What were younger sons to do? The Europeans and Orientals were rich and sophisticated, their worlds beckoned.


Their own countries were without the resources needed for greatness. Those who wanted power needed capital, but their lands yielded few resources and had next to no wealth to dig out of the ground, no silver, no gold. They were able to scrape together some surplus from their economies, but not in any quantity. They could tax, but poor farmers did not have much to give up. Kingships in the making rested on such riches as could be taken home, one way or another, from sources in other lands.


Chiefs, eventually kings, needed capital to work with, and a great deal of it. ‘Power was visible in the Middle Ages. Powerful people needed to look the part.’ If you were to be king, you had to surround yourself with ‘glittering splendour’. You would not be respected unless you could show it. Chiefs required ships and weapons. They had to display generous hospitality and distribute gifts and rewards. They wanted halls for lavish banquets (the largest known one measured eighty metres in length). They and their women were obliged to wear jewellery, fine clothing and other luxuries. Kings needed more of these things than others, and chiefs as much as they could muster.


Kings had to have armies, and armies consisted of men who were loyal to the degree that they were rewarded. Without a bigger army than others you would just be a chief, and without the ability to reward better than others your army would desert you. Theirs was a culture of gift-giving, says the Swedish historian Anders Winroth: loyalty flowed to the most generous giver. Armies depended on ships, and a constant supply of them; they wore down fast and were lost when put into service. Shipbuilding was no small matter. Trees had to be felled and prepared for sideboards, keels, masts, oars and internal fittings, tar needed to be burned. A standard ship would take 200 to 300 kilograms of iron in rivets, and perhaps 500 litres of tar. Sails had to be woven and ropes tied, ships and sails decorated. A sail required the wool of at least fifty sheep, more for bigger sails on bigger ships, and might require about the same amount of work as was going into the ship itself. The crew had to be equipped with robust clothing, shields and weapons. This was a continuous industry of more, better and bigger. All of it had to be paid for.


Their ambitions were in need of what their own economies could not generate. Solution: what you cannot raise at home, you must get from elsewhere. They could steal from each other, but if three kings fight over their treasure they do nothing to increase the joint stock. Solution: take it from others.


In the history books the Vikings are traders, and indeed they were. But, for the purpose of raising capital, there was only so much trade they could do. A man from the north goes south with furs. He meets a man from the south with silks. They exchange, and both go home better off with something they appreciate more for having given up something they appreciate less. The value added in this exchange is in standard of living, but with little profit in capital.


He might instead have sold his furs for silver and taken that home with him, as many did. But it would be hard to return with much surplus. Take the trade into Russia. The men from the north would first have to gather together goods with which to barter. Land transport was difficult, there being hardly any roads. Coastal transport by boat was easier, but slow. Sailing up the Russian rivers, only possible in the summer season, they could take no more goods than could be carried against the currents and in small boats light enough to be hauled overland. The distance to the markets down south was long and the journey rough. Even after profitable exchanges, a good deal of the surplus would be absorbed by paying for the expeditions. It was a dangerous business. On the way back, the trader with silver in his boat would be at risk of shipwreck or robbery. Some would get through without harm, but much would unavoidably be lost.


The cost could be reduced by picking up goods en route. Instead of bringing furs all the way from Scandinavia, they could be had from hunting in the Russian forests. But that would take time, and time is money. Or they could trade their way along, selling and buying and selling and buying again, and with skill come home richer than when they had left.


All these forms of trade were undertaken, and with many kinds of goods, not only furs but also ivory, hides, rope, feathers, amber and more. It would have been a profitable business, otherwise the effort and risk would not have been worth it. These exchanges no doubt generated some capital, but not much; the profit would have been mainly in foreign goods and luxuries.


For serious capital, the Vikings had to turn to a different form of trade: using other people’s goods. If you trade in your own goods, you can make some profit. If you sell goods you have taken from someone else, you return home with a profit of 100 per cent. The Vikings did this in three or four ways: plunder, extortion, slavery and mercenary service. This was immeasurably more profitable than ‘ordinary’ trade. The Norse needed to go abroad to raise the capital they required at home, and to do that they had to reach beyond conventional trade to enterprises that, although dishonourable in our eyes today, were profitable. Their wants at home made them raiders abroad. In the history books the Vikings, in addition to being traders, are also pillagers. They were both, but it was as pillagers that they could underwrite their ambitions.


Men, women and slaves


The most reliable estimate available, by the historical demographer Ole Jørgen Benedictow, sets the Norwegian population towards the end of the Viking Age at about 185,000 people, in 25,000 to 30,000 households, with an average of six or seven household members, including a slave or two. These people were predominantly farmers, most of them poor. They cultivated oats, barley, rye, peas and in some places wheat, had cattle, pigs and poultry for meat, dairy and eggs and sheep for wool, all supplemented by fishing, hunting and gathering. The rich might have had a varied and appealing diet, or so suggests a reconstruction of Viking cooking. They were ‘creative in the kitchen’, says the historian Neil Price. But for the common folk the mainstay was porridge and gruel. Animals and humans did not live separately. Arab chroniclers who encountered Vikings in Russia were repulsed by the filthiness of their way of life. The non-farming population was tiny. There were Sami in the north, at this time living as hunter–gatherers and not yet reindeer nomads (although Ottar told King Arthur that he owned a herd of domesticated reindeer).


Similar estimates of population size are not available for Denmark and Sweden, but since these were richer lands it is thought they had more inhabitants. If the Swedes were 200,000 or a bit more and the Danes about 400,000, we are looking at 800,000 to 900,000 Scandinavians in around 150,000 or 160,000 households. The Scandinavian populations grew during the Viking Age. Earlier on, when viking was at its most active, they would have been fewer.


Life expectancy was low. Those surviving into adulthood could not expect to live to more than about forty. Health was poor, largely due to grossly unhygienic living conditions. Attaining the age of fifty was unusual, and sixty or more exceptional. Over one in four children died in infancy, another one in four before the age of fifteen. Women typically married between the ages of fourteen and sixteen, very few later than in their teens. Adulthood would come early. Harald Finehair gave his favourite son, Eirik, five ships when he was twelve and sent him raiding.


From these populations came the subgroup known as Vikings. How many were they? We hear in the chronicles of large Viking armies and of marauders described as hordes. There were imposing armies and navies. This is confirmed, for example, by archaeological excavations in England. But how large and how common were big contingents? The demographics set limits. The home populations continued to grow through the Viking Age. Those going viking could not have been more numerous than small populations could afford to dispense with without declining.


There are reasons to think that the number of Vikings was later exaggerated in the written sources. The Sagas were compiled to celebrate the deeds of Viking grandees and might have tended to maximise their glory. Some of the information came from defeated people; it would have been in their interest to stretch the numbers to reduce the humiliation. For example, the story of the assault on Hamburg with 600 ships – that would have meant 20,000 men or more – is utterly implausible. This was early on in the Viking experience, too early for such a fleet to have been assembled. Hamburg was not a city but a settlement or small town, and no such force would have been needed to take it. Nor would it have made any sense; there would not have been enough booty to pay off so large a contingent. The archaeological evidence too needs to be interpreted with care. There are many excavations, and there have been many more in recent years; but, as is known from sampling theory, an increase in the number of samples does not in itself improve their representativity. The bigger the group of people, the more likely they are to leave remains. Finds by excavators and detectorists at and near Torksey and Repton in England, for example, where the Great Heathen Army overwintered from 872 to 874, show that these were indeed units of some proportions. But such finds cannot tell us exactly how big they were, nor how usual it was to deploy similar armies elsewhere. Did the overwintering Great Heathen Army consist of more or fewer than 1,000 warriors? The archaeological evidence cannot give us the answer, or even establish that it was anything like a single army. All considered, it is plausible and prudent to think that big forces were the exception and that the usual contingents would have been no more than bands. Snorri describes a ‘formidable force’ of four ships.


An army or navy at the time was a coalition of bands, each under their own chief, held together by loyalties – warriors loyal to their chief and to each other. Bands would come and go, sometimes team up with each other, sometimes operate on their own. An army today could be dispersed tomorrow. The unit that spent the winter at Repton split up the next year, one part moving north and others west and south to complete the conquest of Mercia. Bands could team up with other bands, sometimes with those who were enemies yesterday. Vikings in England sometimes joined up with English chiefs, sometimes fought other Scandinavians. They could consist of warriors from several countries, and perhaps foreign mercenaries and captured enemies pressed into service. They could be contingents of warriors and family members, perhaps in the process of emigration, with ‘civilian’ traders and craftsmen who might well be Continental Europeans. Those overwintering at Repton and Torksey, for example, were not only warriors but also families and followers, including children, probably with non-warrior non-Scandinavian hangers-on.


If households had an average size of six or seven people, it is unlikely that they on average could spare more than one man per generation for non-domestic service. That’s not much, considering that the Viking Age came and went in fifteen or so generations. Slaves would mostly stay put; they were kept back for farming and other hard work at home and were not reliable for raiding. Most of the women and girls would remain at home, grown women making up the permanent core of farm management. The paterfamilias, if still alive by the time his sons were grown, might have been out raiding in younger years but would soon be too old. It was a young man’s game. If there were two sons, one would have to stay to look after land and property; menfolk were needed to control the slaves and keep them working. Many households were poor and small, with no surplus men for adventuring, and lived disconnected from Viking adventures. Non-poor farming households would have possessed a few slaves and might have been able to provide a son or two. The rich had larger households, the men typically having several wives, concubines and slave mistresses, and children with all of them. It was from this (small) class that the majority of Vikings were recruited.


Those going into non-domestic service had much to do. There were the constant and never-ending feuding and civil wars in their own districts and countries and within Scandinavia. They had to man the militias of local chiefs, and the kings’ guards once there were national rulers. They had to tend to the non-martial trade; someone had to transport the goods. Trade was carried out by ships designed for the purpose and unsuited for raiding, and those working them would not be available for warfare. Some would venture east down the Russian rivers, some south along the Baltic shores and into Continental Europe, some to Normandy and beyond, some west to England, some to Scotland and on to Ireland, and some to the Atlantic isles, Iceland and further afield. If the pool of Scandinavian Vikings was 150,000 men per generation, or even 200,000, which would be a very generous guesstimate, that’s not many per year, and, except in exceptional circumstances, the number of men active at any given time in any of the theatres would hardly constitute an army. They might recruit non-Scandinavians into their service, but then Scandinavians too would desert or go into foreign service. Some would abandon the battle to settle abroad, become farmers and integrate with their new neighbours. Many of those who went out would soon vanish, often quickly. Some who went seafaring would drown. Their ships might be good, but they would be no match for storms in the North Sea or other oceans. ‘Of the three ships that had gone out,’ says Anders Winroth of a raid, ‘only one came back, and that was without their leader, who had fallen when the Frisians had unexpectedly fought back.’ A man called Gudrød, says Snorri, was warned against setting off in bad weather but did; his ship went down and all drowned. Eirik the Red set off from Iceland to Greenland with twenty-four ships; only fourteen arrived. A ship Olav Haraldsson sent to the Faroes on taxation duty never made it. Many would be killed in battle, others taken captive and themselves end in slavery. The Sagas are orgies of Vikings killing each other and being killed; you read them and think it a miracle that there were any left standing. Those who follow kings, says Snorri, ‘put their lives at risk’.


So the demographic truth behind the Viking Age is that those who made it were remarkably few.


They did not call themselves Vikings. The Sagas use the noun viking, but retrospectively. They did not call themselves anything. They were not preoccupied with identity. They were doers, and what they did was much what their forebears had been doing: journeying, trading, fighting, looting, taking slaves. Nothing remarkable about that, except that they were getting better at it. Nor did others call them Vikings. In England they were mostly known as Danes, or ‘the heathen’, or sometimes as ‘North-Men’, whether they came from Denmark, Norway or Sweden. Elsewhere in Europe they had many names, none of them ‘Viking’. That label was not used much, either in Scandinavia or elsewhere, until the nineteenth century, when the Viking adventures became nationalistically useful.


The term ‘Viking Age’ is unavoidable but misleading. Most of the people at the time had nothing to do with being Vikings. The farmers and fishermen were not Vikings, they were farmers and fishermen. The traders were not Vikings, they were traders. Ottar traded and journeyed far, but evaded fighting and was not a Viking. ‘Most Scandinavians lived comparatively unaffected by the dramas of the age. They concentrated on winning a livelihood for themselves and their families, and from time to time they heard exciting tales of the conquests. Many owned a few objects imported from the great world outside, perhaps a quern for grinding flour, or some beads.’


Vikings were of two kinds: kings and chiefs after wealth, honour and conquest, and freelancers after land, adventure and booty, or on the run from persecution at home. ‘They appeared in many guises: as pirates, traders, extortionists of tribute, mercenaries, conquerors, rulers, warlords, emigrating farmers, explorers and colonisers of uninhabited regions.’ They were mobile: a man could be in England one year, in Russia the next.


What they were getting better at was harassing others, stealing from them and taking over their territories. Nationalists later turned this into a story of achievement, a story that has taken hold, so that these people we now call Vikings are getting a steadily better press as settlers and integrators. But glory was not their game. No need to be romantic about it: they were, says Kevin Crossley-Holland, an authority on Norse mythology, ‘gangsters’. So were others, but the Norsemen were getting the upper hand.


They had good ships, good weapons and organisational ability. They were supreme in their time in maritime technology: not in sea battle, which they avoided if they could, but in seafaring and in getting themselves to shores where they could deploy their fighting ability on land. They were masters of the surprise attack and quick escape.


They had some capital to work with. From the early Middle Ages gold and silver started to trickle north. Raiding paid off. There were solid economic reasons for those who had the means to invest in better and bigger ships and in the best weaponry.


In the eighth century came the breakthrough in maritime technology that made ships seaworthy. The Vikings now learned to shape hulls better and build the sides of ships higher, to make stronger keels that could bear the weight of masts and sails. They could set out across the high seas and find their way to their intended destinations. From Denmark or southern Norway to eastern England was about a week’s sailing, or less in good winds; from the west of Norway to the Shetlands could be twenty-four hours. The historian Peter Sawyer estimates that Ottar sailed from Kaupang in Norway to Hedeby in Denmark at an average speed of 5 knots, and that one Wulfstan, an English trader, sailed from Hedeby in Denmark through the Baltic Sea to Truso in present-day Poland in seven days at an average speed of 2.5 knots. (A modern passenger ship on high seas holds a speed of 20 to 25 knots.)


They had good weapons. One of the privileges of being a freeman was the right to bear arms. The prized weapon was the sword, owned by men of standing, while common warriors used the battleaxe and spear. All carried personal knives as tools in work and arms in fighting. Their weapons were of good quality, the best ones made by Frankish smiths and imported, their swords decorated and often given personal names, say to honour a father or fallen brother. The god Thor’s hammer was called Mjølner, ‘the crusher’. The horned helmets belong to later fairy tales. The ones used in battle were unglamorous, except that chiefs might have bronzed or gilded helmets for effect.


They had social hierarchy: lords, farmers, slaves. Their cultures were honour-bound: if you were not a lord your duty was to obey and serve. Such economic surplus as there was sat at the top. The combined effect of class and loyalty was to enable collective effort.


And they had another indispensable capacity that compensated for their small numbers. Charlemagne, himself no pussycat – ‘autocratic, imperial, a tycoon of the slave trade and aggressively brutal to his neighbours’ – was nevertheless in the end successful at war because he made sure he had a bigger army than his enemies. Not so the Vikings; they did not have that luxury. What they had instead was uninhibited ruthlessness. Their cruelty was legendary. They lived in brutal times, but even so they were soon known and feared for their unforgiving viciousness. Master Adam says of the Danes, ‘so true is this that they have no faith in one another, and as soon as one of them catches another, he mercilessly sells him into slavery either to one of his fellows or to a barbarian. None of these points appears to me worth discussing, unless it be that they immediately sell women who have been violated and that men who have been caught betraying his royal majesty or in some other crime would rather be beheaded than flogged. No other punishment exists than the axe and servitude, and then it is glorious for a man to take his punishment joyfully. Tears and plaints and other forms of compunction, by us regarded as wholesome, are by the Danes so much abominated that one may weep neither over his sins nor over his beloved dead.’
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