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To Jim and Donna Lindsay and their family, with thanks for their friendship and hospitality over many years. Recalling the Swedish Lundberg and Adolfsdotter ancestors, who took part in the Scandinavian settlement of Wisconsin in the 1880s, contributing to the modern development of the story of “American Vikings.”







INTRODUCTION

Did Vikings reach North America? The answer lies in medieval Norse sagas and in modern archaeology. Both are open to much debate and interpretation and this book explores and evaluates the evidence for these voyages and settlements. And it examines the ongoing impact of this on later contested identities.

I use the modern term “America” in both its geographical sense of the “North American continent”1 (looking at evidence and claims from the Canadian arctic to the US Midwest), and also in its frequently used political sense, referring to “the USA” in particular2 (where the “Vinland Vikings,” both real and imagined, have had a huge impact on US origin-myths, comic books, films, TV, merchandising, and even twenty-first-century US politics). Hence the book’s subtitle: How the Norse Sailed into the Lands and Imaginations of America.

It is a contested area. When I posted information regarding the forthcoming book on an online history forum, one response asserted: “Canadian Vikings. Americans have fantasy Vikings, no archaeological evidence for their settlement.” This book addresses that issue, by evaluating the many claims for a Viking presence beyond the attested archaeological evidence from Newfoundland and the Canadian Arctic. In doing so, we embark on a fascinating journey that starts with the medieval sagas and archaeological assessments of many purported Viking sites, runestones, and one very significant coin, but ends with modern media presentations, merchandising images, and the polarized politics of the 2020s. What starts on Newfoundland in 1021, ends at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. And the “American Viking journey” continues.

Along the way, we will meet characters as varied as Thorstein Eriksson, Leif Eriksson, the intrepid female explorer Gudrid Thorbjornsdottir, and Erik the Red’s murderous daughter Freydis. There will be unnamed Native Americans or Inuit (there is debate over this) who—at various times—battled with, traded with, were kidnapped by, these Viking immigrants and settlers. We will meet Saint Brendan, Madoc ap Owain Gwynedd, John Cabot, Christopher Columbus, and the Mayflower Pilgrims, all engaged in an unfinished “battle” with Vikings over a place in the origin-myths of the USA. The dramatis personae include a walk-on part by Benjamin Franklin, and a cast of nineteenth-century Scandinavian pioneers in the Midwest. The latter made a huge contribution to the ongoing dramatic story. The unlikely association of the Norse god Odin with the Second Amendment accompanies a Viking aspect to the conspiracy world of QAnon and contemporary white supremacist movements. Comic-book culture, film, and TV, combine with craft beers, questionable fancy-dress costumes, and the Minnesota Vikings football team (among other modern references to Vikings), to complete the story. When all is said and done, the original Vinland Vikings have sailed far into America, via both the turbulent seas of the North Atlantic and the yet more stormy seas of the human imagination. It is quite a journey—and it is far from over.






CHAPTER ONE WHO AND WHAT WERE “VIKINGS”?


Vikings stir the imagination! They have a wild image and a perennial fascination, in the USA and globally. The combination of epic drama, adventure, travel, mythology, violence, and ancient culture grips the imagination. As a result, we find the Vikings appearing in a wide range of historical, archaeological, and popular and academic cultural studies. Viking-related themes also influence comic-book culture, a US football team name, craft beer, “factional” drama series on TV and worldwide streaming platforms, Hollywood movies, jewelry, and modern cultural identity. For more than a millennium the Vikings have traveled far and wide, not least across the turbulent seas of our minds and imaginations.

Their geographical reach was extraordinary. For a thousand years, legends claimed that Vikings settled in North America. It was, and is, a claim that stimulates the imagination and controversy, for it insists that Vikings influenced lands very far from Scandinavia.

This book separates fact from fiction, evidence from “fake news,” myth from mischief. It involves claims regarding the furthest and most controversial of the Viking adventures, to North America itself and, after that, into the North American imagination. In exploring this epic story and the evidence for it, the North Atlantic world must be explored, since, today as in the year 1000, the claims regarding these Norse adventurers connect two worlds, the “New World” and the “Old” (both “New” and “Old” being terms rooted in a European perspective, since Native Americans had known their world for millennia). Furthermore, the search for the Vikings and their enduring legacy connects a wide range of different areas of human life, from archaeology to mythology; from travel and warfare to homemaking in a new world; from ancient history to modern public relations and even to radicalized ideology.

This search will also trace the trajectory from the realm of historical enquiry to the modern—and, at times, highly controversial—areas of contemporary culture and identity. It is a journey from the high seas of a millennia ago to the swirling waters and dark undercurrents of the online world of the twenty-first century.

The search for “American Vikings” will involve examination of thousand-year-old archaeological remains on the eastern seaboard of North America—that were dated as recently as the fall of 2021—and events at the Capitol, in Washington, DC, on January 6, that same year. Such is the nature of this exploration, for it connects the past with the present in the most astonishing ways.

No doubt, the warlike Vikings would have understood how their image could be “weaponized.” In the same way, they would probably have grasped how their dramatic, violent, passionate, and discordant mythologies could appeal to some within a later time and cultural setting. They might, though, have been more surprised at how their image has been commercialized and commodified. But all these things have occurred.

In short, American Vikings explores how the Norse sailed into the lands and the imaginations of America.

But first, we need to establish something of the dramatis personae and the scenery that lies at the start of this epic drama…


Viking: What’s in a Name?

From the eighth century of the Christian era, raiders exploded out of Scandinavia in a way that shocked their contemporaries in Western Europe.

Their victims used various names for their attackers from the north. In Anglo-Saxon (Old English) writings the terms “Danes,” “Northmen,” and “pagans” or “heathens” were the ones most often used. What is surprising is that the term “Danes” did not carry much geographical accuracy in these mentions. As a result, when we find “Danes” appearing in the accounts of a particular Viking raid we cannot be sure that those responsible came from Denmark. This sounds bizarre but an example will illustrate the point. In 789, after reporting a raid on Portland, Dorset, in southwest England, the same entry in a chronicle says that those responsible were Danes—and that they came from Norway! Clearly a “label” could get detached from the “geography.”1

Many other “labels” were also used to describe these ferocious northern raiders. The Franks, in what is now France and western Germany, called them the Nordmanni (northmen).2 As a result, an area ceded to them in the tenth century would become Normandy, “land of the northmen.”

Some have suggested that Slavs in eastern Europe knew them from their ruddy complexions as the Rus (red).3 Or this name may have been derived from an Old Norse word for “rowers” or seamen, or perhaps from a coastal area of Sweden called Roslagen.4 We will come across “Old Norse” again but, basically, it is an umbrella-term to describe languages spoken in Scandinavia in the early medieval period.

A related word, Rhos, was used in the Byzantine Empire (ruled from Constantinople),5 whose rulers employed them as mercenaries and met Scandinavians who had traveled down the rivers leading from the Baltic and, eventually, had sailed into the Black Sea; and from there had traveled into the eastern Mediterranean and the Byzantine Empire. In the form Rus the word eventually gave rise to the national names of Russia and Belarus. This is because the roots of the historic Russian nation started as a mixed Viking-Slav state centered on Kyiv/Kiev, in Ukraine.6 In recent times, these tangled roots of nationhood lie behind Russian nationalist claims that Ukraine is not an independent nation. It is not the only time the Viking legacy has been seized on by modern nationalists and those seeking to carve out cultural identity. We will meet this later in the USA. The Byzantines also called them “Varangians” (those who swear loyalty), and the mercenaries of the Varangian Guard served the Byzantine emperor in Constantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey). In Constantinople’s church of Hagia Sophia, one of them carved a runic inscription that reads “Halfdan carved these runes,” or “Halfdan was here,” into the white marble parapet surrounding the balcony of the upper gallery of the church.7

In Ireland they were the “northmen” again (Lochlannach in Irish),8 a designation similar to the one used by the Franks. For reasons that are obscure, the Irish went on to differentiate the Norwegians as Finn-gaill (white foreigners) and the Danes as Dubb-gaill (black foreigners).9

Far from Scandinavia, Islamic writers called them al-madjus (heathens),10 in a religiously derived label similar to that used by Anglo-Saxons, adding “May Allah curse them.”11 And, yes, they reached the Islamic lands which stretched from the Iberian Peninsula to the Middle East, and beyond to the Caspian Sea.12




Viking: More a Thing You Did than a Person You Were…

What is surprising to the modern reader is the fact that we hardly ever hear them called Vikings outside of Scandinavia at the time. Although several possible origins have been proposed, we have no definite answer to the question of where the familiar term “Viking” comes from.13

In Old Icelandic (a variant of Old Norse) the word vik (bay, creek) may have been used to describe seamen hiding in, or sailing from, these coastal inlets. This would have been an understandable label, whether it was meant as the neutral sailor or the more rakish pirate. In this way, a geographical term may have become a group-name. An area of southern Norway was called Vik, so another label rooted in geography may have become attached to those sailing from this area. On the other hand, the Old Icelandic verb vikja (moving, turning aside) may have come to describe seafarers who were always “on the move.”14

These possibilities are rooted in geographical origins, but occupation may also have been in the mix when it came to the definition as it developed. Later Old Norse Scandinavian written sources call a raider a vikingr and a raiding expedition of such people a viking. This reminds us that “the word ‘Viking’ is something you did rather than what you were.”15

For many who were described in this way, this would have been a part-time occupation. At other times of the year or during other phases of their lives, they would not have gone out “viking” or been considered “Vikings.” Then they would have been farming and trading. Viking as a part-time activity—a kind of medieval job-share—is not how we have come to understand it.

For many who used it, “going viking” did not carry a negative connotation. In Old Norse sources, going out “viking” was an adventure, taking part in a spot of muscular free enterprise. However, those on the receiving end of one of these muscular free-enterprise activities viewed things very differently. It is not surprising that the victims of the Vikings coined their own terms—and these were often not positive or complimentary. Even the red-faced foreigners of the Slavic and Byzantine accounts suggest a sense of an alien “other.” Although, as we have seen, more neutral geographical terms were also used (Danes, Northmen), even when these were usually deployed in the context of a generally negative account. There was definitely no “romance of the Vikings” for those who were the focus of Viking attentions.

Viking names, such as Thorfinn Skull-splitter, a tenth-century Earl of Orkney, reveal that the Vikings themselves reveled in their own violent reputations and warrior prowess. As one historian wryly put it, regarding a tenth-century Viking king of York: “He wasn’t called Eric Bloodaxe because he was good with the children.”16

So, given all these alternatives, when did the term “Viking” come into English usage? Old English had a similar word for such raiders. Old English—the name used for the language spoken by the Anglo-Saxons in England before the country was conquered by the Normans (from France) in 1066—is the root language of modern English (by way of Middle English). The Old English form wicing or wicingas was derived from the Old Norse word—but does not appear as a label for Scandinavian pirates until the tenth century. And it was only used rarely—but, when used, it had a negative connotation.

Yet, some English east-coast place names contain the word. In these cases, it may have been derived from a Scandinavian personal name. If so, we are back to a more positive spin on the label, since the person in question almost certainly carried the name with pride. As in: “I am an adventurer,” rather than “My employment is smash-and-grab… and worse.” However, that positivity is not surprising, given that the person in question in these cases was almost certainly a Scandinavian settler who had come to England to take land. Examples include: Wickenby (Lincolnshire) which means “Viking’s by” (village); Wiganthorpe (Yorkshire) which means “Viking’s thorp” (dependent farm); Wigston (Leicestershire) which means “Viking’s tun” (village).17 The last example couples a Scandinavian personal name with an Old English place name term.

After this, far from common, use in Old English, the word did not surface again until almost a millennium later when, during the nineteenth century, it finally became the standard term for ancient Scandinavian invaders. That is a long time out of use, given that today it is so frequently deployed. Such is the strange history of language.

In fact, its modern spelling, Viking, is not recorded before 1840. Since then, it has come to describe those involved in raiding expeditions, as Scandinavians originally used the term, and Scandinavians generally during the “Viking Age” (as it was never used in the past). However, it is now so popular that it is the label-of-choice for most people, and it would confuse many if we insisted on using something else. Nevertheless, we need to remember that few of those meeting the original Vikings would have recognized the term; and, most strikingly, Scandinavian merchants and settlers would not have thought that it applied to them, since it was not what they did. However, “Vikings” is now the go-to label. So, that is the one we will use.





“Vikings” or “Norse”?

What is less contentious is the conclusion that (for all their differences) they shared many common cultural characteristics, and this included their mutually understood dialects of what we now call the language of “Old Norse.”

The term Norse is used to describe the various peoples of Scandinavia who spoke the Old Norse language between the eighth and thirteenth centuries C.E. While it had eastern and western dialects, it would have been generally mutually understood across the range of areas within which it was spoken. A third recognizable form was spoken on the island of Gotland in the Baltic.

The Old Norse language later developed into modern Danish, Faroese, Icelandic, Norwegian and Swedish. In addition, there once existed the so-called Norn languages of Orkney and Shetland that are now extinct. Old Norse was, originally, the language of the Vikings.18

Some modern experts prefer the term “Norse” to that of “Vikings” as a group term, but we will use “Norse” when describing the language or culture (as in “Norse mythology,” the beliefs of Vikings), but we will generally use “Viking” for the people and the period (as in the “Viking Age”).




Voyages into the Mind…

Vikings have planted themselves firmly in history and mythology.

In England, the Viking Wars gave rise to some of the greatest myths of English national history. Consequently, we have mental images of slaughtered monks at the monastery of Lindisfarne; King Alfred burning the cakes when he was hiding from Viking marauders; Erik Bloodaxe, ruling at York when it was a Viking kingdom; Ethelred the Unready vainly battling invaders and earning his unfortunate moniker; the Massacre of St. Brice’s Day, when it was later alleged that the skins of slaughtered Danes were nailed to church doors (most have turned out to be cowskin); King Cnut ordering the waves on the seashore to halt—and getting his feet wet (this story grossly misrepresents the original tradition, which stressed his Christian piety, not his pride).

In Denmark, King Harald Bluetooth united the nation, converted to Christianity, and centuries later his nickname was borrowed by Bluetooth technology to describe devices united in function. St. Olaf in Norway died in a battle between Christians and pagans and became the national patron saint.

In France, the Vikings are still remembered as the founders of the Duchy of Normandy. From there their descendants would conquer lands as far removed as the British Isles, after the Norman Conquest of 1066, and southern Italy.

In Ukraine, Volodymyr/Vladimir the Great married a Byzantine princess, beginning the Orthodox history of Russia; his cultural importance has been contested most recently in the wake of Russian invasions of Ukraine in 2014 and 2022.19

In Iceland, the formative heroic days of the Viking Commonwealth republic are part of Icelanders’ sense of national identity and, in that land of fire and ice, modern Icelandic is the closest surviving language to Old Norse—the language of the Vikings.

Such core national myths are reflected across the areas affected by Viking raiding and settlement. Across Scandinavia and Iceland, it is the rugged independence and voyaging that is celebrated as part of the national character. In the modern US Midwest, we find attempts to connect Scandinavian-derived settler communities with heroic ancestors from the Viking past.20 Even Marvel comics and their film adaptations make connections with mythical ideas about Thor and the Norse gods, even if in highly inventive and imaginative ways. There is still a thread that runs back to the distant past.

Some of these images and associations are negative; others positive. What is undeniable is that they remain vibrant and widespread. An interesting case in point occurs if one enters “Viking” as an internet Images search. Such is the nature of the internet, it is recommended that this is done on a “Safe Search” setting! The largest number of images are of warriors. They appear clad in mail shirts (the correct term, rather than chain mail) and with swords and axes. Some are half-naked. A lot of them wear the familiar horned helmets, despite the total absence of such items from archaeological excavations of Viking-Age sites. The occasional helmet is winged. Also unknown from archaeology. There are, as one would expect, quite a lot of longships. The occasional woman appears dressed in “Viking costume” and armed with an axe, sword, helmet, shield; one assumes that these are representing Valkyries but may, instead, be based on the fragmentary evidence for Viking female warriors. Some of these costumed women look like they might have been very cold if they went out wearing these particular costumes on a real longship! There is the occasional logo for an American football team, a brand of beer or a computer game (most of these involve horned helmets of course).21

These are the Vikings as many like to imagine them. Here there is romance, drama, ruggedness, courage, and battle. There is also a threat of violence but, on this safe setting, the emphasis is generally on adventure, manliness, or romance. All the images seem in keeping with the phase of raiding from the Viking Wars. It is probably safe to assume that all those depicted are pagan.

This popular image ignores the fact that Viking settlers converted to Christianity within a couple of generations after the phase of raiding, wherever they settled. Consequently, none of the Vikings—as popularly depicted—are seen in church and one would not imagine that they ever would have been there, unless it was in the act of striking down a monk or lifting a silver reliquary as stolen booty.22 The reality was more complex, as we shall shortly see.

The Vikings have sailed far into the world of imagination and, at times, of fantasy. Where they sailed geographically also needs a little exploration, if we are to fully understand how their adventures eventually became intertwined with the history of North America. We will shortly address the geographical extent of that “Viking world,” but first we will embark on a short excursion into the “Viking mind.”








CHAPTER TWO INSIDE THE HEADS OF THE VIKINGS


So far, we have defined something of “who” and “what” a Viking was. This has given us a brief look into the mindset of these ancient adventurer-pirates because Viking was a term of self-identification and presentation, even though we will continue to use it in its more generalized form of a useful label for a wide-ranging group of Scandinavians and their society. But this matter of mindset and cultural identity is an important one because it helps to explain something of the enduring fascination with these people in later periods. As with so much of the past, people engage with it because it resonates with some aspect of the present, even if that is due to the “present” imposing its own construction on the “past,” to validate or justify some aspect of itself.

As part of this laying down of foundations for our later explorations, a quick examination of something of Norse (Viking) mythology is essential if we are to understand one of the reasons why Vikings continue to grip the popular imagination today. While the factors driving that interest are complex, the role of the dramatic Norse mythology needs to be borne in mind. For a significant number of people, over the centuries that bridge the Viking Age with the present, an interest in this mythology (or selected and reworked parts of it) has been an important ingredient in the process of engagement.

This is noticeably so in the twenty-first century when some people have attempted to construct a form of neo-paganism, but this interest was also recognizable in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Sometimes it is associated with an active attempt to reconstruct something of Viking Age religion, even though the fragmentary and unsystematized form of the original makes this highly difficult to recreate.

At times it has been associated with some forms of radicalized nationalism (think Nazi use of runes or the SS Panzer Division named “Wiking,” or modern white supremacist tattoos); and all based on a reimagined white, warrior, Germanic past, that serves the needs of extremist groups in the present.

More often the Viking myths appeal to a harmless interest in mythological warriors, dramatic adversaries, and magical weaponry, that is nothing more than the stock-in-trade of fantasy fiction which incorporates dragons, mighty hammers, dwarfs, and dangerous quests. From The Lord of the Rings to Marvel comics and films, these themes and tropes of the past have given rise to many imagined worlds and fantasy adventures.

In all these areas—from the innocent fictional adventure to the far-from-innocent manipulation of the past to support extreme ideologies—Norse mythology has offered a quarry from which much can be hewn, sorted, selected, chiseled, and reworked.

What is intriguing is that this process is nothing new. Thirteenth-century Icelanders indulged in a similar exploration of their pagan and mythological pasts, even though every one of them who took part in this collating, recording, and reordering, was a Christian—a fact often missed or ignored by modern readers of the documents that originated in Iceland and elsewhere in the Middle Ages.1 By that time, conversion to Christianity had—it seems—sufficiently defused the potency of these ancient myths, or at least a major part of them. They could be explored and reimagined safely because they were no longer believed.

It was a continuation of this antiquarian interest—but within a Christian context—that made it acceptable for nineteenth-century Midwestern Scandinavian pioneers and settlers to celebrate runic scripts and ancient warrior activities as part of their cultural identity. It was acceptable because these things had become religiously inert and could be used as cultural identifiers in a very different age, without risk of evoking actual pagan beliefs. More to the point, such things (runes and warrior ideology) had continued to be used by Scandinavian cultures long after these societies had converted to Christianity. In this sense, they had already long been adapted, reimagined, and repurposed. The reimagination of the past—an essential feature of the route to American Vikings—was a well-trodden way.

However, recent history has shown that, when a modern “detonator” is inserted, such things can be weaponized. But that belongs to a later chapter. For now, a quick excursion through Norse mythology is all that is required to give us an overview of its character.


What Did the Vikings Believe before Their Conversion to Christianity?

Before their conversion to Christianity, the Vikings believed in a pantheon of northern gods, goddesses, and mythical semidivine heroes and supernatural beings. Most were clearly gendered in some way, although fluidity in how this was expressed meant that exceptions existed alongside the apparent norms.

Male Norse divinities included: Odin, Thor, Freyr, Loki, Baldr, Hod, Niord, and many more. Female divinities included: Freyia, Frigg, Sif, and Hel. Of the male divinities, Odin was often described as “All Father” and was regarded as the chief of the Norse gods. In the mythology he ruled from his hall, which was called Valhalla.

It is clear that the Norse mythology envisaged two families or races of gods. These were known as the Aesir and the Vanir. These had, it seems from the sources, once fought each other but then made peace and intermarried. It is likely that this narrative was developed in order to explain how disparate beliefs, from different periods of time, had been combined. The narrative attempted to make all the divinities part of the same “story.”

In this “story” the gods and goddesses lived in a place known as Asgard, which was connected to other worlds of being by the bridge called Bifrost. In a complex (and not always consistent) cosmology, it was envisaged that different worlds of being were united by the ash-tree known as Yggdrasil. This included Midgard or Middle Earth, the realm of people. This last feature is now well known through its incorporation into the cosmography of J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. In the original construct, the idea of a tree—with its roots, trunk, and branches—provided a vivid image of how different levels of time, being, and awareness, could be connected, while still having individual identities and features. It also emphasized the connectedness of these different worlds.

As well as the gods and goddesses, major players in the Norse mythology were the jotunn, often translated into English as “giants.” These were usually portrayed as the enemies of the gods, with Thor frequently described as the crusher of giants’ skulls using his great hammer, which was called Mjolnir. It is this weapon that features in his portrayal in Marvel comics and the related films. Conflicts with giants could occur for many reasons. The giants were often portrayed as desiring beautiful goddesses, and many of the conflicts occurred as the gods sought to deny the giants possession of one goddess or another. Other conflicts were sparked by personal feuds or competition over weaponry or prestige. It should be noted that “giants” in Norse mythology were not necessarily exceptionally large, although often were.

On the other hand, some of the gods were portrayed as being married to giantesses. These included the giantess Gerd, the daughter of the mountain giant Gymir, who was the wife of Freyr of the Vanir. Another was the giantess Angrboda, with whom the trickster-god Loki had children. These monstrous offspring were Fenrir the giant ravenous wolf, Jormungand the huge Midgard Serpent, and Hel the ruler of the Norse underworld. The English word Hell is derived from her name. Fenrir appears, as the werewolf “Fenrir Greyback,” in the Harry Potter series by J. K. Rowling; and as an antagonist in the 2020 videogame Assassin’s Creed Valhalla. Norse mythology has traveled far and wide over time.

Norse mythology was very complex and was never formalized or subject to a unifying religious organization to order and systematize it. As a result, it was “dynamic and fluid rather than static.”2

It should also be noted that, alongside the beings already described, were elves, dragons, dwarfs, and female Valkyries who chose dead warriors to go to serve Odin in his hall in Valhalla. As an aside, the usual plural of “dwarf” is “dwarfs,” rather than “dwarves.” However, the latter form was popularized by Tolkien, who once confessed: “I am afraid it is just a piece of private bad grammar, rather shocking in a philologist; but I shall have to go with it.”3 More in line with the traditional spelling was Disney’s Snow White and The Seven Dwarfs. This is a small insight—as earlier noted regarding Thor and Fenrir-wolf—into how far characters from Norse mythology have entered popular culture and imagination, albeit in highly reworked modern forms and on the basis of centuries of reworking of the original material.

In Norse mythology, it was also believed that this series of worlds would eventually come to a cataclysmic end. This would occur on the Day of Ragnarok. Then it would be that the forces of chaos would break loose. Key actors in this destruction would include the giants, Fenrir the wolf, and Jormungand the Midgard Serpent. As a result, Asgard would be stormed, and the gods consumed and killed.4




How Do We Know All This?

Most of what we know about these Norse myths comes from two medieval sources. These are the thirteenth-century Prose Edda and the Poetic Edda.5 These two sources combined tell us most of what we now know about Norse mythology. The term Edda may be derived either from the Old Norse word othr (poetry) or the name of a character found in one of the poems in the Poetic Edda, or from the Latin edo, (I compose). The myths were not originally known by these names, and Edda in the titles of these two collections was assigned by later scholars. Together, these two sources tell us most of what we now know about Norse mythology and the key actors within it.6

There are, though, also clues about the mythology in skaldic poetry (a form of Norse poetry),7 in the sagas, and in place names. Norse legends, which often include rather more human-focused plots, are found mostly in the sagas. Most of these sagas were written in thirteenth-century Iceland.

The Prose Edda is also known as the Snorra Edda or the Younger Edda and it is believed to have been written by Snorri Sturluson. He was an Icelandic chieftain, in the early thirteenth century. Snorri was also the author of a work called Circle of the World (Heimskringla in Old Norse), which was a collection of sagas about the early Norwegian kings. Snorri lived a life almost as dramatic as some of the characters in the stories he recounted. He was eventually assassinated in his house at Reykholt, Iceland, in the fall of 1241, having been attacked by a rival Icelandic chieftain who was acting as an agent of the king of Norway. It is still possible to stand on the spot where this famous Icelander met his death.

This dramatic story is relevant to the history of American Vikings because it is thought to be conflicts with the king of Norway which drove many Scandinavian settlers to sail, first to Iceland, and then to Greenland. It was from there that voyagers eventually reached the lands of North America that had previously been unknown to them.

The Poetic Edda is a collection of anonymous Old Norse poems. It is found mainly in a manuscript now called the Codex Regius.8 These poems focus on Norse mythology and the ancient Germanic heroic world generally. These are all written as eddic poems, a popular form of Old Norse poetry. This form of poetry is generally looser and less complex than the more well-evidenced skaldic verse. Although the surviving manuscript of this source of mythological information was not written until the 1270s (again, in Iceland), it is generally accepted that the poems in it date from before Iceland’s conversion to Christianity in the year 1000. However, it is difficult to identify where these poems were originally composed.9

Finally, a rich source of Old Norse literature can be found in the sagas.10 These were written mostly in Iceland. These Norse sagas are generally classified using titles which indicate their thematic content: “The Kings’ Sagas,” “Sagas of Icelanders,” “Short Tales of Icelanders,” “Contemporary Sagas,” “Legendary Sagas,” “Chivalric Sagas,” “Saints’ Sagas,” and “Bishops’ Sagas.” Composed predominantly in Iceland, they are mainly in prose, although some of them contain both skaldic and eddic poetry embedded in the text. Apart from the “Legendary Sagas,” such as the Saga of the Volsungs, these are often realistic and at least loosely based on real individuals living in Iceland in the past. These dramatic and engaging tales feature stories about the migration to Iceland; other early Viking voyages; and raids and the bloody feuds and disputes which occurred in Iceland. The characters in these stories are often very human in their portrayal and, despite the extreme situations they often find themselves in, relatable to modern readers.11

The Icelandic context of North Atlantic exploration and settlement was the original “Viking Wild West,” although other pioneers would soon discover lands (and conflicts) which took them and their families even further to the west.

Some sagas also refer to the wider Viking diaspora. Those that particularly interest us are the sagas that chart the way in which the settlement of Greenland eventually led to the Viking discovery of North America. More on that shortly.

The sagas appear historical, but they must be read with some caution. This is because they are primarily works of literature which also contain traditional material. Nevertheless, as we shall soon see, we can use them to get a view of how later generations (in the thirteenth century) remembered and presented traditions concerning expeditions to North America, which we now know did occur around the year 1000.





Norse Mythology Was Recorded by Christians

It is important to remember that all these manuscripts were written by practicing Christians, usually in Iceland, which had been officially Christian for more than two hundred years by the time these accounts were written: none of the evidence for Norse mythology and religion was assembled by believers in it who lived during the Viking Age.12

This is a striking thought, as it reminds us that we are always viewing Norse mythology through a medieval Christian lens. This is not unique, as the Vikings are not alone in having their beliefs later recorded by Christians who did not subscribe to the earlier pagan beliefs. The same is true of the evidence for Irish (Celtic) and Anglo-Saxon paganism. Consequently, this may mean that some handling of the original material has changed it, to make it more understandable and acceptable to Christian readers and listeners. For example, this may have affected the way Odin is described as “All Father.” It may also have impacted on the characterization of Loki. In the mythology the writers portrayed him as a complex and ambiguous troublemaking character. This may have been influenced by Christian beliefs about the devil. It is now hard to be sure about this, but it is a real possibility.

Another written source for pagan Viking practices comes from a man named Adam of Bremen. He was a German chronicler and monk who wrote in the second half of the eleventh century. His writings record gods named Thor, Wotan (Odin) and Frikko (Freyr), and describe how they were worshipped in a temple at Uppsala in Sweden.13

Interestingly, it is Thor rather than Odin who is recorded as the chief god by Adam. Similarly, Odin is also depicted mainly as a god of war—rather than as the god of poetry that we see in the later sources from Iceland. One of our saga sources for North America will refer to one of the original explorers of America as being a follower of “Old Red Beard” (Thor) and being in conflict with his Christian fellow explorers.14 This reminds us both of the popularity of the cult of Thor in the Viking Age and the fact that it was a mixed group of Christian and pagan Vikings who first sailed to North America and began the exploration of the continent.

This is also an important reminder that Viking pagan beliefs may have changed over time and varied somewhat from place to place. We should beware of assuming that the surviving written sources represent how these beliefs were held, always and everywhere, among Scandinavian communities in the Viking Age. Variety and complexity would have been the norm, rather than uniformity.

Despite this, what is consistent across all of these written sources, are the names of the gods and goddesses. As a result, we can be fairly certain that these were the divinities that the people of early medieval Scandinavia worshipped; beliefs that some of them took to North America. This seems clear, even if we cannot be completely certain about the exact belief system that prevailed in the Viking Age.




Other Evidence for Norse Mythology

The evidence from archaeology can also be used to test the picture that we get of Norse beliefs from the later written evidence. So-called “Thor’s hammers” were clearly worn as pendants across Scandinavia and also in Britain.15 Birds accompanying a mounted warrior on decorated helmets found in Sweden probably represent Odin with his two ravens named Hugin and Munin (thought and memory).16 An amulet from Öland, Sweden, in the shape of a woman carrying a drinking horn probably represented a Valkyrie.17 A carving of Odin’s eight-legged magical horse Sleipnir was found on the Baltic island of Gotland.18 In addition, there are ship-burials which have been excavated in Norway, Sweden, and the British Isles, as well as sacrifices of animals and occasionally of people.

Runestones from Denmark, Sweden, and Norway illustrate the importance of an angular twiglike alphabet used by the Norse in the Viking Age. These are usually found on memorial stones but the images, as well as the words carved on these stones, give an insight into the belief system of some of those who produced them. Runes were used for practical everyday communications and also for religious or magical purposes. The use of runes in magic is found in a story that forms part of Egil’s Saga. There the poet, Egil, used runes to cure a young girl, who had previously been cursed by the use of false runes. This echoes a mythological tradition in the Edda that Odin sacrificed himself to gain the knowledge of rune-magic. It should also be noted that runes continued to be used for communication after the conversion to Christianity and were not just a feature of pagan belief and practice. Hence, we will come across their (alleged) use in North America from later in the Middle Ages.

All of these pieces of archaeological evidence corroborate themes and practices found in the later written myths. As a result, fairly widespread acceptance of the Norse beliefs (as known from literature) clearly occurred across a wide area during the Viking Age. On the other hand, while there is evidence for common beliefs across what we might call a wide “Norse culture area,” we should not expect uniformity. This is because the beliefs were not codified or policed by a common religious authority at the time. There was no centralized priestly caste or organization.

Other clues fossilize Viking Age beliefs in some surprising contexts. The modern English Thursday (containing the Old English form of the Old Norse name Thor) and Wednesday (Woden/Odin’s day) show that there was once belief in these deities across a wide area. It should be noted that the Old Norse names Odin and Thor were also known by their Old English forms Woden and Thunor before the Christian conversion of Anglo-Saxon England in the seventh century.

Place names, too, record the worship of these Scandinavian deities in England. These include the name of the Wansdyke (Woden/Odin’s dyke) earthwork in England’s West Country and extending into central southern England. Along with this are the many Grim’s Ditches (formed from the word grima, “the masked one,” another name for Woden/Odin) in several places in England. Further afield and less surprisingly, given the later conversion date (c. 1000), we find the names of Viking gods in the Icelandic landscape, such as at Thórsmörk (Thor’s valley) and many other places.

Across the lands settled by the Vikings—from Sweden to Iceland—the names of Norse gods and goddesses, dwarfs, dragons, and elves still appear on the modern map and are linked to woods, rivers, and other natural features.

During the ninth and tenth centuries—at about the time the sagas say Vikings first reached North America in the late tenth century—other Vikings reintroduced their forms of these gods to Christian Anglo-Saxon England, before the pagan newcomers converted to Christianity. As a result, in the United Kingdom today, there still survive scenes that illustrate Odin’s fight with the ferocious wolf Fenrir at Ragnarok, carved on a cross from Kirk Andreas on the Isle of Man. We can see Thor fishing for the gigantic Midgard Serpent, Jormungand, on a standing cross from Gosforth (Cumbria); and this cross also has a female Valkyrie carved on it. The number of depictions of Thor’s conflict with the Midgard Serpent, in Scandinavia and the British Isles, indicates the considerable geographical reach of this myth across different Norse communities.19 The legendary swordsmith, Regin, can be seen forging the hero Sigurd’s sword on a stone cross from Halton in Lancashire, and this same cross has a carving which also shows Sigurd roasting a dragon’s heart. All of these are scenes from Norse myth and legend.20 As well as this, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle refers to Viking armies carrying raven banners—which represented the companions of Odin—and which also appear in the Viking myths as recorded in the Eddas.21

No doubt some of those Vikings who traveled to North America carried these ideas in their heads; these would have been “Old World” northern beliefs taken to the “New World” in the far west. This Norse pagan mythology has continued to influence many modern portrayals and characterizations of Vikings in the USA and elsewhere.

However, others who took part in that perilous westward adventure traveled there as Christians (as we shall see in a later chapter looking at the voyages to Vinland). And this is an important reminder that the Viking Age was Christian as well as pagan. The latter gave way to the former; the hammer of Thor succumbed to the cross of Christ.




Christianity and the Vikings

Scandinavia and its far-flung settlements were some of the last Western European communities to convert to Christianity. Iceland did not convert until the year 1000 and Norway and Sweden contained significant numbers of pagans for even longer. In northern Norway and Sweden, as well as along the Baltic and in Russia, pagan Vikings interacted with other non-Christian religious beliefs, from Sami shamanism to the gods of the Balts and Slavs. The eventual kingdoms of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden did not establish their own independent church archdioceses—like those in kingdoms further south in Europe—until 1104, 1154, and 1164, respectively. This was well into the Middle Ages.

Pagan resistance to this conversion occurred in some areas of Scandinavia. King Sigurd the Crusader, of Norway, led a crusade against Småland, in the southeast of the Swedish kingdom, in the early twelfth century, to forcibly convert the locals from paganism to Christianity.

Even after these dates, many Scandinavian communities took centuries to become as fully Christian in their culture and practice as communities in more established Christian kingdoms, such as in the British Isles, France, or among the Germans.

This mixed-economy of faith reveals itself in several ways. Runic inscriptions from Bergen, in Norway, show lingering pagan beliefs as late as the thirteenth century. In Iceland, the thirteenth-century sagas reveal that farming communities with mixed Christian and pagan beliefs continued for many generations after the “official conversion” in the year 1000. Furthermore, even that “official conversion” only stopped the open and officially sanctioned practice of pagan beliefs and sacrifices. This was accompanied by something of a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy being adopted there. On the isolated farmsteads many families continued pagan activities much as before, but they did it in a lower-key way, with a less visible profile.

However, many other Viking communities had a history of being “Christian Vikings” that was several centuries old by the early twelfth century. This was a marked characteristic of the Viking diaspora. In these areas, Vikings converted to Christianity within a couple of generations in almost every place they settled. By the year 1150, many communities in England that had developed from earlier Viking settlement had been Christian for almost three hundred years. Some in Denmark had been Christian for over 150 years. In Normandy, for about two hundred years. Even in Iceland, a century and a half of Christian faith marked out many farming families by the year 1150. And that is before one considers the Scandinavians who had settled in what became southern Russia, or the Byzantine Empire of the eastern Mediterranean, and had converted in the late tenth century.

One would be forgiven for not knowing this, given the emphasis in popular culture on the Odin-worshipping warriors of film and fiction. But reality was more complex, and most of the Vikings we will come across as we explore the Norse voyaging to North America will be Christian. This brings us to the geographical extent of the “Viking world.”








CHAPTER THREE THE VIKING WORLD


There was a great variety of experiences in, what we might call, the “Viking world.” Vikings’ raiding, trading, and settlement took them huge distances. They devastated the kingdoms of Anglo-Saxon England; settled in Ireland and Normandy; raided Spain and settlements on the Mediterranean, and sold North African slaves in the Viking kingdom of Dublin; explored the eastern Baltic and sailed down the river systems of what is now Russia and Ukraine to reach the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea; appeared in Baghdad on camels (they really did!); founded the first Russian state of Kyiv/Kiev Rus in Ukraine, central to the “deep story” of the war there that broke out in 2022; and they colonized the northern isles of the Faroe Islands, Iceland, and Greenland. From the latter they sailed to North America. The Viking world stretched from western Central Asia to the North Atlantic.1


A Quick Tour of the “Viking World”

Modern historians tend to use the term the “Viking Age” to describe a period which ran from the late eighth century until about 1100. During this time Scandinavians raided and at times settled across a wide geographical area from North Africa, in the south, to the North Cape, in the north, from Russia and the Caspian Sea, in the east, to Greenland and the coast of North America, in the west.

Writing, probably in the late 840s, the director of posts and intelligence in the Baghdad Caliphate, Ibn Khurdadhbih, recorded that traders he called ar-Rus, brought merchandise to Baghdad on camels. They claimed to be Christians. However, this may have been because this reduced their tax burden (being “people of the book” rather than pagans). It may not amount to evidence for genuine early conversion, as he links their religious claim to them paying lower taxes because of their professed beliefs. What is equally striking is that these Viking traders had got as far as Baghdad in modern Iraq.2

Far to the west of these camel-riding Vikings, the settlements in Iceland and Greenland were critical to the movement to North America. It was not until the 860s that Iceland caught the attention of Scandinavian adventurers, but from the 870s, they migrated and settled there. Dateable volcanic ash, which seals the oldest farmstead, unearthed in what is now Reykjavik, broadly supports this chronology.

The settlement of Iceland then progressed very quickly. By the 930s, the foundations of Icelandic society had been established. The oldest written sources claim that the reason for the migration there was to escape the domineering rule of King Harald Finehair of Norway. The Icelandic commonwealth-state that developed is presented in these sources as very different from the increasingly hierarchical system in Norway.

Later sagas mention the desirable resources of Iceland including whales, walruses, and great auk.3 As in Norway, Icelandic life was overwhelmingly rural and the focus was mainly pastoral. The new lands on Iceland offered the first settlers immense opportunities that could be easily exploited with minimum effort.

One version of the later Book of Settlements (Landnamabok) says that the initial discovery was made by a Norwegian Viking named Naddoddr, while another sources credits it to a Swede called Gartharr Svavarsson who lost his way in a storm. Yet another tradition claimed that the first Viking to reach Iceland was Floki Vilgertharsson, who used a raven to guide him there.

The settlement of Iceland coincided with a reversal of Viking fortunes in mainland Europe. In particular, the Irish conquest of Viking Dublin led to a considerable Norse movement from there to Iceland.4 Once started, this emigration to the northwest would eventually encompass Greenland and would, in time, stretch as far as North America.5

Modern DNA testing shows that a large proportion of the female genetic heritage on modern-day Iceland is Irish-derived; from women brought there as wives, slaves, or both combined. These genetic studies in modern Iceland reveal that about 19 percent of men and 62 percent of women there have Irish or British Isles DNA.6 The Norse settlers who migrated to Iceland from Ireland, Scotland, and the Hebrides, brought with them these Gaelic-speaking wives, followers, and slaves. As a result of this, Celtic names of Icelanders can be found in the sagas, such as Njall from the Old Irish Niall and Kormakr from Cormac.

And so, to Greenland. The famous Viking explorer, known as Erik the Red, first visited Greenland from Iceland in 983. There had been rumors of the place since about 930 when it was sighted by a storm-driven Viking sea captain. Greenland is not “green,” and Erik gave the island its name to make it sound more attractive to other settlers. He had many enemies and was looking for a place he could settle after having been exiled from Iceland. At its height the Viking colony in Greenland numbered about four thousand and lasted until the fifteenth century; by which time the colony there was in terminal decline.

According to the chronicler Ari Thorgilsson, the first Icelandic explorers of Greenland discovered deserted huts, parts of boats, and stone implements.7 These indicated that others had visited the area before. We now know these were the indigenous people of the pre-Inuit or paleo-Inuit “Dorset Culture.” The Vikings contemptuously dismissed them as skraelings (screechers, wretches), a term they would later employ regarding Native Americans. Desperately trying to maintain their Scandinavian farming economy to the end, the Greenland Vikings failed to learn from the more successful lifestyles of the people of the proto-Inuit “Thule culture” who had replaced those of the earlier “Dorset culture.” The Norse survivors were probably assimilated by these pagan indigenous peoples, although conflict with them may have physically eliminated the last Norse of Greenland.
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