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INTRODUCTION

Call them Vikings or call them Norsemen, chances are you’ve seen plenty of these guys in pop culture over the years. Movies, TV, books, and comics are filled with the thrilling and often bloody adventures of these shaggy, seagoing barbarians. And with them come amazing stories of heroes, gods, and monsters.

The Magnus Chase Story

The characters and themes of Magnus Chase and the Gods of Asgard, the new series by Rick Riordan, are based on stories from Norse mythology. Author Rick Riordan is well known for his mythological adaptations. A former middle-school history and English teacher from Texas, he is the author of the popular Percy Jackson and the Olympians series of books.

For this latest series, Riordan introduces a hero named Magnus Chase, a young boy living on the streets of Boston. After years of not knowing who his father is, Magnus is told by a mysterious stranger that he’s a descendant of one of the Norse gods. The world as he knows it changes dramatically as he is thrown into a world where the gods, monsters, trolls, and heroes of myth are real. His mission is to prevent Ragnarok—the end of the world.

The gods, giants, trolls, heroes, and happenings in Magnus’ new world are all based on classic tales straight out of Norse mythology. In these stories you’ll find crafty gods, brave heroes, and horrific monsters. You’ve probably already heard some of their names, such as Odin, Thor, and Loki. Others may be new to you—like Bodvar Bjarki. You’ll experience deeds that are comical as well as gruesome, some that are incredibly noble, and others that are simply mystifying.

From the creation of the world to the final battle between the gods and the forces of evil at Ragnarok, these are stories that are crucial to know if you want to fully understand the adventures and perils that lie ahead for Magnus Chase.

Where Did These Stories Come From?

A thousand years ago, the Vikings and other people of northern Europe—the region we now know as Scandinavia—recorded vibrant sagas and poems. They collected an impressive array of stories revolving around ancient myths and beliefs—and amazingly, these were preserved at a time when many ancient tales were lost as the region converted to Christianity.

The Vikings themselves are often seen as lawless terrors and masters of hit-and-run tactics that made them the scourge of an entire continent. Looting, burning, and killing seemed to be their main pastimes, carried out with savage zeal. But what if that wasn’t the whole story?

This book dispels some of the misconceptions about these fascinating people. We’ll show how their culture was every bit as sophisticated as the so-called civilized peoples around them—and even more sophisticated in terms of the people’s voice in government, and sometimes even women’s rights. We’ll explain how the Vikings built powerful kingdoms that challenged their neighbors on an equal footing. You’ll see how, in the midst of the Dark Ages when most Europeans never left their villages, these adventurous Scandinavians explored and traded all the way from Asia across to North America.

Some elements may remind you of other traditions you’re familiar with—Greek, Roman, and Celtic, for example. But I think you’ll agree that the Norse myths have a certain energy and vitality that sets them apart. These stories hold a unique place in our shared cultural heritage and are worth dusting off—whether you’re becoming reacquainted with them or just now discovering them for the first time.

Onward!


VIKING CULTURE

Who Were the Vikings, Really?

There was never an ethnic group called the Vikings. If you try to look up Vikingland on any map, ancient or modern, you won’t find it. No one ever spoke Vikingish. Who, then, are these Vikings we see so often in books, cartoons, and movies?

The word “Viking” comes directly from Old Norse—the language they did speak. “Vik” means a small bay or inlet, while “ing” means “a person.” This “Bay-Person” was a pirate and a raider, someone who roved the seas in search of goods to plunder. Viking targets included monasteries filled with priceless gold and silver ornaments and relics; farmsteads rich with cattle, food, and even people to sell as slaves; and well-defended, walled towns ripe to be sacked. Sometimes the Vikings actually traded goods (ill-gotten or not) with the folks they encountered, rather than fight them.
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So, being a Viking was a job, not a nationality. For some it was a full-time lifestyle, while for others it was temporary, a grand adventure. Sagas are full of young men getting hold of a ship or two and leaving their farms in spring and summer for a Viking expedition. (You didn’t even have to come from Scandinavia to do this. There are chronicles that tell of Danish people complaining about Vikings harassing ships in the Baltic Sea—Vikings who would have been Slavs from central Europe!)

The vast majority of the folks in northern Europe while all this was going on weren’t Vikings at all; they were farmers, artisans, tradesmen, wives, and fathers just trying to get by—usually without slaying their neighbors. Saddling all the Scandinavians of this time with the term “Viking” would be a bit like somebody a thousand years from now referring to all Americans as the Cowboys or the Stockbrokers. Still, the Vikings were the most famous of the Scandinavians, and it was their sudden burst of far-flung raiding and trading that gives us the term “Viking Age.”

Exactly when the Viking Age occurred is open to debate, depending on your historical point of view. If you were on the pointy end of Viking violence, like the English, you’d probably say it started in AD 787 with an attack on a royal official and his men at the Isle of Portland, and it ended with the last invasion by a Norwegian king in 1066. (This is not the famous invasion by William the Conqueror that you might have read about, although William was a descendant of Scandinavian Vikings!) From the Danish point of view, on the other hand, you might look at the Viking Age from a commercial standpoint, starting with the founding of the first market towns around 750 and ending with the destruction of a major one of those towns in 1050 by a Norwegian king. (Yes, the same one who attacked England in 1066—more on him later.) But essentially, if you found yourself in Europe roughly between the years 800 and 1100, you’d be in the midst of the Viking Age and probably should learn to defend yourself.

Historians over the centuries have made much of the brutal nature of the Vikings and the horrific acts they committed. For example, there are the accounts of Vikings executing hated enemies by cutting the “Blood Eagle” on their backs and pulling out their lungs to form a pair of gory wings. If the victim didn’t swiftly pass out from shock, he would soon die from suffocation. Another saga recounts a king-slayer having his intestines fastened to a tree and being forced to walk around it until he died—an excruciating process that could take hours.

Did these grisly killings actually happen? It’s hard to say, since in many cases they weren’t written down until hundreds of years after the supposed fact. Certainly, though, such stories aren’t that much worse than tales about execution and torture methods in the more “civilized” parts of Europe at the time. Charlemagne, king of the Franks from 768 to 814, was fond of offering conquered pagans the choice of converting to Christianity or having their heads removed. He infamously slaughtered some 4,500 rebel Saxons at Verden (Germany) in 782. In Anglo-Saxon England, trial by ordeal was considered a perfectly satisfactory way of deciding guilt or innocence. People accused of a crime could be made to walk over hot coals or the sharp blade of a plowshare, or to stick an arm into boiling water. If the wounds healed after three days, it was taken as a sign from God that they should go free. Beating, blinding, amputation, and mutilation were considered acceptable punishment for a variety of crimes. These were, after all, the Dark Ages.

If the Vikings weren’t so bad, relatively speaking, what was it that set them apart and struck such terror in the hearts of their victims? For one thing, early on they were able to take everyone by surprise. Here was a deadly force that seemed to be able to strike anywhere, at any time. When Vikings sacked the isolated island monastery at Lindisfarne off the northeast coast of England in 793, it was as if they had appeared out of thin air. People were shocked and outraged, but mostly frightened out of their wits.

How could the Vikings launch such devastating attacks without warning? The reason was their mastery of open-water sailing ships, which made them incredibly mobile. We’ll talk about Viking ships later (see How Did People Get Around, page 23), but suffice it to say that for the average peasant used to small fleets hugging the coast or armies plodding noisily along the muddy roads—pretty much announcing their arrival well in advance—the thought of armed foreigners who could suddenly show up wherever they liked was enough to make him soil his woolen trousers.

The other thing that made the Vikings so frightening was the fact that they were different: they were pagans. Most of Europe had converted to Christianity by this time (some parts quite recently), and imaginations ran wild with thoughts of what these barbarians with their heathen rites might do to them. The Blood Eagle torture, for example, was said to be a sacrifice to the god Odin. Who wants to become a human sacrifice? (Quick answer: Nobody!) And certainly Vikings had shown zero respect for Christian holy sites when they assaulted, looted, and burned monasteries over and over again. (Of course, that’s where they found undefended treasures. What was to be expected?) The idea that pagans could turn up, slaughter a bunch of monks, make off with boatloads of holy relics, and not be immediately punished by God—well, that shook people to the core. Some saw the Vikings as divine retribution for the sins of the world. For others, the attacks simply signaled that the noblemen and military leaders who had promised to protect them were powerless to do so. The coming of the Vikings meant that things were going to change.
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Vikings set out on a raid

Things to take away:

       •  “Viking” was an occupation, not an ethnic group.

       •  Only a small percentage of the people in Scandinavia during the Viking Age were actually Vikings.

       •  The Vikings were terrifying because they seemed to be able attack almost anywhere without warning, and because they were seen as barbaric heathens.

What Were Their Homelands Like?

Though they shared a common language—the “Danish Tongue,” or Old Norse—the peoples of Scandinavia during the Viking Age inhabited surprisingly diverse environments. Some lived on lowland farmsteads and supplemented what they could grow by fishing, while others trapped animals for their fur and logged the dense pine forests. Still others made their living as skilled craftsmen in the newly forming market towns.

A Viking-era map would have looked a little different from today’s countries of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. Here we’ll look at the most important areas to know about, from the Viking point of view.
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Viking Age Scandinavia
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In Viking times, Denmark consisted of not only the Jutland Peninsula and dozens of islands in the Baltic Sea (the largest being Fyn and Sjaelland), but also the southern portion of what is now Sweden. Made up almost entirely of plains and low, rolling hills—the highest point less than 600 feet above sea level—Denmark had the best farmland in all of Scandinavia along with moderate rainfall, warm summers, and relatively mild winters. Besides fishing in the surrounding seas, the Danes could grow a variety of crops (such as rye, barley, peas, beans, and cabbage) and raise many types of livestock (including sheep, pigs, goats, and cattle). As a result, Denmark could support the biggest population of any of the Scandinavian regions.

Straddling the North Sea and the Baltic Sea, Denmark was also uniquely situated to control trade flowing in both directions—slaves and silver coming from the east, and glass, wine, and weapons from the west. In the eighth century, Ribe and Hedeby were the first towns to spring up at the base of the Jutland Peninsula as a result of this commercial activity.

Norway

Norway was glued together by a trade route, too, but this one went in a north-south direction. In fact, the country’s name means “north way” in Old Norse. In spite of having relatively mild weather, there was little quality farmland due the mountainous nature of much of the country (the mountain range known as “The Keel” was mostly uninhabitable), and only a short growing season because of the long winters. Farming mostly meant raising goats and sheep. What Norway did have, however, was an abundance of fjords—narrow waterways flowing in from the sea between icy cliffs—and a series of offshore islands. Known as the Skerry Guard, these islands provided a sort of sheltered, ice-free “highway” for ships traveling up and down the coast. In addition to providing excellent fishing grounds, this allowed the Norwegians to journey far into the Arctic region known as Halogaland to hunt and trade for furs and timber, as well as exotic goods such as falcons, narwhal horns, and walrus tusks.

Norway’s two main population centers were the Trondelag region in the north and the Oslofjord region in the south, both of which were agricultural and trading centers. Throughout the Viking Age, the leaders of these two regions would bump heads for control of the country—with the folks in between (where some of the most notorious Vikings came from) just trying to hang on to their independence.

Sweden

Sweden was actually home to two distinct peoples during the Viking period: the Svear and the Gotar. The Svear were concentrated in the rich farmland in the Lake Malaren region, which was still connected to the Baltic Sea at that time and contained the major trading settlements of Birka and Sigtuna (near today’s city of Stockholm). The Gotar were situated to the southwest near Lake Vanern, separated from the Svear by the Southern Uplands and the boggy area around Lake Vattern.

Sweden suffered more intense cold during the winter than Norway, with sea ice blocking access to the Baltic at times. The Svear especially looked eastward, raiding and trading in Slavic and Finnish lands for slaves, furs, amber, and Arabic silver. Due to their relative isolation, the Swedes were the last of the Scandinavians to convert to Christianity. What connected everyone?

Something you might have figured out by looking at the map and reading a little about the geography is that traveling overland wasn’t easy for the peoples of Scandinavia, due to the mountainous terrain and often marshy ground. The one thing that kept them all tied together, in spite of being so spread out across such varied locales, was a tradition of seafaring that went all the way back to the Stone Age. We’ll take a look at their incredible ships and sea-based technology in the section How Did People Get Around? (page 23).

Things to take away:

       •  Viking Age Scandinavians lived in diverse environments.

       •  Geography accounted for what kinds of food they could produce, where and what they traded, and how they got around.

What Did Norse People Look Like?

From images on stones and tapestries, descriptions in ancient literature, and cloth found in graves and at market towns, we have a pretty good idea of what people looked like during the Viking Age. Some things may surprise you.

Women typically wore a long-sleeved linen dress that reached to the ankles. Over this they wore a shorter, sleeveless pinafore-type dress made of wool, its straps fastened with oval brooches of bronze or even gold. Sleeves and hems were decorated with embroidery, sometimes in gold thread. Ankle-high shoes of supple leather completed the outfit, and a fine chain dangling from another brooch held essential tools: shears, knife, keys, and needle case. When a woman ventured outside, she added a shawl or a woolen cape.

If a woman was married, she gathered her hair in a tight bun at the back of her neck and covered it with a close-fitting cap or scarf. Unmarried women wore their hair loose, or secured with a headband.

The standard look for men was a long-sleeved tunic of thick wool, fitted at the waist and reaching to mid-thigh, worn over a long linen shirt. Sometimes the tunic was belted, but often it hung loose. Men wore long trousers of two types: tight all the way down, or wide and baggy but gathered at the knee. Either sort might be secured on the lower leg by cross-garters or tucked into knee boots. Low, soft shoes were popular, too. Woolen and leather caps—pointed or rounded on top—offered protection from the cold northern winds. An embroidered silk ribbon—called a hlad—was worn as a headband for special occasions. Finishing the look was a long cape or cloak, sometimes draped over one shoulder to leave the sword arm free.

Norsemen cared about their appearance. They bathed and changed their clothes regularly, and they carried tweezers to prune facial hair, “ear spoons” to remove earwax, and combs to keep their hair, mustaches, and beards (all of which they sometimes bleached) groomed and free of lice. At one time, Danish fashion was to cut the hair short in back and leave the bangs longer—a sort of reverse mullet. Anglo-Saxons in England accused Norsemen of gussying up in order to lure away their women, though some Arabs were far less impressed with the Norsemen they encountered; one of them said they were “the filthiest of Allah’s creatures.”
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Kohl: Form of lead sulfide used as eye makeup









Both men and women wore jewelry if they could get it. In addition to brooches, women favored necklaces, bracelets, and rings of gold and silver, often inlaid with precious stones, amber, or even colored glass. Men wore braided or twisted armbands of gold or silver, given as a reward for service to a king or jarl—a nobleman (earl) next down from the king in rank. Both men and women also used kohl eye makeup, a form of lead sulfide. Al-Tartushi, a traveler to Hedeby from Muslim Spain in the late-tenth century, remarked that when they apply this makeup, “their beauty never fades, but increases in both man and woman.”

And you can forget that image of the huge, hulking Viking. Although undoubtedly muscular from living strenuous lives, most Scandinavians at this time were three to four inches shorter than modern-day Europeans due to poorer nutrition.

Things to take away:

       •  Wool was a mainstay of the Norse people’s wardrobes.

       •  Both men and women wore jewelry and makeup.

       •  Viking-era Scandinavians were shorter than we are.


[image: Men’s and...]



Men’s and women’s fashions of the Viking Age

What Was Life Like at Home?

Viking life wasn’t all sailing, killing, and plundering (which, remember, most people in Scandinavia weren’t doing at all). They had homes and families, whether on a farm or in one of the few towns. They ate, slept, worked, and amused themselves, just like we do—only different.

Halls and Houses

The vast majority of people in Scandinavia at this time lived a rural lifestyle on isolated farmsteads and in small villages. Their world revolved around the longhouse. Based on a tradition going back thousands of years, this structure was designed and oriented to slice through the prevailing winds and could be upwards of 100 feet long—about three to four times as long as it was wide. Most longhouses consisted of a single hall (skali) that served as bedroom, living room, kitchen, workshop, and even barn. (Living with the livestock was common throughout Europe at this time.)
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The master and lady of the house often had a bedroom they could lock from the inside, but everyone else had to get on with their private lives as best they could out in the open, sleeping on benches that lined the walls. A central hearth and scattered braziers provided light and heat, making the windowless longhouses smoky much of the time.

Construction varied quite a bit, depending on what local materials were available. In Denmark, longhouses were normally built of plaster over wattle and daub (clay applied to a wicker frame), with thatched roofs. In timber-rich Norway and Sweden, the walls could be made of upright planks. In virtually treeless Iceland and Greenland—colonized mainly by settlers from Norway—homes had to be built from stones and blocks cut from the grassy turf, with walls that were sometimes 10 feet thick.

Smaller houses lined the unpaved streets of the trading towns. These were usually less than 50 feet long and about half that in width. Even smaller buildings were used for storage, and also for crafting and living quarters for some. Often the floors were dug out of the ground to provide insulation for the goods and people inside.
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Plan of a longhouse

Food

Whole-grain rye bread and porridge made of barley and oats were major staples of the Scandinavian diet. Of course, there was plenty of fish—especially herring. Beef, mutton, goat, pig, horse, and ox meat were usually boiled rather than roasted. Wild birds and small game could also be found on the menu, and seal, whale, and polar bear meat were popular in Norway, Iceland, and Greenland. The Scandinavians also consumed a variety of dairy products—milk and cheeses from the cows, sheep, and goats they raised.

Despite this seeming abundance, one bad harvest or a particularly long winter could threaten them with starvation. Preserving food was a real necessity, and people made extensive use of drying, fermenting, salting, smoking, and cooling with ice.

Table settings of the time included plates, spoons, and knives, but not yet forks. Drinking horns—usually made from the horns of domestic cattle—were typically filled with barley beer or with mead, a drink made from fermented honey and water. A strong fruit wine known as bjorr was also drunk.
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Entertainment

The Norse people passed their free time in some of the same ways we do today. They enjoyed dice and board games—especially chess, checkers, and a local invention called hnefatafl, which pitted a king and his followers against a larger army of gaming pieces. People attended and bet on sporting events, such as knattleikr, a form of field hockey played with a hard ball and wooden bats. Men also wrestled, swam, and drank competitively. In Iceland, fights were staged between horses.
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These sports were all rougher than what would be allowed today, often resulting in serious injury and sometimes even in death. At the same time, Viking Age Scandinavians were folks who greatly appreciated poetry, and they enjoyed music played on horns, lyres, and flutes.

Family Life and Daily Work

The family unit living on a farmstead could be quite large. Besides immediate offspring, it might include extended relations, foster children, and a slave (“thrall”) or two. A man was usually the head of the household, and he needed to be a jack-of-all-trades, whether he was a tenant or a landowner (unless he was one of the few specialized craftsmen). If he farmed, he also fished and hunted; if he was primarily a fisherman, he also plowed a plot of land. Every man traded goods to get the things his farm didn’t produce. Every man also needed to be equipped and trained to fight, to defend his home or to answer the call to war from his king or jarl.
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Life inside a Viking Age longhouse
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A woman’s work, on the other hand, kept her close to home. She was responsible for spinning and weaving the wool, milking the livestock, churning the butter, grinding the grain, cooking the meals, and raising the children. This is not say that she was treated as a servant—on the contrary, a freeborn Norse woman had more rights than most women in Europe at that time. She had a big say in how the household was run from day to day, and this was absolute if her husband was away or she was a widow.

A wife could divorce her husband if she felt the marriage wasn’t working out, and her dowry and bride price (the latter paid by her husband to her father) were hers to take with her. And while there’s little evidence of female Viking warriors, women certainly accompanied their men on some of their voyages of conquest and settlement. In the sagas, women are often the first to speak up, shaming their men into fighting to defend the family honor.

Most children didn’t go to school at all. (Exceptions were those who chose a life in the church as a priest or a monk.) They learned all they needed to know from watching and helping their parents with chores around the house. Some parents even taught their children to read, using either Latin letters or runes or both (see Runes page 26). Boys generally followed in their fathers’ footsteps in whatever trade they labored at, while girls learned how to run a household from their mothers.

Things to take away:

       •  Most folks lived in one-room longhouses, along with their animals.

       •  They ate a simple diet of bread and porridge, along with meat and fish (when they could get them) and dairy products.

       •  Men had many responsibilities, but women held considerable authority, too.

How Did the Vikings Fight?

Make no mistake about it, the Viking Age was a violent time. Just consider these two quotes from the Havamal, a collection of sayings supposed to have come from the god Odin himself:

“Let the man who opens a door be on the lookout for an enemy behind it.”

“A man should never move an inch from his weapons when out in the fields, for he never knows when he will need his spear.”

That second piece of advice was followed even in death: During the pagan era, men often were buried with their weapons and armor. (Similarly, women often were laid to rest with important domestic tools at their side.)

A favorite weapon was the axe, which had actually been out of style in European warfare for decades before the Vikings brought it back with a vengeance. Useful for splitting shields as well as skulls, it concentrated the power of a blow in a relatively small area. One type of axe was known as a skeggox or beard-axe, because the blade extended straight downward. Around the year 1000, the breidox or broad-axe—with a wider, symmetrical, curving blade—came into use.

The spear, either thrown or handheld, was especially important when warriors were massed together in a “shield wall” such as the “pig nose array”—a blunted-wedge formation believed to have been invented by Odin. Some spears were “winged” with a crossbar to keep them from penetrating the target too deeply and getting stuck. Others were meant to weigh down the defender’s struck shield and make it useless; these had intentionally weak shafts that would bend on impact so they couldn’t be thrown back. One type that was popular in western Norway was the hoggspjot, or striking spear; short-handled and wide-bladed, it could hack as well as stab and was especially useful in ship-to-ship combat.
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Arms and armor of the Vikings
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Breidox: Broad-axe

Bygd: District in Norway, based around military service

Herad: District in Denmark, based around military service

Hird: King’s loyal bodyguards

Hoggspjot: Striking spear

Holmganga: Formal duel

Scramasax: Short, single-bladed sword

Skeggox: Beard-axe

Thing: Assembly of freemen









The sword, however, was considered the pinnacle of weaponry. Celebrated in sagas and legends, swords were given names such as Leggbiti (Leg Biter), Gram (Angry), and Hneitir (Wounder). (Axes might have names, too, but these were usually names of she-trolls and giantesses—Vigglod and Battle-Bright, for example.) The short, single-bladed scramasax sword in use at the beginning of the Viking Age soon gave way to a double-edged broadsword, with a blade around 32 inches long. (The scramasax stuck around a bit longer in Norway.) Made with a “fuller,” or groove down the center to reduce weight, this kind of sword was often forged by a method called “pattern welding.” Several square rods were twisted individually like sticks of licorice and then hammered together to form a flexible core. Harder iron that could keep an edge was added to the outside. The most prized swords came from the Frankish kingdoms (today’s countries of France, Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands), with the very best blades bearing the maker’s mark, “ULFBERHT” or “INGELRII.” Norse craftsmen often decorated these foreign imports with elaborate bronze hilts inlaid with gold and silver.
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