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Introduction


      

      It was late spring in Bergen, Norway, and that meant it hadn’t stopped raining for a few days. I was sitting in a small café having a coffee and carbohydrates with Kristian Blummenfelt, the then reigning Ironman® and Olympic triathlon champion. He was staring out the window, wondering if there would be a break in the downpour or if his upcoming easy run would be like most of the others when he’s at home: wet and cold.

      “We better get going—it’s not going to let up,” he said, looking up at the clouds surrounding Mount Fløyen, a steep crag that looms over Bergen’s ancient harbor.

      Earlier that morning, during a period of only light drizzle, I had asked Kristian if I could join him for his afternoon run, to which he replied, “How fit are you?”

      As a perfectly mediocre endurance athlete, that was a hard question for me to answer, especially when it came from one of the fittest humans in history. I told him the truth, that I was very fit by Chicago standards but maybe not so much by his Norwegian ones. He didn’t seem too concerned about pace, since it was one of the only weeks he spent in 2022 taking it easy, and I assured him I’d have no problem making it three miles up the mountain and three back down. But now he wasn’t letting me off the hook.

      “I don’t have rain gear,” I said. I was trying anything not to run in this.

      He pulled out a fancy rain jacket adorned with logos from his dozens of sponsors.

      “My shoes don’t have any tread; I’m going to slip all over these cobblestones.”

      “There really aren’t many cobbles,” he replied.

      I wasn’t getting out of it. And he wasn’t skipping an easy run because of what I would consider a minor monsoon. It was clear the thought never crossed his mind.

      Kristian can’t stand the weather in Norway—so much so that he spends as little as three weeks per year there—but it doesn’t make his relationship with the outdoors any less Norwegian. The weather is what it is, and it’s usually pretty bad. The trick is to keep moving—to sustain velocity—which is something Norwegians have done exceptionally well for centuries.

      I expected a six-mile run up- and downhill in the rain with an Olympic gold medalist to be one of the harder workouts of my life, but I was never outside of my comfort zone during the run, and Kristian was obviously well within his. His plan called for an hour of easy running and nothing more, so I was the perfect training partner for that day.

      As we finished our run back near the harbor, a group of young people walking with umbrellas shouted something in Norwegian. The day before, I had asked Kristian if he was the most famous person in Bergen, and he responded that not a single person recognizes him. I didn’t believe him for a minute, and now I had proof. Surely these people were shouting at us because they recognized the newest addition to Norway’s long line of legendary Olympians.

      I asked them if they knew who Kristian was, and every one of them shook their heads no. They were just excited to see some people out exercising on such a miserable day and thought that warranted some encouragement. Kristian seemed quite pleased with himself in that he was both right and unidentifiable. His reasons for exercising to extremes in the elements every day go well beyond being recognized in his hometown.

      I explained to the young group that this was the Olympic triathlon champion, which resulted in some more encouragement before we all got moving again. Running on the streets of Chicago in the pouring rain is a good way to get called crazy or stopped by the police. In Bergen, strangers will cheer you on as if you were on mile 26 of a marathon.

      For Norwegians, getting outside and moving is a cardinal tenet of life in a way that isn’t seen in many other cultures. It’s part of what has made Norway far and away the most successful nation at the Winter Olympics, most notably in endurance sports like Nordic skiing and speed skating. That success has fostered a deep appreciation and ambition for sports science innovation and has created a somewhat unique method of what it takes to build an Olympic- or world-champion-caliber athlete.

      The Norwegian method has gained notoriety in recent years as some of Norway’s summer sports athletes have finally caught up to their winter sports brethren. (Norway has long had success in sailing, which we’ll get into shortly.) Three endurance athletes in particular have thrust Norwegian training into the limelight since 2020: the aforementioned Blummenfelt; his training partner, Gustav Iden; and track superstar Jakob Ingebrigtsen. All three are very different athletes with extraordinary talent, but all three train with a similar approach. The mileage is huge, the intensity is incredibly controlled, and no possible dataset of human biology is left unmined.

      You cannot train like Kristian, Gustav, Jakob, or most of the other athletes featured in this book. That is to say, it’s unlikely that you have the time, energy, or resources. And while their coaches will say that there’s nothing exceptional about their talents that have made them among the best endurance athletes on earth, you probably don’t have the capacity to do the sort of training that they do either. But at the core of the Norwegian method is discovering how science can become more human—more focused on the unique physiological and psychological needs of the individual—so that each human body can achieve its own peak. With that in mind, you can learn to train a little more Norwegian, which their coaches will also tell you means to just train a bit smarter and more precisely.

      The Norwegian method of endurance training isn’t drastically different from the programs used by the rest of the world’s top athletes, and Norwegian athletes certainly aren’t the only ones doing some version of it. It isn’t some end-all, be-all approach that has put to bed the debate of the best way to train for endurance events. But in talking with the coaches and athletes who have popularized the method, at the core are the focus on the human, or individual, and a precision-guided training program that is both adaptable and zoomed out on the longest-term goals possible. The most effective training program is one that is individually tailored to one specific athlete—whether you’re an Olympic champion or an audacious amateur.

      You can tailor certain components of the Norwegian method to fit your own training program, and they can be hugely beneficial, particularly if you’re at the top end of the amateur ranks. You can learn to use altitude and heat to your advantage. You can track your blood lactate levels and make your training more precise than ever. You can learn to incorporate double-threshold sessions to maximize both stress and recovery.

      This book aims to analyze what the Norwegian method is and isn’t, how it began, and how it’s evolving alongside modern sports science. The method itself has been whipped into something of a frenzy on social media, and the athletes who subscribe to it can’t win or lose a race these days without the efficacy of the method coming into question. That comes mostly from a microscopic view of what the Norwegian method is. When you zoom out, you can see that this new generation of Norwegian athletes and coaches—and the popularization of some of the training methodologies around the globe—was a long time coming and required a very specific set of circumstances that could only come from one place. We’ll begin with some history, end with a lot of science, and meet some extraordinary humans along the way.

      But let’s begin with the thing that started it all, the single most important component in building world-class athletes: culture.

    

  
    
      Culture

      
        1

        The Vikings Introduce Themselves

      

      
        When men meet foes in fight, better is stout heart than sharp sword.

        —Volsunga Saga

      

      There have been humans in what is now Norway for at least ten thousand years, but the ones who shaped modern Scandinavian culture announced their presence with a bang in A.D. 793. That’s the year most historians mark as the beginning of the Viking Age, because much of the world’s history has been written by the British, and that’s when Britain suffered one of the worst atrocities in its history, known as the raid on Lindisfarne. In a letter to King Aethelred of Northumbria by the writer Alcuin of York, the raid was described as such:

      
        We and our fathers have now lived in this fair land for nearly three hundred and fifty years, and never before has such an atrocity been seen in Britain as we have now suffered at the hands of a pagan people. Such a voyage was not thought possible. The church of St. Cuthbert is spattered with the blood of the priests of God, stripped of all its furnishings, exposed to the plundering of pagans—a place more sacred than any in Britain.

      

      The “pagans” Alcuin was referring to hailed from what is now the southwest coast of Norway, and they had sailed to Britain with speeds never before seen anywhere on earth, giving the people of Lindisfarne no warning of their impending demise. Another account of the bloodshed describes the pagans as “stinging hornets,” slaughtering everything in their path, including women, children, and livestock. They took particular pleasure in torturing the deacons and priests, some of which they chained together naked and drowned in the North Sea.

      What all the accounts of the horror that unofficially kicked off the Viking Age have in common is an awe for the speed by which the “pagans from the north” moved over sea and land and a ghastliness for the degree of their bloodletting. In a long poem Alcuin later wrote entitled The Destruction of Lindisfarne, taken from The Vikings: A History by Robert Ferguson, he claims a “pagan warband arrived from the ends of the earth,” suggesting that the attackers came from an unknown origin. But by 793, the Britons were well aware of a growing civilization up north. There are numerous historical records from a century earlier of people in the British Isles trading with reindeer farmers and whale hunters from the Arctic. There were well-established trading outposts around what are now Oslo, Copenhagen, and Stockholm, frequently visited by mainland Europeans and Britons. The only thing that changed in 793 was the speed by which their neighbors to the north moved and the violence that came with them.

      
        
The search for the origin story

        But where had these people originally come from, and why did they start expanding so rapidly and violently toward the end of the eighth century? Only the speed part is easy to explain. The perfection of the iconic Viking longship sometime in the 700s gave them the ability to move faster and farther than any previous civilization in human history. So important was sailing and the longship to the foundation of Scandinavian culture—and their understanding of harnessing energy to create momentum—that the next chapter is dedicated almost entirely to it.

        The precise origins of the Vikings and the reasons behind their odious violence aren’t as certain, and they vary depending on who is telling the story. If you visit a museum in Norway, Sweden, or Denmark today, you may be led to believe the Vikings were a homogeneous people who evolved independently from European, Asian, African, and American cultures for thousands of years. The manifestation of this belief coincided with strong nationalist movements in those countries in the first half of the 20th century, after decades of fighting for independence from one another or the French and Germans.

        However, more recent research suggests that the Vikings themselves weren’t as unified in culture and goals as modern folklore likes to believe. We don’t even know what they called themselves or if there was a common name among the eastern and western Vikings (basically those who inhabited modern Norway versus Sweden). It appears the Old Norse term for raider, vikingr, was adopted by Old English, and became the predominant term today. The western—or Norwegian—Vikings hailed from a landscape where agriculture was difficult and the growth of society was dependent on what could be harvested from the sea. The eastern—or Swedish—Vikings had rather advanced agriculture and room to grow on a much more inhabitable landscape.

        One theory is that the western Vikings began raiding the British Isles and western Europe out of pure necessity. There likely wasn’t a religious element to their conquests. They had merely grown too big for Norway and had to expand and plunder elsewhere, so they took to the sea. The eastern Vikings, however, didn’t have quite the same necessity to look elsewhere to expand their culture, but they did have their sagas, which had been passed down mostly through spoken word for centuries before they were ever written down.

        Some of those sagas indicated that they had originated from ancient Persia, which may seem foolish, but on a long enough timeline, it was mostly true for all peoples. Humanity—and society—had originated somewhere around there sometime way before people made it to the Great White North. Once the eastern Viking society became advanced enough that they could pursue the place of their alleged ancestors, they did just that. Using the only ships in the world that could navigate both oceans and rivers, they crossed the Baltic Sea, entered the mouth of the Volga River, and sailed all the way through modern-day Russia, raiding Rus and Slavic civilizations along the way to fund their voyages and feasts. When they arrived in “Persia,” they were likely shocked to find a very advanced Arab civilization and people much darker than them, but there were no raids, either out of reverence for their ancestors or because they had finally run into a superior opponent. Only a return trip back up the Volga and more pain and suffering for the peoples along the way. It’s just one of many long-held beliefs that the people of modern Scandinavia—the Norwegians, Swedes, and Danes—have similar roots but different histories. The terms Vikings and Scandinavians have been used by others to lump them together going back at least 1,200 years.

        Plenty of countries espouse the belief that their people are different, more pure, and perhaps more evolved than others, and that’s the story that nationalist movements of the early 1900s and even today are selling. But Scandinavian science paints a much different picture. The University of Copenhagen and its boastful Center of Excellence in Genetics conducted a study known as the Viking Genome Project, with the findings published in Nature in 2020. After DNA analysis of 442 human remains from 80 archaeological sites throughout the Viking empire, they found that the Vikings were fairly diverse for living so far from the rest of the world.

        Indeed, they did find some prevalence of Indigenous Scandinavian—or Sami—DNA, indicating that some of the ancestors of the Vikings had been in the Great White North for more than ten thousand years. But the Vikings and Sami were two completely different cultures that didn’t have much interaction. (The Sami are the true pagans of the north, living uncontacted for thousands of years in the northern reaches of Scandinavia and remaining one of the only peoples in Europe to avoid Christianity—to which even many Vikings would ultimately succumb.) Most of the DNA analysis showed that the Vikings had likely descended from Germanic tribes who made their way north and east in successive waves over the course of thousands of years. These migrations began as early as 4000 B.C. and peaked around A.D. 300, when the Roman Empire experienced a particularly rough patch of poverty, famine, and disease. The rapid spread of Christianity prompted even more movement, with some running from it and others running to spread the word of the world’s hottest new book.

      

      
        
A people born to fight

        First-century Roman historian Tacitus prophesized that the boundless motion of Germanic tribes would ultimately bring about the fall of the empire, and about 300 years after his death, his words turned out to be rather true. The reason Tacitus was particularly wary of the Germanic tribes at the northernmost reaches of the empire was that he and most other Roman writers believed Germanic men were more prone to fighting than any others on earth. (At least any that they had encountered, as they were blissfully unaware of the Mongols.) The warband was the foundation of the Germanic tribe, and loyalty to the leader was maintained by constant warfare. Fidelity was most often rewarded in the form of feasts, and this loyalty-for-reward system became the backbone of their society. The ones who made their way to the extreme north took this way of life to new heights, and the rest of the world wouldn’t know it until it was too late.

        After crossing the Baltic and North Seas, these tribes were free of any influence from the Romans or other Germanic tribes and could develop their society independently for a very long time, depending on when they got there. Archaeological evidence points to a second population boom in Scandinavia between 300 and 700 as well as widespread trade between the areas that are now basically Oslo, Stockholm, and Copenhagen. We don’t know when exactly the Old Norse language and Norse religion became predominant in the region, which we could use to pinpoint the true beginning of Viking society. But that information is not available, mostly because the Vikings were more than a few centuries behind the rest of the world with the written word. Much like the Polynesians, who were exploring a different corner of the globe, it seems that all the Vikings’ free time was spent thinking about boats or building them. Much of their history was only documented by Anglo-Saxons, so we know very little about them before they began slaughtering Anglo-Saxons in 793.

        With so much of their history undocumented, we can only assume that the Viking society and culture that lives on in folklore today coalesced in the time between the great migrations around 300 and the raid on Lindisfarne in 793. That’s when the Vikings became the Vikings; before then, the rest of the world had little idea that such a violent society was taking root up north. While their reign of terror would be felt by less than half the world for a mere 300 years, the Viking Age changed today’s European map, and their displacement, slaughter, and movements of cultures are at least partly responsible for ongoing border issues in eastern Europe today.

      

      
        A modern story of disruption and domination

        It would take more than 800 years since the Vikings for the people of Norway to attempt world domination, only this time, it would come in the form of sport. With the start of the Summer Olympics in 1896 and Winter Olympics in 1924, some of the first people on earth to sail and ski were expectedly superior in those events, but it was the arrival of the Norwegian runners in the 1970s that was as shocking as the Viking raids from a millennium before. (Perhaps slightly less shocking because no one died.)

        When a Norwegian schoolteacher named Grete Waitz showed up to run her first marathon in New York City in 1978, some wondered if she could make it halfway. By the time she finished all 26.2 miles, she had set a new world record of 2:32:29 and unknowingly ushered in an era of Norwegian dominance in the women’s marathon. After her countrywoman and rival, Ingrid Kristiansen—whom you’ll learn a lot more about later in this book—lowered the mark to 2:21:06 in 1985, Norway would hold the world record in the women’s marathon for 13 years.

        The reason a relatively small civilization from a remote corner of the globe came to rule such a significant portion of the world at the end of the first millennium isn’t all that different from the reason the Norwegian women dominated the marathon at the end of the second millennium. And it’s the reason a handful of Norwegian athletes have come to dominate distance running and triathlon during the first quarter of this century: They became very good at sustaining momentum.

        That may be where the similarities between the Vikings and today’s golden era of Norwegian athletics end. While their ancestors sought to harness the wind in order to leave a harsh life in Norway and expand their empire, this generation of Norwegian athletes has benefited from a boon of unique biopsychosocial advantages that laid out the groundwork for building great endurance athletes. Luckily for the rest of us, similar to the infamous Viking longships, much of the lifestyle and training methodologies that have worked so well for their athletes can be exported from Norway.

      

    

  
    
      Culture

      
        2

        Sailing, Sustained Momentum, and Sport

      

      
        Bundìn er bàtlaus mađur.

        Bound is a boatless man.

        —Norwegian proverb

      

      The ancestors of today’s Scandinavians were obsessed with boating more so than any other aspect of life, and for obvious reasons. The only way to traverse Scandinavia or plunder civilizations to the south was via the sea. Even going back to the Bronze Age (ca. 1800 B.C. – ca. 500 B.C.), the predecessors of the Vikings put ship imagery on just about everything—from razors to hammers and especially grave sites. Many of the ships depicted in Bronze Age petroglyphs and drawings from the region depict boats that were significantly more exotic than anything they actually used at the time.

      We don’t really know what kind of ships people were using at the time throughout Scandinavia because not a single Bronze Age ship has been unearthed in the region. That means they were most likely smaller and not built to withstand the test of time in an unforgiving climate. It seems the immediate ancestors of the Vikings spent a lot more time pondering ship design rather than actual shipbuilding, and perhaps that’s why advancements came quickly once they had the sudden urge to build warships to conquer the world.

      One of the more unique archaeological findings of the past few centuries has been the uncovering of early Viking stone-ship settings, which are basically stone monuments organized to resemble the outline of a ship and mark a grave site. Some are only big enough to outline the person buried underneath, while others are hundreds of feet long. More than 2,000 stone-ship settings have been uncovered in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark, with the largest concentration on the Swedish island of Gotland, believed to be a hub of Viking society.

      The first literate visitor to Scandinavia that we know about was the Greek scientist and explorer Pytheas, who left what is now Marseilles around 320 B.C. for Thule, which was likely on the southwest coast of Norway. He wrote of sailors who had ventured to the “frozen sea,” making it clear that those who had been in Scandinavia for centuries already had ventured far beyond anyone before, and they were doing most of their exploration by sea.

      Around the same time Pytheas was making his way around Norway by foot and small sailboat, the early Vikings farther south were developing the most significant breakthrough in human propulsion since the Egyptians and Polynesians had learned to sail 3,000 years earlier.

      
        The Norse pursuit of power and speed

        No two symbols are more intertwined with Viking folklore than the longship and the horned helmets, and unfortunately, the helmets were mere myth, as Viking warriors were much more pragmatic with their war garb, wearing helmets designed for maximum protection in battle. The longships, however, were very real, and the origins of them can be traced back to the Hjortspring boat, which was excavated from a bog in southern Denmark in the 1920s.

        The Hjortspring didn’t have a sail and was instead propelled by up to 24 men and as many paddles, but it’s the oldest boat humans have found that uses the same shipbuilding techniques as the longship. Built sometime between 400 and 300 B.C., the sleek and narrow ship was made to transport as many men as quickly as possible and was basically the biggest and fastest canoe humans have ever built. At 20 meters long and only 2 meters wide, it was unlike any other large ship found from that era.

        Some 600 years later, when Viking society was really starting to boom, the means of propulsion switched from paddling to rowing. There is no better display of the energy and power benefits of rowing versus paddling than to watch these two Olympic sports. The earliest rowed longship discovered is the Nydam ship, which was also found in Denmark and is dated to roughly A.D. 350. At 23 meters long and 3.5 meters wide with flared sides, it was much more stable than boats like the Hjortspring, and it could transport a crew of up to 48 men pulling 24 ores.

        Viking ship design served two primary goals: transport as many warriors as possible and do so at the greatest possible speed. It took them a minute to develop the power to harness the wind aboard a sleek ship, but once they did, the time they’d spent perfecting human-powered movement over water and hydrodynamics gave them a speed the world had never seen before.

        It’s unknown whether the Vikings developed sails on their own, but like most innovations, they were likely borrowed from somewhere. Relative to the rest of European civilizations, the Vikings are credited as being among the earliest to sail long distances. That’s certainly true, but when compared to the Egyptians and Polynesians, they were still a few millennia behind. Perhaps most remarkable about the proliferation of sailing around the globe is that the Egyptians and Polynesians developed the first sails at roughly the same time (around 3500 B.C.), but it wasn’t until some 3,000 years later that it became the preferred method of movement for the Mediterranean civilizations and even longer until the pagans of the north used it to travel much greater distances over nearly any body of water.

        While they may have been late to the sailing party, the Viking longship had advantages over every other sailboat that preceded it. Although no civilization will ever match the Polynesians when it came to distance, navigation, and efficiency (they could sail thousands of miles with only a handful of explorers, using essentially a catamaran), the Viking longship was designed with the ocean, sea, and rivers in mind. Whether it came to trade, exploration, or, most importantly, conquering and plundering, the Vikings aimed to do as much of it as possible over water. Their horses could travel extraordinary distances, but they were small and not ideal for warfare. More horses also meant fewer warriors per boat, so the goal was to limit overland travel as much as possible. The ability of the longship to travel rapidly and navigate (via rowing) rivers was what enabled the Vikings to conquer vast portions of what is now Russia while simultaneously taking over western European and Mediterranean civilizations via the sea.

        The Vikings were also the first people other than the Polynesians to sail well beyond sight of land, excluding the many cultures surrounding the Mediterranean, which limits just how lost a ship can become (Odysseus notwithstanding). Like the Polynesians, the range of the Vikings’ sailing excursions was more a factor of necessity than anything else. Unless one sought to do an arduous trek through the Arctic Circle, the only way to find out what was south and east of the Vikings’ known world involved a long trip over rough seas—and they had the hardened people to do it.

      

      
        Iterating on intelligent design

        By the time the warring Viking society had grown to the point that world domination was the next logical step, the design of the longship had been perfected enough to make that possible at an extraordinary rate. The best and most important ships had sails made of wool, which was somewhat unique for the time. They were heavier than sails made from woven plant fibers, and they involved a lot of work to turn into proper sails, but once they were, they were unmatched. They had incredible tensile strength to harness and hold as much of the wind as possible, and they were resistant to ripping or rotting.

        Powerful sails on sleek boats present a number of challenges—namely, keeping the boat upright. Overcoming these challenges involved a delicate balance of sand and stone ballasts, men, sail size, keel, rudder depth, and probably a few more things that the Vikingeskibs Museet (Viking Ship Museum) in Oslo has yet to figure out. These were not easy ships to sail, and nearly every voyage required a unique setup. What we do know is that it was specifically the keel of the longship that made it a perfect raiding vehicle. It typically sat just one meter deep, making some of the shallowest inland waterways navigable. That was on the very same boat that could carry 40 to 50 men at speeds up to 15 knots (roughly 17 mph) with only a single sail. Raiding coastal towns was one thing. Everyone was doing that in the first few centuries Anno Domini. But the ability to plunder the coast and any villages that lay upstream made escape impossible and surrender (likely death) inevitable.

        The old Greek, Roman, and Carthaginian ways of conquering were out. They used ships that were as long as 150 feet, with deep hauls, hundreds of ores, and often multiple levels. These were basically floating towns, and most couldn’t be beached for rapid disembarkment. A specific design was required to make way through rivers when the water was deep enough. The lightweight and easy maneuverability of the longship gave the Vikings a new, more efficient means of conquering. Perhaps best of all was that there wasn’t a massive, tall ship in the distance warning coastal inhabitants of incoming danger—except for the people of Lindisfarne. The Viking method was so simple and effective that a single warring party could pillage multiple towns on the same day: reach the coast without announcing arrival, pull the feathery ship on the beach for a bit, plunder, carry or row the boat to the mouth of the river, repeat the process upstream before the target has any idea what’s coming.

        The Vikings had more than just awesome boats on their side. The Roman Empire was in shambles, and parts were being taken over on a first-come, first-serve basis. That led to disorder throughout Europe and western Asia, as warring clans sought to get the upper hand on the land those loyal to Rome were leaving behind. A large swath of the world was ripe for a takeover, but that conquest came from the most unexpected of places and an empire that wasn’t built to last.

      

      
        
The end of an era of conquest

        Much like the beginning of the era, the end of the Viking Age that most historians agree on has been decided by the British. It typically coincides with the Norman Conquest of 1066, when the Duke of Normandy—later known as William the Conqueror—defeated (and killed) Norwegian king Harald Hardrada at the Battle of Hastings, freeing Britain from 273 years of Viking rule. In a cruel twist of fate, the Vikings were mostly responsible for the creation of Norman society (thus the name). The Francs, who were also Germanic in origin and had come to rule most of modern-day France, offered the Vikings rule over the surly people of their north, as long as the Vikings would stop trying to seize their already beloved Paris. They agreed, but they never forced the Normans to take their language and didn’t do a great job keeping watch, so it only took a few generations for a separate society and, ultimately, mutiny.

        Fewer than three centuries is relatively short as far as empires go, but the reach was impressive in such a short period of time, and the effects on both Europe and Scandinavia remain to this day. The empire stretched west to Greenland and likely parts of modern-day Canada, east to what is now central Russia, and south to include nearly all of coastal Spain and Italy. The Byzantines still had their hold on most of the eastern Mediterranean, but both the Black and Caspian Seas were firmly under Viking rule by the end of their run thanks to their ability to traverse the Volga River.

        Unfortunately, they didn’t spend any time raiding the river systems of central Europe, and that would lead to a rather abrupt downfall at the hands of the Normans, Slavs, and Francs, who were largely spared from Viking rule. But nearly three centuries of raids had made them rich, and it was during this time that Scandinavian—and Norwegian—culture began to really take shape. The cities that are now Oslo, Bergen, Copenhagen, Stockholm, and Götborg all exploded in population and wealth during the Viking Age, and even after the fall of the empire, they remained some of the most important ports in the world.

        As much as the centuries of raiding left their mark on continental Europe and western Asia (i.e., by decreasing the population a bit), they had an even bigger impact on Scandinavian culture. The cultural influences of the British and Celtic Isles were particularly profound, with Norway becoming fully unified as a Christian nation under King Olav the Second in the early 11th century. The thought of Norway being a Christian nation would have many Viking jarls (chiefs) rolling in their spacious tombs, but luckily for them, it wouldn’t last long. While the Church of Norway officially claims 68 percent of the country’s 5.4 million people today, that’s only due to an ancient law that decrees that anyone born with at least one parent member of the church is forever a member of the church. In reality, modern Norway is among the most secular nations on earth, with only 2 percent of the population regularly attending services. The pagans of the north have returned to their ancient ways.

        Norway’s formative years as a Christian monarchy involved a lot of turmoil, with a handful of rulers trading places and raids from displaced Germanic tribes east and south providing a bit of karma for three centuries of Viking mischief. Without any clear laws of succession, Norway became largely divided back into tribes tied to their Germanic ancestry and actually endured one of the longer civil wars in history, with ongoing conflict and 12 alleged kings from 1120 through 1240. After enough of them had died off, 13-year-old Haakon IV Haakonsson was decreed king by the church and at least part of a rudimentary parliament in 1217, and when he married one of his remaining opponent’s daughters eight years later, unification of Norway as its own country was nearly complete for the very first time. All that was left to do was kill off the remaining person claiming to be the rightful heir of Harald Fairhair, the first to be given the title of king of Norway in 872. That false king—as Norwegian history is often written—was Skule Bårdsson, who had been given the title of duke by the young King Haakon, but that was deemed insufficient enough that he launched an unsuccessful coup in 1240 and was killed.

        While the Vikings, as we’ve known them throughout the last chapter and a half, ceased to exist, their way of life is ingrained in Norwegian society, particularly their impulse to explore the world via the sea—and to do it faster than anyone else.

      

      
        A longship revival and the dawn of an Olympic dream

        Perhaps the most impressive longship to be unearthed was discovered in 1880 in southeastern Norway. The Gokstad is believed to have been built around 990, relatively late in the Viking Age. It was found fully intact, including even the decorative dragon on the prow that was there to strike even more fear into their soon-to-be victims. The ship struck so much awe in Captain Magnus Andersen, a Norwegian sea captain and explorer, that he commissioned an exact replica to be built so that he could attempt to sail across the Atlantic with it, paying homage to the maritime genius of his ancestors.

        With a keel of just one meter, Andersen and 10 others left Bergen on April 30, 1893, and arrived in New London, Connecticut, 44 days later to much fanfare. But that wasn’t quite enough for Andersen, who was well versed in Viking history and determined to remind the world why they were once referred to as the “river kings.” With the World’s Columbian Exposition—an event intending to commemorate Columbus discovering North America, which many Norwegians take issue with until this day—taking place in Chicago a few weeks later, Andersen decided to take his Gokstad replica up the Hudson River, down the Erie Canal, and across four of the five Great Lakes to reach Chicago, and when he arrived, he was met with even greater fanfare. After stealing the show at the World’s Columbian Exposition, Andersen took his longship down the Mississippi to spend the winter in New Orleans. In total, Andersen and his crew sailed and rowed their ship approximately 4,800 miles in 1893. After nearly a century of living in a basement of Chicago’s Lincoln Park Zoo, the Gokstad replica was moved to various locations around Illinois’s Fox Valley thanks to the insistence of a (relatively) large Norwegian and Swedish community. The prowl of the ship—a dragon named “Freya”—is on display at the Geneva Public Library (where much of this book was written), and the ship itself is open for viewing at Geneva’s Good Templar Park, where it’s locally referred to as the “Viking Ship.”

        Andersen’s feat was worldwide news, and it rekindled Norway’s zeal for sailing at an ideal time. Just three years after his Atlantic and North American odyssey, the very first Olympics would take place in Athens. Unfortunately, sailing wasn’t contested due to rough seas, and six of the eight members of the Norwegian delegation were there for shooting, not sailing. Norway would have to wait until the 1908 Rome Olympics to make its sailing debut. In the 1908 Games, Norway had just four men on an eight-meter boat and finished fourth. Four years later, Norway won two of the three classes—much to the chagrin of the Swedish hosts. After World War I caused the cancellation of the 1916 Games, sailing was the marquee sport of the 1920 Antwerp Olympics, at least in terms of the number of events, with 14 classes racing in the North Sea. It remains the largest sailing competition ever organized at the Olympic Games. The Norwegian Sailing Team turned in one of the most dominant performances in Olympic history, winning 7 of the 14 classes and medaling in 11 of them. A closer look at the results shows that Norway was the only country entered in six of these races, making their gold medals akin to being voted dog catcher in an uncontested small-town election (two additional races were canceled when even Norway failed to muster a boat), but this in itself speaks to how much more seriously the Norwegians took competitive sailing (or “yachting,” as it was called back then) than did the rest of the world.

        The Norwegian Sailing Team remained the most dominant in the world until the 1960s, when the Cold War pushed the United States, Russia, and the two Germanys to supremacy across nearly every Olympic sport with often nefarious methods. But the unprecedented success of the 1920 team meant a lot for a nation once hell-bent on taking over the world, and once again, the feats of Norwegian sailors came at a rather opportune time.

        The Summer Olympic Games had grown from a rather local affair in 1896 to the most important thing in the world after World War I, so the juvenile International Olympic Committee (IOC) decided to host the first Winter Olympiad in 1924 in Chamonix, France, and it was Norway’s chance to once again take over the world—though this time, of sports. They ruled both the downhill and Nordic skiing events to claim 17 medals, 4 of which were gold. The Norwegian contingent was led by Thorleif Haug, who won gold in all three cross-country skiing distances as well as bronze in the ski jump. (Fifty years later, a calculation error revealed that he had actually finished fourth, and his daughter posthumously returned his medal.) Finland claimed 11 medals, 4 of which were also gold, stoking a sporting rivalry that burns strong to this day. No other nation came close to claiming double-digit medals.

        
          Summer Olympics: Norway’s Medal Count

          [image: Summer Olympics: Norway’s Medal Count Chart]

          Norway was ranked 6th in the overall medal count in the 1920 Games, amassing 31 medals, most of which were in sailing. In more recent years, Norway is lucky to break into the top 20 countries.
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