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SHE CAPTAINS







INTRODUCTION




One morning in 529 B.C., in an encampment on the Volga River, north of the Caspian Sea, Tomyris, Queen of the Massagetae, woke up to find herself a widow, a tricky situation. The Massagetae, a mighty tribe of watermen and warriors, were under siege by Persian forces led by Cyrus the Great, a tyrant whose ambition to control the whole of Asia from the Hindu Kush to the Mediterranean was almost fulfilled. Cyrus’s conquests stretched from Greece to India and from Babylon to Lydia (now Turkey), and it was just the Massagetae that barred his path to the north.

Queen Tomyris was probably not at all surprised when the news of her husband’s death led to a prompt proposal of marriage from the Persian monarch. Obviously, to Cyrus the Great a convenient wedding would seem an easy path to domination of the tribe. She flatly refused, understanding his reasons, so Cyrus ordered that the mighty Volga River be bridged with boats, while his marines and cavalry prepared for battle. Seeing this, Tomyris decided to negotiate, offering terms to which Cyrus pretended to agree. Before he withdrew his forces, however, he gave orders for a great feast of roasted meat and unwatered wine to be left in his abandoned encampment. The Massagetae warriors fell for the trick, eating and drinking so heavily that they became stupefied, and easy victims for the Persians, who stealthily returned in the night.


Furious at this treachery, Tomyris sent Cyrus a message in which she vowed “by the sun, the lord of the Massagetae, that for all you are so insatiate of blood, I will give you your fill thereof.” And she was as good as her word. They met on another battleground, and this time her forces prevailed. Cyrus was killed. As soon as the dust had settled Queen Tomyris personally searched the battlefield for his corpse. Then she chopped off the Persian king’s head and triumphantly plunged it into a bag of human blood.

Thus runs just one of the ancient lost tales of the powerful women of the rivers and seas—the female maritime heroes. Nowadays, “hero” is an unequivocally masculine noun meaning “a man distinguished for bold enterprise.” Yet Hero was a legendary priestess whose lover, Leander, swam across the Hellespont to join her every night, guided by a beacon in her window. One night, a storm blew the lantern out, and Leander drowned. Distraught, Hero cast herself into the sea, the first in the long line of women who star in the old magic legends of maritime lore.

They are stories that span the world. Like the siren sea nymphs of Greek mythology who would have lured the Greek pirate-hero Odysseus to destruction on the rocks if he had not been forewarned by the sorceress Circe, the fox fairies of Chinese folklore were dangerously seductive to susceptible seafarers. The Greeks also told stories of the Amazons—a race of tough and beautiful battlers who were allied with Troy in the Trojan War—while the Norse bards sang of the Valkyria, the warrior-handmaidens of Valhalla. In Japan, they used to tell of a beautiful pearl fisher named Tokoyo who saved her father from a long and cruel exile in the Oki Islands. Single-handedly, she sailed a coracle to find him, and then as ransom for his freedom she killed the evil god Yofune-Nushi. Like Beowulf, the Icelandic hero, she dived into the roaring deep to meet and murder her foe—an impressive sea monster with writhing, serpentine shape, phosphorescent scales, fiery eyes, and many tiny, waving legs—and at the same time retrieved a statue of the emperor that Yofune-Nushi was holding hostage. She did not wait for a man to do it; Tokoyo did it all by herself.


In the third century B.C., another kind of maritime heroine flowered in the East. The beautiful Princess Sanghamitta boarded a ship to sail from her homeland to meet the king of a deeply forested and very mountainous island. She was the daughter of the great King Dharmasoka of India, and the island was Sri Lanka, which in times to come was occasionally known as Ceylon.


Princess Sanghamitta was following in the footsteps of her brother, Prince Mahinda. King Dharmasoka was a fervent Buddhist who felt a great desire to share his faith. When the king of Sri Lanka had heard of this, he decided it would be diplomatic to ask for a missionary to come to the people of his island. As the request came from a fellow ruler, King Dharmasoka sent Prince Mahinda. Princess Sanghamitta’s brother did such a good job that the women of Sri Lanka wanted a female to teach them this new philosophy, so, of course, the appropriate emissary was Princess Sanghamitta.


She carried a precious gift, a rooted sapling of the tree that had sheltered the Buddha when he had experienced his great enlightenment. This made a wonderful impression on the waiting crowd, the Sri Lankan king himself wading waist-deep to carry, the sapling ashore on his head. Indeed, it was so solemn and marvelous that Princess Sanghamitta’s ship was turned into a shrine. The men lifted up the entire craft and carried it to shore, then built three temples about it, focused on the stem, mast, and rudder. And so, because of a pretty princess with a persuasive gesture, Buddhism is the national religion of Sri Lanka.


Thus it can be seen that women were as distinguished for bold enterprise as their male equivalents. The rivers and beaches and seas were equal-opportunity spheres back then. It was not until the Victorians rewrote the old legends that women became pictured as weak and frail and witless, in great need of the gallantry of bearded sailors and the kisses of handsome princes, and it was not until the time of Disney that pirates became jolly, and nymphs and mermaids were guarded by smiling dolphins. Before that, all over the world, maritime women were proper heroines—heroines who are now almost forgotten. Their stories, at one time passed down from generation to generation, ritually related by bards and old grandmothers, now need rescuing, and that is the intent of this book.

Their narratives need investigation as well as retelling. How true are the tales of heroines like Tokoyo, Queen Tomyris, and Princess Sanghamitta? The perception of female roles in folklore has changed so much that disbelief is the rule. The tendency is to dismiss such yarns as exaggerations, fairy stories, superstitions, and allegories handed down in the unverifiable ramblings of old men and women, at one with the legends of Olympus and Valhalla. Yet, that is how the recording of events began—in the spoken word. What is required is not blanket disbelief, but a sifting of myth from reality, and that is the intention here, too.


For example, while the evil god Yofune-Nushi is unlikely to have existed, it is quite plausible that a woman who dived every day for pearls could have retrieved a precious artifact from deep in the sea and used it to ransom her father. Documentary evidence can be very persuasive, too, even if just in the form of pictures. Although the actuality of Amazons is doubted by some, their images appear so often in classical Greek sculpture and earthenware that it seems very likely that they did indeed exist. Some scholars have even pinpointed their territory, beside the Black Sea and just to the westward of Massagetae lands where Queen Tomyris ruled.

Princess Sanghamitta was real. While the three shrines that were built about her ship have been crumbled away by time, the tree she carried still stands, the oldest historically documented tree in the world. Indeed, it has its own military guard. Her story remained oral history until the first century B.C., when the Buddhist monks of Sri Lanka included it in a historical preface to the Buddha’s teachings, called “the Mahavamsa of the ancients.” And vengeful Queen Tomyris, who sank the head of Cyrus the Great in a bag of human blood, was an actual person, too. We know this because her story was documented by the father of history, Herodotus.

Herodotus was a Greek, born about 484 B.C. in Halikarnassos on the Aegean Sea, now Bodrum, in Turkey. For some reason, perhaps because he was banished for political machinations, he became a well-heeled and leisured wanderer, traveling throughout Greece and the Aegean, Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia, and the northern coast of the Black Sea. Everywhere he went, he studied the people, observed their habits and customs, and made note of the tales they told. Then, in the middle of the century, he settled down to write a record of “astonishing and heroic achievements,” in particular an account of the conflicts of the Greeks with the Persians. It is the earliest known creative work in prose.


Herodotus was more than a mere raconteur, for not only did he make an effort to get the facts right if he could, but he wrote without preconceptions or bias. “Many stories are related of Cyrus’ death,” he wrote at the end of his recounting of Queen Tomyris’s story; “this, that I have told, is the worthiest of credence.” Herodotus called this collection of plain, unvarnished facts History, which in Greek means “inquiry,” and so written history was born. And, in the spirit of the first historian, this book sets out to relate, investigate, and document the stories of the “she captains”—the women distinguished for bold enterprise in the history of the sea.






Chapter One

THE WARRIOR-QUEENS

Had Cleopatra’s nose been shorter, the whole faceof the world would have changed.

—Blaise Pascal

After the time of Queen Tomyris, the Persian kings who succeeded Cyrus the Great—first his son Cambyses and then Darius the Great—were still determined to conquer the known world. Since about 545 B.C—perhaps two decades before Queen Tomyris chopped off King Cyrus’s head—the Greek city-states on the coast of modern Turkey had been under Persian rule, and the Persian target was now Athens, their aim complete domination of the Greek mainland. It was a war of politics and stealth as well as open battle, and women played a part in it all. Thargelia of Miletus could well have been partly responsible for the sack of her city by Darius in 494 B.C., for she was rumored to be a Persian spy. At the same time, another woman from Miletus, Aspasia, the mistress of the great Athenian statesman Pericles, was scheming for the other side.

Then, in 490 B.C., six years before Herodotus was born, the Persians suffered a severe setback. Their forces were soundly beaten by a Greek regiment that marched out of Athens to meet them in a pitched battle on the Plain of Marathon. Burning to avenge this defeat, Darius sent messengers throughout the empire in order to raise a huge army, a project that was continued after his death by his son, King Xerxes. It was the most colossal invasion force in ancient history, commanded by Xerxes himself. His engineers made a bridge across the Hellespont by lashing three hundred boats together, and dug a canal across the peninsula of Athos that was wide enough for two galleys to row side by side. Thus, his army marched across water, and his navy sailed over the land. It was a highly successful operation, culminating in the seizure of the Acropolis, where desperate Athenians jumped to their deaths while the victorious Persians laid about with their swords. And this is where another powerful woman comes onto the stage.

Although the Athenians’ army had been defeated, they still had a 380-strong fleet of highly maneuverable biremes and triremes—125-foot-long galleys propelled by two or three banks of oars and armed with bronze-sheathed rams in the bows. Obviously, this force had to be destroyed if the Athenians were to be completely beaten and mainland Greece added to the Persian Empire—quite a proposition, for the Persians, whose capital, Susa, was eight hundred miles from the sea, had no experience in water warfare. Their navy was made up of ships and crews commandeered from subject nations—nations like Halikarnassos, Herodotus’s home city, which at the time was ruled by the widow of its king, Queen Artemisia. Accordingly, Xerxes hesitated, even though his fleet was more than twice the size of the Athenian force. Then, he learned that an escaped slave had brought information that the Athenian fleet was trapped in a narrow channel.

The strait where the Greek triremes were ensnared separates the island of Salamis from the western coast of Attica, where the modern port of Piraeus lies. To Xerxes, it looked like a god-sent chance. He immediately prepared for a naval engagement—and so did Queen Artemisia. She had contributed five ships to the Persian effort—reputedly five of the best ships, at that—and was in command of her flagship herself.

As Herodotus remarked in his recounting of her tale, it was impossible not to “marvel greatly that a woman should have gone with the armament against Hellas. For, her husband being dead, she herself had his sovereignty and a young son withal, and followed the host under no stress of necessity, but of mere high-hearted valor.” Nonetheless, he knew for sure that it was right, for he heard the story of the great battle repeated throughout his childhood, and would have known some of the participants. Artemisia was a veteran commander, too. When she sent words of advice to King Xerxes on the eve of the battle, she pointed out that she had every right to give an opinion, for in the past she had “not been the hindmost in courage or feats of arms in the fights near Euboea.” 


And forthwith, the queen counseled Xerxes against sending his fleet into the narrows. “Spare your ships, and offer no battle at sea,” she advised, according to Herodotus—and very wisely so, for the situation was a carefully laid trap. The “escaped” slave who had passed the tidings that the Athenian navy was ensnared and lying at their mercy was an intelligence agent, a key player in a plot devised by the Athenians’ admiral, Themistokles. However, it is hard to tell if Artemisia suspected this, for Herodotus recorded that she gave other reasons for caution. First, she announced that she didn’t think much of Xerxes’ so-called allies—“men of Egypt and Cyprus and Cilicia and Pamphylia, in whom there is no usefulness”—and, what’s more, she added demurely, the Greek navy was a lot more resourceful than Xerxes had been led to believe, “for their men are as much stronger by sea than yours, as men are stronger than women.”

Xerxes should have listened to her. At dawn on September 23, 480 B.C., when he settled in a golden armchair on a hill overlooking the Straits of Salamis, though, the scene looked promising enough. Xerxes saw a narrow stretch of water, the Athenian fleet bottled up inside it, and the Persian allies stationed at the mouth. Then the dawn breeze puffed up, involuntarily impelling the Persian allies into the maw of the straits. And, to draw them still farther into the snare, the Athenian admiral ordered his ships to back up, to give the appearance of a panicked retreat.


The unsuspecting Persian galleys eagerly pressed forward. Then suddenly, as the channel narrowed and cliffs rose around them, they found themselves running afoul of each other. Oars snagged oars and ships collided, crunching and tangling because there was no room to move. Ahead, the way was blocked by the suddenly stilled Athenians. Astern, retreat was blocked by the Persians’ own forces.

And Themistokles gave the signal. According to some tales, his order was sung out by a woman. And the Athenian ships charged. They shattered the Persian allies as their galleys fought for space to maneuver in the crowded strait. The sea ran with blood as floundering seamen and marines were speared like fish, and panic and dire confusion prevailed. Artemisia, like many others, found to her horror that she was on the verge of attack by an Athenian trireme. For her, the only way out was blocked by one of the Persian allies, a Calyndian craft.

Without hesitation—friend or not—she rammed at full speed. The Calyndian vessel sank with all hands, opening up a way of escape. And out of the ambush Artemisia stormed, pursued by her other four ships. She was doubly lucky, for “when the Attic captain saw her charge a ship of foreigners, he supposed that Artemisia’s ship was Greek or a deserter from the foreigners fighting for the Greeks, and he turned aside to deal with others. By this happy chance,” Herodotus remarked, “it came about that she escaped and avoided destruction.”

Watching from the shore, Xerxes did not suspect a thing. In fact, “one of the bystanders said, ‘Sire, see you Artemisia, how well she fights, and how she has sunk an enemy ship?’ Xerxes then asking if it were truly Artemisia that had done the deed, they affirmed it, knowing well the ensign of her ship; and they supposed that the ship she had sunk was an enemy.” And not a single man had survived the ramming of the Calyndian ship to wade ashore and correct their mistake.

Indeed, Xerxes asked Artemisia’s advice about what to do next—whether to try to turn defeat into victory by attacking the Peloponnese, or wait to recruit his strength. Queen Artemisia advised him to give up and go home to boast about the burning of Athens instead—“which thing was the whole purpose of your expedition”—and this time he listened. Xerxes slunk away, the remnants of his land forces were soundly defeated at Plataea the following year, and the Golden Age of Greece commenced.



Two hundred fifty years passed. The might of Greece burgeoned, peaked, and then diminished, as the shadow of Rome fell over the eastern Mediterranean, helped not a little by the piratical activities of another warrior-queen, this one documented by another Greek historian, Polybius.

A citizen of Megalopolis on the shores of the Ionian Sea, in 168 B.C., Polybius was captured by the Romans and sent to Rome as a hostage. There he became the tutor of the sons of a Roman general and accompanied one of them, Scipio, on African military campaigns. Therefore Polybius was present at the fall of Carthage, in 146 B.C. Back in Rome, he devoted the rest of his life to writing a forty-volume work called Universal History, recording the rise of the Roman Empire. And, for reasons that will soon become obvious, the story of Queen Teuta of Illyria was featured as part of the tale.

Illyria was a country on the eastern coast of the Adriatic, and Teuta was the second wife of King Agron, who died after a drunken binge. In 232 B.C. his forces returned from a great battle weighed down with loot, and Agron celebrated their victory both unwisely and too well, with the result that he dropped dead of pleurisy. “His wife Teuta succeeded him on the throne,” wrote Polybius,


and managed the various details of administration by means of friends whom she could trust. . . . Her first measure was to grant letters of marque to privateers, authorizing them to plunder all whom they fell in with; and she next collected a fleet and military forces . . . and dispatched them with general instructions to the leaders to regard every land as belonging to an enemy.


In effect, Teuta had declared war on the rest of the world, and turned the Illyrian navy into a privateer fleet. Her seamen had royal leave to sally forth in their small, extremely fast, single-banked galleys called lembi to attack whatever ship or settlement they liked, and bring back as much loot as they could carry.

They did have priorities. Although Teuta’s corsairs would not disdain a heavily laden, plodding, unarmed merchant vessel, they much preferred to ransack coastal settlements for valuables, provisions, and slaves. Sneaking in after dusk, they would attack without warning and leave plunder-laden after hours or days of mayhem and murder. These raids were so persistent and devastating that they affected the settlement of the Mediterranean. Coastal villages were plundered so often that major centers were moved inland to escape the ravages of the raiders, but this simply worsened the situation. The city troops had so far to march that by the time they arrived at the scene of the action the pirates had long since departed. And so, within a remarkably short time, the Illyrian raiders were in virtual control of the coasts.


And it seems that Queen Teuta did more than sit back on her throne and enjoy this wonderful source of public revenue, for she personally accompanied her Illyrian mariners on some of their raids, even taking command. According to one testimony to her cold-bloodedness, she and her raiders landed at the city of Epidamnos and approached the walls with water jars on their shoulders, crying out that they were dying of thirst and desperate for water. Then, the instant the city gates were opened, they snatched out the swords that were hidden in the jars and massacred the guards. The Epidamnosian troops rallied and eventually drove the Illyrians off, but it was more usual for such treacherous tactics to succeed.

By 230 B.C. the Illyrian captains had turned their attention to committing “acts of piracy on a number of Italian merchants; some they merely plundered, others they murdered, and a great many they carried off alive into captivity.” The Romans sent a delegation to Illyria to lodge a strong protest with the queen. The envoys, the brothers Gaius and Lucius Coruncanius, were diplomatic at first, but when she imperiously informed them that “it was not the custom for the sovereigns of Illyria to hinder private persons from taking booty at sea,” one of them lost his temper and made a few pointed remarks. Again, Teuta listened, outwardly calm. After they had gone, however, she instructed a band of men “to kill the one who had used this plainness” in speaking to Her Majesty. On the way back to Rome the envoys were attacked by pirates, and the offending brother was killed.

Unsurprisingly, as Polybius went on to recount, when the people of Rome heard about this injury and insult they felt incensed enough to “set about preparations for war, enrolling legions and collecting a fleet” of two hundred ships. Meanwhile, Teuta’s galleys were still terrorizing the coast and bringing in huge troves of loot, with the result that one state after another turned to Rome for help, “believing that this was their only security in the future against the piratical incursions of the Illyrians.” Understandably, they were happy to get any kind of military assistance, even if the soldiers and marines who marched and sailed to their aid happened to have been ordered there by power-hungry senators. Thus, as the Roman army marched toward Illyrian territory its leaders were greeted “by envoys from many tribes,” offering unconditional surrender in return for Roman protection.

The Roman fleet was meeting equal success on the water, taking several Illyrian coastal cities by storm and capturing Illyrian galleys as they sailed home laden with plunder. The Illyrian forces scattered, and Teuta escaped to the fortified town of Rhizon. The following year, 228 B.C., she caved in completely, sending envoys to Rome to conclude a treaty, “in virtue of which she consented to pay a fixed tribute, and to abandon all Illyricum, with the exception of some few districts.”

Most importantly of all, she agreed not to send out more than two galleys at a time, “and those unarmed”—and so ended the career of this notably bloodthirsty warrior-queen.



In 163 B.C., Greece was finally conquered by Roman forces, and by the 40s only one great Mediterranean kingdom was still independent of the Roman Empire. This was Egypt, ruled by Cleopatra VII, a gifted and ruthless politician who is popularly remembered as the famous “Queen of Kings”—a beautiful woman who gained, retained, and then increased her power by sexual attraction and stealth.

Born about 47 B.C., Cleopatra ascended the throne at the age of sixteen, to rule jointly with her twelve-year-old brother, Ptolemy XII, who was also her husband. This kind of incestuous dynastic marriage arrangement was characteristic of the Egyptian monarchy, and Cleopatra was by no means the first woman to gain power in this way. A distant predecessor, Princess Hatshepsut, had used the system to usurp the Egyptian crown and become the first great queen of history, in 1498 B.C.

When Hatshepsut’s father, Pharaoh Thutmose I, died in 1501 B.C., Hatshepsut married her half brother, Thutmose II, to make sure of control of the throne. After just three years, however, her husband–half brother died, which left Hatshepsut with no claim to power at all. She was determined not to lose it, so she promptly married another half brother (though he may also have been her son) and imprisoned him in luxury while she kept hold of the reins. This took the Egyptian people by surprise, for it was perfectly unknown for a woman to seize power in this way. Accordingly, Hatshepsut decreed that all statues and paintings should depict her as a man, with a beard and without breasts. By this means she remained in control until the day of her death, in 1480 B.C.


Fourteen centuries later, Cleopatra was not so lucky. After three years of joint rule with her brother, she was deposed and sent into exile. Instead of taking this tamely, she assembled an army and turned to the most accessible powerful Roman for help. This was Julius Caesar, who had arrived in Egypt with four thousand men in pursuit of his rival, Pompey, and taken charge of the Roman garrison. And here the legends about Cleopatra begin. According to one version of the yarn, she arrived at the foot of his throne wrapped up in a carpet, to be revealed in a dramatic state of nudity when the rug was rolled out, while other stories have her tucked inside a bedroll. Whatever, her sudden and unexpected appearance was well calculated to impress Julius Caesar, who was a notoriously sensual man. Instantly intrigued, he was easily seduced, and easily persuaded, too, to mount a campaign against her treacherous little brother. After five months of warfare that included setting the Egyptian fleet on fire, the boy Ptolemy was drowned, and Cleopatra’s ardent lover set her on the throne as the rightful queen of Egypt.


Protocol, however, forced her to marry yet another brother—Ptolemy XIII, an eleven-year-old boy. Some stories have her also married to Julius Caesar, adding bigamy as well as incest to her colorful career. What is incontestably true is that Caesar dallied an extra four months in Egypt, even though he had been declared Dictator of Rome for the second time, making it imperative that he return there to take over the helm. Instead of paying heed to political sense, he sailed down the Nile to the southernmost borders of the country with his mistress, on a voyage of unbridled pleasure.

Then, reluctantly, Caesar returned to duty, but within two years he had sent for Cleopatra—and the son, Caesarion, she had borne in the meantime, who was probably his—to come live with him as his consort. Without doubt he was bewitched. Like other besotted lovers who populate the folklore of the sea, Caesar made a fool of himself over her. He erected a shrine and dedicated it to Cleopatra, “Queen and Goddess.” The citizens of Rome were both scandalized and disgusted. Cleopatra was sent packing, and Julius Caesar was assassinated on the Ides of March, 44 B.C.

The role of hero in the Cleopatra saga then passed to Mark Antony, the passionate and magnetic young man Caesar had appointed Master of the Horse about the same time that he had restored Cleopatra to the Egyptian throne. According to the legend, Antony had been captivated from the time of that first encounter, but the spark that led to one of the most famous love affairs in history did not catch fire until the midsummer of 41 B.C. Meantime, he had been fighting a vicious civil war, which resulted in a division of territory. Antony was given control of the Eastern Roman Empire, while Caesar’s great-nephew and adoptive heir, Octavian, ruled the Western sphere.

Antony set up his palace at Tarsus, and Cleopatra voyaged to meet him. She sailed up the Cydnus River in a marvelous golden barge with silver oars and and royal purple sails, and arrived in splendor, attired in flimsy draperies as the goddess of love, surrounded by nymphs and cupids, while seductive music filled the air. It was a carefully choreographed scene, her motives blatantly political. Cleopatra was an astute and hardheaded administrator who had broken the monopolies of banking, oil, and salt, restored freedom of trade, and reformed the money market in Egypt. With this list of triumphs behind her, she saw no reason she should not extend her territories to tempting lands in the East—Syria, for instance—and she needed Antony’s military strength for that. This must have been obvious; nevertheless Antony became as intoxicated with her as Caesar had been. When she left for Alexandria, he helplessly followed.

It was a tempestuous affair. For two years they lived together in luxury and passion while Fulvia, Antony’s furiously jealous wife, made trouble back home. The lovers parted, Fulvia died, and Antony married Octavian’s sister in a political alliance, then three years later returned to Cleopatra’s arms. According to the legend, he married her too, bigamously, in 34 B.C. Foolishly, he gave her Jericho, taking the city-state away from his friend King Herod of Judaea. Cleopatra visited this new property, sold it back to Herod, and then tried to seduce him, a favor that he spurned. Stung, she got her revenge by cultivating Herod’s wife, Mariamne. Then Cleopatra returned to Antony, who proceeded to make the same blunder as his predecessor, Julius Caesar. In a triumphal parade in Alexandria, he posed as the god Osiris with Cleopatra at his side as the goddess Isis, and directed that her head should appear alongside his on coins.

Backed by Roman outrage, Octavian declared war on Egypt. A fleet assembled under the command of Agrippa, Octavian’s admiral, sailing in the fall of 31 B.C. The ships of the two nations met off the west coast of the Balkans, just north of the western end of the Gulf of Corinth, in the famous Battle of Actium. Both Antony and Cleopatra were there, each in command of his or her own part of the fleet. Antony was at a disadvantage right from the beginning, for Agrippa’s ships had been raiding the Egyptian grain ships that carried provisions to the fleet. Because of an outbreak of plague, there was a shortage of oarsmen. Altogether, his men were hungry, sick, and discouraged. Nevertheless, against the advice of his generals, and reputedly because Cleopatra recommended it, Antony attacked first.

It was no minor engagement. Antony commanded five hundred ships, brightly painted in warlike colors. They were heavy, powerful galleys encompassing every rank from one row of oars up to the great ten that carried his flag. His battle plan was to plow into clusters of smaller craft, with catapults hurling a barrage of rocks and pots of hot coals and pitch on the enemy, some creative gunners theorizing that firing off pots of live snakes and scorpions might have an even more interesting effect on the enemy. Meantime, while ranks of archers were shooting a hail of arrows, boarding parties of marines would be standing at the ready.

Agrippa, on the other hand, had only four hundred craft, but in addition to the same armory that Antony’s fleet carried, many of his ships were fitted with a harpex, or catapult grapnel, which he had already employed with huge success in a sea battle against his patron’s rival, Sextus, the previous year. This was a timber fitted with ringbolts and an iron hook that was made fast with a length of line. Fired by catapult, it went a lot farther than a grapnel thrown by hand. Once it was lodged into the deck of the enemy boat, the rope was drawn in, jamming the two galleys together, so the heavily armed marines could easily rush across to attack the opposing crew. By legend, Agrippa declared it was such a terrible weapon it would bring an end to warfare. Obviously, he was wrong, but it did, perhaps, bring an end to the Battle of Actium.

The conflict ended in anticlimax. For no apparent reason, Cleopatra took fright. Though it seems so out of character, the story goes that she gave the order to retreat, and her squadron of sixty ships hoisted sail to make a run for it. Antony, seeing his mistress sail away, followed with about forty more. His men fought on until they were persuaded to surrender with the promise of honorable treatment. And Octavian, as Augustus Caesar, was proclaimed Emperor of Rome.

Myriad tales persist about the next eleven months. Some say that Cleopatra plotted an escape east of Suez, while others describe her secret efforts to negotiate with Octavian. An enduring legend is that she shut herself up in her mausoleum and sent false news of her suicide to Antony. Desperate, he stabbed himself, learning about her deceit as his lifeblood ebbed away. Friends carried him to the foot of the crypt, and when he begged for the “poor last” of the “many thousand kisses” that Shakespeare later described, she repented and had him hauled up by cords to her hiding place, where he expired in her embrace.

Then it was Cleopatra’s turn. It seems plausible that she hoped to make a conquest of yet another Roman, but after meeting the austere Octavian she realized she had no hope of mercy. Accordingly, she planned to put an end to herself, too, to avoid the humiliation of being dragged through the streets of Rome in chains. Octavian, who very shrewdly suspected her grim solution, kept her under guard within her apartments to prevent such an outcome. However, Cleopatra managed to arrange for a poisonous snake to be smuggled to her in a basket of fruit, and after bathing in milk and enrobing in ceremonial garments, she lay down and enticed the asp to sting. Or so runs the popular tale. Scholars believe that it is much more likely that she simply poisoned herself, but the asp is so persuasively romantic and exotic that the fable lives on—just like a great deal of the rest of the Cleopatra legend. The hard part is deciding which parts are the truth.


No one doubts that Cleopatra VII existed. There is plenty of formal testament to her regime, just as there is to what her distant predecessor, Queen Hatshepsut, accomplished. Hatshepsut built a grand temple at Deir el-Bahri, complete with wonderful bas-reliefs which illustrate and document one of her greatest achievements, a trading voyage to Punt, a country on the African coast below the Red Sea. Intricately captioned, the carved vignettes detail not just what the people said (“Watch your step!” is carved over the stevedores in a loading scene) but what was carried. Those earliest Egyptian envoys traded manufactured goods—necklaces, hatchets, daggers—for incense, ivory, ebony, myrrh, gold, and exotic animals, including “a southern panther alive, captured for Her Majesty.” Thus, we know that Her Majesty Queen Hatshepsut and her trailblazing voyage were real, just as coins, temple reliefs, papyrus scrolls, and financial accounts testify to Cleopatra’s reign. However, Cleopatra’s undoubted genius as an administrator has been largely forgotten, while the wildly colorful myths endure, distorting our perceptions so it has become virtually impossible to sort out exaggeration from veracity and fable from truth.

And that leads to the most intriguing question of all: Why did Cleopatra become such an enduringly popular icon, while women like Teuta, Tomyris, Artemisia, and Hatshepsut have been largely overlooked? For two thousand years Cleopatra’s story has fascinated generations and provided inspiration for great artists. Dryden, Shakespeare, and George Bernard Shaw created famous plays about her. Grand poetry has been written, stately music composed, noteworthy films made, all devoted to her tale. Today, Cleopatra’s name is familiar to millions of people. We read it constantly—on perfume bottles, in fashionable stores, in glossy magazines—often accompanied by unlikely pictures. And, just like her physical image, her story has been blurred and colored by romantic retelling. It is as if the advertising agencies have taken over the job of preserving her story for the masses.

It is not just our generation that is so susceptible. When two ancient Egyptian obelisks were taken from Alexandria in Victorian times, one to become a London landmark, the other to find a place in Central Park, in New York, both were named Cleopatra’s Needle, yet Cleopatra had no connection with them whatsoever, quite apart from the fact that they were part of her hometown scenery. Built by some unknown monarch in Heliopolis, and reerected in Alexandria by Rameses II about 1200 B.C., they predate her by many centuries. That such concrete male symbols should take on her name without any damage to her femininity is eloquent evidence of Cleopatra’s potent sexuality—and a good reason for the durability of her legend, too. Throughout history this queen of ancient Egypt has been viewed as the essence of female mystery and romance. The Cleopatra legend has lived so long because it is an exotic testament to the power of beautiful women.



Cleopatra’s passing also marked the passing of the era of warrior-queens, for the aggressively masculine Roman armies were now in complete control of Europe, Asia Minor, and the Mediterranean world. But, over the centuries, inevitably even the stalwart Romans lost their grip. By the third century A.D. the Goths had ravaged Greece, the Franks had overtaken Gaul (modern France) and moved into Spain, and the Saxons were raiding the coasts of both Britain and Gaul. Rome was sacked, and coastal North Africa conquered. By the end of the fifth century A.D., the Franks held almost the whole of Gaul, and in Britain the Romans had packed up and gone, leaving the native Celtic peoples to war with each other and the invading Anglo-Saxons.

All these barbarians, whether Goth, Frank, Celt, or Saxon, had something in common besides land hunger and aggressiveness. They all had been acquainted with classical traditions and Christianity by the people who had been their overlords—the Romans. But then, in the eighth century A.D., a pagan, unromanized people stormed in from the north to terrorize the coasts of the West. And a new era in maritime history commenced. 






Chapter Two

THE VALKYRIA

Even the females of the North caught the epidemicspirit, and proudly betook themselves to thedangers of sea-life.

—Charles Ellms

They arrived at night, screaming and berserk, like a mad vision from the Book of Revelations. Attacking with savage ferocity, they razed whole villages, slaughtered babies for sport, dissected captured leaders alive—from the back—and spread their entrails in an eagle pattern on the ground. They rapidly became known as the dreaded Vikings, “sons of the fjords.”

Their fine-lined oaken boats, called longships, were very different from the biremes and triremes that Artemisia and Cleopatra knew. Between seventy and one hundred feet in length, the Viking longship was a double-ended, clinker-built craft of overlapped planks, iron-fastened and tightly caulked, yet flexible. The sweeping bow was decorated with a snarling figurehead, often of a dragon or serpent. There was only one bank of oars, for the sail was the important means of propulsion. This was square, strongly sewn, and beautifully decorated with bright silks and gold embroidery by Viking women. The masts were often covered in gilt, and the rigging dyed red, and at the masthead there was a pedestal for a lantern. The oarsmen were also the warriors, and while voyaging they hung their circular shields along the ship’s side for additional protection against wind and spray, thereby enhancing the ferociously businesslike appearance of the craft. When placed at the masthead, shields were used as signals, too. Breasting the rough northern seas, these ships harassed the coasts of the British Isles and France. It was no use for terrified people to flee into the interior, for the ships with their shallow draft could penetrate hundreds of miles upriver. Paris was plundered several times by Viking fleets.

Each longship was capable of carrying ten tons of loot back to Scandinavia, to be ceremoniously dumped at the feet of some king in his feast hall. These halls, often called mead halls (though mead was despised as a foreign luxury), and the celebratory feasts staged therein, formed an important element of Viking society. The food was plain, just bread and ungarnished boiled meat accompanied by ale that was served in horns from a butt, but the etiquette was punctilious. Despite the general drunkenness, shouting, fighting, and bone-throwing, men were seated with care, according to importance, and tales were told on an epic scale. While the diners listened raptly, their scops—or bards—retold the traditional sagas, adding and amending as they went, though keeping to a long-held pattern.


The narrative poem always began with a tribal history of the protagonist, often linking him to the great god Woden (Odin). This was followed by a stirring yarn in which the king or hero was praised. Kings were inevitably brave, generous, and just, while heroes could be recognized by their “fierce falcon eyes.” Heroines, on the other hand, kept their eyes demurely lowered at all times, for it was well known that a beautiful woman could seduce the strongest of heroes with one languishing glance. And such a heroine was Alfhild, otherwise variously known as Alvild, or Alwilda the Danish Female Pirate. 

The Alfhild saga was first written down in the twelfth century by the Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus. Very little is known about the author, save that he was a Dane, probably from Zealand, and that his family name—a common one—was Saxo. The second name, Grammaticus, simply means “lettered,” and was endowed to him by a later biographer. Written in Latin and finished shortly after the year 1200, Saxo’s Gesta Danorum (“Deeds of the Danes”) totals sixteen volumes. Alfhild’s narrative is in Book Seven. Then, in 1555, an exiled Swedish scholar and prelate, Olaus Magnus (“Olaf the Great”), included the story of Alvild in his massive Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus (“History of the Northern Peoples”), which was mostly culled from ancient authorities such as Saxo. Almost three centuries later a Boston stationer, Charles Ellms, included an inaccurate summary of Olaus Magnus’s version in the first chapter of his 1837 Pirates Own Book, which purported to be a collection of “Authentic Narratives of the Lives, Exploits, and Executions of the Most Celebrated Sea Robbers.” It was illustrated with a remarkable picture of Alwilda most unconvincingly attired in a version of eighteenth-century dress—and that is all the evidence of the saga of this maritime warrior-princess.


This tardy documentation is not at all unusual. Bards were responsible for preserving traditional lore, handing it down from generation to generation by word of mouth, until the advent of Christian scholars, who had the means to write it down and ensure its survival. Beowulf, the hero of the greatest saga of the literature, performed his great feats during the reign of his kinsman, Hygelac the Geat, about A.D. 400, but his story was not written down for another five hundred years, when an anonymous Anglian scholar composed an epic poem that infused his pagan tale with Christian elements.

Such editing was also typical, but makes it difficult to tell how much was revised. Saxo Grammaticus might have been the Herodotus of Scandinavia, but he lacked the Greek historian’s laudable lack of bias, for, just like many other church-educated documenters, he could not resist the opportunity to point out moral lessons and encourage Christian principles and values.

Book publisher Ellms, on the other hand, wrote his 1837 account for mercenary reasons, so he turned the story into a mere yarn designed to appeal to as many people as possible. Thus, his work is even less reliable and, in fact, has led to a common mistake. Because of his racy style and superficial research, his rendition of the Alfhild story is linked to the situation in fifth-century Britain, when Vortigern invited the Saxons to help him fight the Picts. This timing is completely wrong. According to the genealogy of Scandinavian kings, Alfhild—a Danish princess lived at least four hundred years after that, at the height of the Viking depredations, when the northern seas were prowled by longships and the rafters of the feast halls vibrated with wondrous tales.

“Hwæt!”—“Listen!”—was the conventional announcement that a stirring recital was about to begin. It has an imperative sound, so one can easily imagine the drunken diners in the feasting hall obediently focusing on the scop. Then, as silence fell over the great room, the bard shouted, “WeGardena in geardagum þeodcyinga þrym gefrunon, hu ða æþelingas ellenfremedon!”—“We Danes have heard of the glorious deeds of the princes of yore!”—and thus launched himself into the obligatory description of the genealogy and appearance of the saga’s hero. In this instance, it was Prince Alf, son of King Sigar.

Sigar reigned over Denmark about the middle of the ninth century. According to Saxo, his son, Alf, “excelled the rest in spirit and beauty”—as was only natural with heroes. Like many princes, he “devoted himself to the business of a rover,” which meant that he was one of the many long-ship captains who ravaged the coasts of western Europe. In other words, he was just another pirate. As was common in the epic form, his hair had such “a wonderful dazzling glow, that his locks seemed to shine silvery.”

The hero described, the saga promptly shifts to the heroine of the tale, who also adhered to convention—at the start, at any rate. “At the same time,” wrote Saxo,


Siward, King of the Goths, is said to have had . . . a daughter, Alfhild, who showed almost from her cradle such faithfulness to modesty, that she continually kept her face muffled in her robe, lest she should cause her beauty to provoke the passion of another. Her father banished her into very close-keeping, and gave her a viper and a snake to rear, wishing to defend her chastity by the protection of these reptiles when they came to grow up. For it would have been hard to penetrate her chamber when it was barred by so dangerous a bolt. He also decreed that if any man tried to enter it, and failed, he must straight away yield his head to be taken off and impaled on a stake.


Apart from the fanciful addition of the viper and snake, this was usual enough, heads on stakes featuring a lot in Viking literature. Because capture-marriage happened so often—being part of the blood-feud ritual—kings’ daughters were very closely guarded. Fathers and brothers would fight hand to hand for them, for princesses were important property, carefully kept to one side to be given as a reward to a hero or to cement a political alliance. It did not matter if the hero or the other king was already married, for polygamy was commonplace. It was common, too, for the virtue of the heroine to be featured so prominently, for chastity was held in high regard. If there was any doubt, the test of virtue was the pressing of the breasts until the nipples bled. If no milk was admixed with the blood, the woman was considered falsely accused. If someone imagined a trickle of milk, her nose was chopped off.

It seems that quite a few young men were willing to dodge the snake and the viper to court the undoubtedly virginal Alfhild, for there were a number of heads on stakes by the time Prince Alf took an interest. Or, as Saxo phrased it, “Then Alf, son of Sigar, thinking that the peril of the attempt only made it the nobler, declared himself a wooer, and was told to subdue the beasts that kept watch beside the room of the maiden; inasmuch as, according to the decree, the embraces of the maiden were the prize of the subduer.”

At this stage of the story, Alf takes on some personality, demonstrating the stuff of which resourceful rovers were made. He prepared himself by covering “his body with a blood-stained hide,” to work the serpents up into a mindless frenzy. In one hand he held a pair of tongs that gripped “a piece of red-hot steel,” which he plunged “into the yawning throat of the viper.” In the other, more conventionally, he had a spear, which he thrust “full into the gaping mouth of the snake as it wound and writhed forward.”

And so, in theory, Alf had gained the maiden’s hand. However, though her father, Siward, approved of the match, he had added the proviso that Alfhild should be happy about it—“he would accept that man only for his daughter’s husband of whom she made a free and decided choice.” This is perfectly plausible, for in Viking society free women did have the right of veto, and sometimes even the liberty to find a fiancé on their own. In sagas, however, it was as traditional for a woman to be complaisant about marrying the hero who had fought a strange battle for her sake as it was for unsuccessful suitors to perish in nasty ways. If affairs had moved the way they usually did, the princess would have smiled shyly and assented to the match. Prince Alf’s personal hygiene might not have been the best, for it was usual for Vikings to be flea- and lice-ridden, probably because of their furs—one lover bidding his love, “Maiden, comb my hair and catch the skipping fleas, and remove what stings my skin”—but, as we know, Alf’s fluorescent hair would have made the search tolerable. And so, it is reasonable for the bard’s audience to have expected that Alfhild would present Alf with the usual maiden’s betrothal gift of a sword, and that a ceremonious wedding would be followed by the usual noisy, drunken feast, complete with lots of bone-throwing.

A shock was in store for them, however. Alfhild did not conform to tradition. In fact, she demonstrated a rather startling character change. Rather than agree to marry Prince Alf, she “exchanged woman’s for man’s attire, and, no longer the most modest of maidens, began the life of a warlike rover.” Or, as Olaus Magnus (who was inclined to blame her mother for this strange metamorphosis) phrased it:


For she so much preferred a life of valour to one of ease that, when she might have enjoyed the pleasure of royalty, drawn by a woman’s madness she suddenly plunged into the hazards of war. Her determination to stay chaste was so steadfast that she began to reject all men and firmly resolved with herself never to have intercourse with any, but from then on to equal, or even to surpass, male courage in the practice of piracy.


Somehow, miraculously, not only did she acquire the necessary seafaring skills, but she also managed to recruit a crew of like-minded females. A ship was gained by a stroke of luck; Saxo recorded that Alfhild and her companions “happened to come to a spot where a band of rovers were lamenting the death of their captain who had been lost in war,” and the mariners “made her their rover-captain for her beauty.” Olaus, on the other hand, claimed it was “on account of her beauty and spirit.” However, it is much more likely that she simply commandeered their ship—which, as it happens, was in accordance with Danish civil law at the time, one of the statutes declaring, “Seafarers may use what gear they find, including boat or tackle.”


Thus Alfhild launched herself on the career of a raider, and “did deeds beyond the valor of women”—a most undomestic vocation. Saxo Grammaticus, who had a remarkably Victorian approach to the different spheres of the sexes, certainly did not approve of it, breaking into his narrative to inveigh against women who, “just as if they had forgotten their natural estate,” preferred making war to making love, and “devoted those hands to the lance which they should rather have applied to the loom.” This is a prime example of the kind of biased reporting that church-educated historians believed respectable, a true testament to the fact that in the 250 years that had elapsed before Saxo recorded this saga, Scandinavian men had not just been Christianized, but had become opinionated as well.

Vikings were not nearly so narrow-minded. Their mythology includes valkyria—the great god Woden’s handmaidens, who rode to battle in marvelous armor to decide who should live and who should die, and to escort the souls of heroes to his feasting hall, Valhalla. Woden himself did not jib at dressing up as a woman to get into the boudoir of a lass who had taken his fancy, and heroes were perfectly happy to accept the help of female warriors. About A.D. 870, just one generation after Alfhild’s time, Frey, the king of Sweden, slew the king of the Norwegians (another Siward) and put all his womenfolk into a brothel. When Ragnar, the current overlord of Denmark, heard of this insult to his relatives, he went to Norway on a mission of vengeance. When they heard that he was coming, the women dressed up as men, broke out of the brothel, and came to his camp to join his army. As Saxo himself recorded:


Among them was Ladgerda, a famous valkyrie, who, though a maiden, had the courage of a man, and fought in front among the bravest with her hair loose over her shoulders. All marveled at her matchless deeds, for her locks flying down her back betrayed that she was a woman.


Incidentally, this saga follows convention. Ragnar, understandably impressed, took to courting Ladgerda. She set two beasts about her door in the usual obstacle course. He speared one with one hand, strangled the second with the other, and caught her up in his arms.



Viking men did not mind boasting about beating women warriors, either. Another early female raider was Sela, “a skilled warrior and experienced in roving.” Sela entered the literature when a fleet commanded by her brother Koll, who was king of Norway, was confronted by the longships of a hero named Horwendil, who wanted to formalize his ownership of Jutland. Instead of commencing a naval engagement, the two admirals decided to fight it out in single combat on the beach of a nearby island—a thoroughly laudable arrangement that saved a lot of unnecessary bloodshed. After a lot of chat in which they set the rules, they went at it. Horwendil won, by the unexpected ploy of dropping his shield and wielding his sword with both hands. First he chopped up Koll’s shield, then chopped off his opponent’s foot, rendering him helpless. Finishing off Koll was not enough to satisfy his bloodlust, however, so he challenged Sela next, managing to defeat and kill her, too.

Other longship captains who had “bodies of women and souls of men” were Hetha, Wisna, and Webiorg. Like Sela, this trio was perfectly happy to fight on land as well as sea. Being strong and brave enough to fight on one’s feet was, indeed, a prerequisite, for the design of Viking longships meant that naval battles could not be staged in the open water. Though perfectly capable of breasting the stormy North Sea, the boats were rather too delicately built for rams or catapults to be fitted, and they stove in somewhat easily, too, so all combat had to be hand to hand, apart from some archery and short-range throwing of spears and axes.

The battle was a ritual affair. When two enemy longships came face-to-face, the warriors would hold the boats still with their oars while the two captains leapt onto the forecastles and screamed insults at each other. This was part of the “bear-sark” tradition, where warriors—men and valkyria alike—worked themselves up for the fight by bellowing, barking, and biting the upper rims of their shields until they foamed at the mouth. Then, slavering with bloodlust, they would paddle alongside the enemy craft, grapple, and leap up and rush at each other with swords, axes, and clubs. One famous hero, Arrow-Odd, went on record as grabbing up the tiller for use as a bludgeon. The trick was not to stave in one’s boat while doing this, something that was impossible to avoid out in an open seaway. So naval engagements had to happen in sheltered waters, or else, as with Horwendil and Sela, the dueling was relocated to a beach.

Obviously, in opting to abandon a soft, snake-guarded life at the palace to take on this kind of existence, Alfhild and her companions had accepted quite a challenge. The Norsemen were consummate seamen, navigating by the sun, the stars, the tides, the ocean currents, and the migratory patterns of birds and whales, so the women had a great deal to learn. Viking rovers were hardy, too, sleeping in leather sleeping bags with their weapons close to their hands. This was usually on some deserted beach, after their ships had been drawn up on the sand and lashed together for safety, because longships were not well designed for stretching out full-length. It was very difficult to cook in longships, too, so “strand-hewing”—or victualing with raw meat—was the rule. Watches had to be kept around the clock, uht—the watch immediately after midnight—being considered the most dangerous. There were dangers other than enemies, too, dragons being particularly feared, such as Beowulf’s eald uhtsceaða, sede byrnende—“ancient twilight foe, that vomits fire.”

Somehow, Alfhild managed. For weapons she would have had swords, axes, bows and arrows, and spears, and in battle she would have worn a horned helmet and perhaps an iron breastplate. She must have had a feasting hall somewhere, even if it was some humble and secluded hut made of mud and wattle, for she and her companion valkyria would have needed a place to recruit their strength, bury their treasure, and brag about their deeds. Perhaps Alfhild even retained her own scop. Like Viking men, she would have made light of all but the most serious wounds, keeping a faithful dog to lick cuts and gashes clean. She and her followers would have gone through some kind of blood “brotherhood” ceremony, pricking their hands until the blood flowed and then pressing the bloody palms together. This ensured loyalty, for blood revenge was a serious duty, and were-gild would be extracted from foes who killed any of their number. And she would have had her chief officers—her thanes—created by ceremoniously holding out a sword by the blade, so that the new thane could take it by the hilt. Without a doubt, Alfhild and her force would have created terror and havoc wherever they landed, and the villagers and monks who fled from their ravening screams and slashing weapons would have had no idea they were women.

So—did Alfhild exist? The genealogy of Scandinavian kings confirms the reality of most of the other participants in the saga, so there is no reason to believe that the heroine is completely fictional. Did she really take up the life of a roving warrior? That, too, is possible. About the same time, other well-documented valkyria were exhibiting bold enterprise, both on land and at sea. Queen Aud, widow of Olaf the White, the proclaimed king of Dublin, led a navy from the Western Isles of Scotland to colonize Iceland. Hers was an extremely well-organized expedition, each longship towing another ship laden with livestock such as cattle. An English princess, Æðelflæd, “Lady of the Mercias,” was prominent enough in battle to merit admiring inclusion in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a year-by-year accounting of great events of English history. Daughter of Alfred the Great and wife of Æðered, the Alderman of Mercia and Governor of London, Æðelflæd was famous as a brilliant commander. After her father’s death she joined forces with her brother, Edward the Elder, to carry on the campaign against the Danes, proving herself to be one of the most capable generals of her age. And so Alfhild and Æðelflæd were on opposite sides. If they ever encountered each other, however, it has not been recorded. In fact, both Saxo and Olaus neglect to tell us anything at all about Alfhild’s roving. She did very well, for by the end of the tale she had a whole fleet at her command. It is what she did with her ships that is a mystery.

It seems she did more than run-of-the-mill raiding. Perhaps she contracted herself out as a mercenary to some tribe in opposition to the Danes, or perhaps she had ambitions for a territory of her own. She could have been a true pirate, preying on merchant shipping, for not all Norse ships were battleships. Peaceful sea trade, in fact, was the Scandinavians’ major activity. Furs, timber, amber, and Slavic slaves were carried to market in cargo carriers called knorrs, to be exchanged for corn and foreign luxuries. Whatever Alfhild did, we do know it annoyed the Danes greatly, for a number of expeditions were sent out to put a stop to this female nuisance.

One of the parties was commanded by none other than Prince Alf. According to Saxo, after “many toilsome voyages in pursuit of her,” he finally tracked down Alfhild’s fleet in a “rather narrow gulf” in Finland. Alfhild, who held the philosophy that attack was better than defense, immediately “rowed in swift haste forward.” Alf’s men, on the other hand, believed that caution was the wiser part of valor and “were against his attacking so many ships with so few.” He, mindful of his reputation as a hero, paid no attention, meeting the charge head-on and seizing one ship after another.

Coincidentally, he was the one who boarded Alfhild’s ship “and advanced towards the stern, slaughtering all that withstood him.” Instead of losing her life, however, the Viking princess merely lost her anonymity, for Alf’s lieutenant, Borgar, struck off her helmet. And, forthwith, “seeing the smoothness of her chin, [Alf] saw that he must fight with kisses and not with arms; that the cruel spears must be put away, and the enemy handled with gentler dealings.” Or, as Olaus puts it in his more sinewy style, “as soon as he saw the delicacy of her countenance, [Alf] realized that they should be going to work with kisses, not with weapons.”

How plausible this is, is open to debate, for Viking helmets did not have the face-concealing visors common to suits of armor in Saxo’s time, dreadful grimacing and scowling being part of the battle ritual. Perhaps her long hair fell down like Ladgerda’s, betraying her sex. Whatever, the upshot was that Alfhild lost her virginity, for Alf claimed what had been due to him ever since he had slaughtered her serpents. According to Saxo, “he took hold of her eagerly, and made her change her man’s apparel to a woman’s; and afterwards begot on her a daughter, Gurid.” In the meantime, presumably, he carried her onto his ship, and they forthwith set sail for Denmark—her last voyage, and without doubt an emotional one, for her probable fate was to be shut up in a palace to get on with being a proper woman, away from the sight of the sea.


þa wæs be mæste   merehrægla sum,

segl sale fæst;   sundwudu þunede;

no þær wegflotan   wind ofer yðum

siðes get wæfde; sægenga for,

fleat famigheals   forðofer yðe*

*Roughly, this translates: “Then to the mast a sail, a great sea garment, was hoisted with ropes; the longship groaned as she breasted the waves, was not blown off her course by contrary gales, but lustily, foaming at the bows, skimmed forth.”
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