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by T. K. Derry

This concise account traces the history

of the Scandinavian countries from earliest
times to the present, emphasizing common
features in their heritage and in their
contributions to the modern world. While
most historians of Scandinavia have confined
their attention to a single country, T. K.

Derry has a two-fold aim. He studies each
country’s history, traditions, and way of life,
but he also examines the political
development of the five separate peoples

in the context of the unity of the whole Nordic
region. He covers fully the dramatic early
history of the Scandinavian countries; half

of his book, however, is devoted to the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The Scandinavians first made their
impact on the outside world together, of
course, as Vikings. In the later Middle
Ages they joined to form the second most
extensive state in Europe, and although the
Union of Kalmar collapsed in 1523, the idea
of recreating such a unity was revived on
various occasions, even as late as the
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Preface

This book traces the history of the Scandinavian countries from the earliest
times to the present day, emphasising the common features in their
inheritance from the past and in their contribution to the modern world.
Scandinavian historians in general confine their attention to their own
particular nation, and most writers from outside have likewise found in any
one country a sufficiently complex subject of study. So it is: yet in these
days of closer international relationships it seems worth while also to
examine the development of these five small peoples in terms of the unity
which underlies their surface divisions. They made their first impact on the
outside world together as Vikings; in the later middle ages they joined to
form the second-most extensive state in the Europe of that era; and, although
the Union of Kalmar collapsed, the idea of re-creating unity was revived on
various occasions as late as the 1860s. In our own time, indeed, each of
these nations is known for the resolute assertion of its full political inde-
pendence; but their social cohesion is strikingly attested by the institution
and growth of the Nordic Council, which this year celebrates its silver
jubilee.

The narrative is intended for readers who have little prior knowledge of
Scandinavia and noneof itslanguages. The Bibliography, whichisin principle
confined to works in English, therefore offers a fairly full list for further
reading on Scandinavian subjects, accompanied by a short, purely intro-
ductory list for each of the component states. The Reference Notes, on the
other hand, which are designed primarily for the use of students, cite
special authorities, including the Scandinavian-language histories on which
the present book is based. It is hoped that the Parallel Table of Events will
make clear the common pattern of development. The endpaper map shows
all significant placenames occurring in the text. Spelling has been simpli-
fied by substituting ‘6’ for the less familiar Danish and Norwegian letter
‘¢’, and the reader may also like to know that ‘4’ is the equivalent of ‘aa’
(and is pronounced like ‘au’ in ‘cause’).

The author has been greatly encouraged by the generosity of the Nordic
Cultural Council (Nordisk Kulturfond), which financed a tour of inquiry
from Norway through Sweden and Denmark into Finland and in addition
subsidised the preparation of the final manuscript for publication; it was
expertly typed throughout by Mrs Maureen Canty. The author also owes a
special debt to Professor S. H. Jungar, who acted as an invaluable guide for
his visit to Turku. He was able, however, to assemble his materials in Oslo,













Chapter 1

The Unknown North

A DISTINCTIVE REGION OF EUROPE

Although Scandinavia today comprises five independent sovereign states,
these peoples of the North (Norden) are still united by inherited ties of
culture, political experience and social sympathy. Moreover, their way
of life is conditioned by the distinctive region which they inhabit at the
north-western extremity of the great Eurasian land-mass - seabound,
northerly, and on the whole infertile - so that, with the important excep-
tion of the Danes, they have always been widely scattered. At the present
time a population of 22 millions is spread over ten times the area of
England, which has twice as many inhabitants, or three times that of
California, which has about the same number of inhabitants. A brief
general description may serve to emphasise a factor which underlies the
entire historical development.

Both Finland and north Norway have a frontier towards Russia,
whilst the Jutland peninsula provides a much shorter and more convenient
land-bridge to continental Europe through the long-disputed territories
of Slesvig-Holstein. With these exceptions, the region is wholly contained
by the Atlantic Ocean and four of its tributaries — the Barents, Norwegian,
North, and Baltic Seas. Although the Barents Sea was sailed by Nor-
wegians as early as the tenth century AD (see p. 23), it first became of
major political importance during the Second World War; and it is only
since then that Arctic Scandinavia has obtained special consideration under
the new name of Nordkalotten (“The Cap of the North’). But each of the
other seas has had a continuous importance, due to the fact that, pending
the development of air routes, long-distance communications throughout
the Scandinavian region were easier by water than by land.

The Baltic Sea has played a big part in human affairs since prehistoric
times. At its eastern end the Gulf of Finland offered easy access to the
Russian rivers and the ancient overland routes from the Far East; for
more than a millennium the centrally situated island of Gotland was a
nodal point for north European commerce; and the entrance through
the Skagerrak, Kattegat, and Sound or Belts, each of them bordered by
Scandinavian territory, encouraged both Danes and Swedes to aspire to




2 A History of Scandinavia

‘the dominion of the Baltic’. As for the North Sea, this has caused Norway
and, in a less marked degree, Denmark and western Sweden to have a
westward orientation, with a lively traffic passing to and from the coasts
of Britain and nearby parts of the continent. Finally, the area of the
Atlantic Ocean which lies between Norway and Greenland, known in the
present century as the Norwegian Sea, gave ready access to the Faeroes
and Iceland, which have become permanent components of Scandinavia,
and on the shores of Greenland its culture has even obtained a precarious
lodgement in the New World.

Denmark lies in the same latitudes as central Scotland. The other major
components of the Scandinavian region, however, stretch so far towards
the Arctic that much of the territory which looms so large on the map of
Europe is sparsely inhabited or even uninhabitable. Deeply penetrating
frost, long-continued snow-cover and complete winter darkness are
handicaps for which the much advertised midnight sun of the summer is
little compensation. Agriculture is further restricted by the poor average
quality of the soils. Modern Denmark is, indeed, a farming country par
excellence; but elsewhere the percentage of arable land made available
by present-day techniques ranges from g in Finland and 8 in Sweden to
28 in Norway and 1 in Iceland.! In Iceland and along the Norwegian
west coast the small farmer has always eked out his living from the harvest
of the sea; in Sweden and Finland from the forest, which still clothes
one-half of the former country and nearly three-quarters of the latter.

Comparison with other high-latitude regions of the world shows,
indeed, that Man could have gained little more than a toe-hold in most of
Scandinavia if it had not been for the westerly and south-westerly winds
blowing across the Atlantic and the relatively warm waters of the Gulf
Stream flowing beneath them. Man has nevertheless had to face heavy
handicaps in his age-long struggle to impose civilisation on this region.
Even today the typical Scandinavian is inured to the hardships of a bleak
climate, serious obstacles to communication, and resources which are still
in some respects severely restricted: how much harsher was his environ-
ment in the prehistoric times to be considered later in this chapter — and
indeed at all times before the present era of unprecedentedly rapid
technological advances.

Sweden, which is the largest of the Scandinavian countries, is spoken
of by its present-day inhabitants as ‘our long-drawn-out land’.? More
than half of its total length of almost 1,000 miles is taken up by the ancient
province of ‘Norrland’, which before the timber and mining developments
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had very few resources to attract
a settled population, whilst even today no less than 12 per cent of the whole
country is classified as bare mountain or fell. The nucleus of the kingdom
was ‘Svealand’, a region based on Lake Milaren and its outlet to the
Baltic in the vicinity of modern Stockholm. But until modern times this
was separated by a belt of almost impenetrable forest from a second nucleus
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in Vistergétland and Ostergdtland, lying on either side of Lake Vittern
in the same latitude as the valuable island of Gotland. Both these nuclear
areas contained good farmland to sustain a growing population, but they
were separated by the stony highland of Sméland from the great granary
of Skane at the tip of the Scandinavian peninsula, which from prehistoric
times until the seventeenth century had its natural link with the adjacent
Danish islands. Thus the Swedish kingdom’s only outlet to the west was
originally at the mouth of the river Géta, where Gothenburg now stands;
so it has always depended primarily upon maritime communications along
the Baltic Sea, where the inshore waters are liable to freeze for several
months each year. Taken in conjunction with the fact that the land lies
at an average height of about 1,000 feet, this goes far to explain the high
cost of winter to the modern Swedish economy, estimated at 5 per cent
of the entire national income.?

Finland’s position being more remote from western climatic influences,
it has even colder winters to contend with; but the average height of the
land is only half that of Sweden — hence its even more extensive covering
of pine, spruce and birch forest. The two countries are joined not only
by the broad and desolate ‘isthmus of Lapland’ at the head of the long
Bothnian Gulf but more effectively at its mouth, where the long chain of
the Aland Islands has made movement easy between ‘Svealand’ and the
fertile south-west corner of Finland. But the accessibility of the southern
coastline from the far side of the Finnish Gulf and the length of the land
frontier with Russia (already mentioned) give Finland as a whole the
character of a border province between East and West. Conquest, how-
ever, is both difficult and unrewarding. One-tenth of the entire country
is covered by lakes and, in the north, another considerable fraction by
bogs and morasses, so that from the air the dry land is said to resemble
an archipelago. To bring under the plough a higher proportion of this
unpromising land-surface than is tilled in Sweden has cost the unremitting
toil of many generations, who lived often in isolated homesteads and, until
recently, commonly bore the marks of overwork and undernourishment.

Norway, separated from Sweden by the long mountain-ridge or ‘keel’
which forms the backbone of the Peninsula — the only effective natural
land frontier within northern Europe - is still more ‘long-drawn-out’. It
has, indeed, the great advantage that the long west coast is not only
warmed by the Gulf Stream but also traversed by the sheltered waterway
of the Leads. But the Finnmark plateau facing the Barents Sea is a barren
area of greater dimensions than any of the Swedish fell districts, and
along most of the west coast the mountains descend to sea level so pre-
cipitously as to present a major obstacle even to the road and railway
engineers of today.* Again, the mildness of the west-coast climate is

* The railway route between Oslo and Bergen, the principal west-coast city, was not
completed until 1909 and involves a climb of more than 4,000 ft; in 1976 the road route
was still interrupted by a ferry crossing.
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more than counterbalanced by the scarcity of the big, easily worked
corn-growing districts which have enabled the Swedes at most periods
to feed themselves: since the thirteenth century the Norwegians have
always depended partly upon imported corn. Moreover, with an average
altitude exceeding 1,500 ft and the long fiords penetrating into the heart of
the country, physical conditions in Norway have done even more than
in Sweden to encourage local particularism. The isolated small farms
and fishing hamlets of the west, perched precariously on the sides of narrow
flords or on the rocky coastal islands, still breed a different outlook from
the relatively fertile valleys which debouch upon the Oslofiord, or from
the second large farming area of the Trondelag on both sides of Trond-
heim - to say nothing of the very thinly populated coastal strip of the
county of Nordland, which leads past the Lofoten Islands towards the
North Cape and the wastes of Finnmark.

Denmark, as already indicated, was less handicapped by Nature and
was from very early times more fully inhabited than her Scandinavian
neighbours. Furthermore, her location made her the way by which new
impulses commonly reached them from the continent. Although western
Jutland with its sandy soil and long lines of dunes is barren and devoid
of natural harbours, the north-south land route along the peninsula is of
great antiquity. As for the Danish islands, of which about 100 are inhabited,
they share with east Jutland a generally fertile soil and ease of access;
and from Zealand - which is larger than the other main islands (Fiinen,
the stepping-stone to Jutland; Lolland and Falster, projecting southwards
towards Germany) — the farmlands of the Danes formerly stretched on,
as already noted, across the narrow Sound into Skéne. In climate and
much else Denmark bears a resemblance to East Anglia which must have
made settlement in the Danelaw congenial to its conquerors.

Iceland bears the opposite character of a ‘land of ice and fire’,* where
Man still finds himself to an unusual degree at the mercy of the elements.
Nearly every type of volcano occurs on the island, which also contains the
biggest glacier to be found anywhere outside the polar regions and
Greenland; out of a total area less than three times that of Denmark,
10 per cent is covered by lava and 11-5 by glaciers. With its wind-swept
coast, wet climate and torrential rivers, Iceland had little to attract settlers
except patches of good grazing for their cattle, a little forest (which was
soon destroyed), and its teeming fish and bird life. Although lying entirely
south of the Arctic Circle, the island was left uninhabited until the dawn
of the historic period; even then, it was seen to present an abnormally
severe challenge, as the choice of name implies. Much the same may be
said of the Faeroes or Insulae Ovium, so small and infertile that sheep-

* The thousand years struggle against ice and fire is the title chosen by the geographer
Sigurdur Thorarinsson for an account published at Reykjavik in 1956. The conjunction of
the two forces even produces such a phenomenon as the formation of huge cauldrons of
sulphurous warm water under the glaciers, which from time to time break through the ice
to destroy all vegetation and even the fish, as their contents pass out to sea.
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grazing quickly became and long remained the principal resource of its
inhabitants, scattered over seventeen islands. As for Greenland, the tiny
settlements along its western coast lay on the very rim of the medieval
world, which makes it understandable that the first Scandinavian enter-
prise there ended in failure, whilst the second did not gather much
momentum until our own day.

IN THE AGES OF STONE AND BRONZE

In the case of Scandinavia the prehistoric period, known to us only
through the often uncertain interpretation of sporadic archaeological
finds, was of longer duration than in more genial lands to the south.
Far into the first millennium of the Christian era, when events in other
parts of Europe had been brought to some extent into focus by the labours
of annalists and the first historians, the north remained a terra incognita
to whose existence the civilised world was almost indifferent. We have
no source at our disposal comparable to Caesar’s factual account of his
enemies in Gaul or Tacitus’s romantic picture of the Germans, and as
late as AD 731, the date of the completion of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History
of the English Nation, the zeal of Christian missionaries — who are often
the earliest sources of reliable information — had barely touched the
southern border of Denmark. This hidden past will here be treated very
briefly, although it is a striking fact that, except for the Finns, the peoples
of Scandinavia today inhabit territory which was in the possession of their
direct ancestors long before the Greeks and Romans gave shape to the
classical civilisation of the Mediterranean lands.

In Denmark the earliest evidence of man’s handiwork is a find of deer
bones which had been split to extract the marrow at a period antedating
the last Ice Age — in other words, the delicacy had been conveyed to some
human mouth not less than 50,000 years ago. But it is not until ¢. 10,000 BC,
during the long, intermittent retreat of the ice, that we can trace the pre-
sence of flint-using reindeer hunters on what is now Danish soil; a little
later on there were also seal hunters, who maintained themselves with
their harpoons at the edge of the Arctic ice, as the Greenlanders have
done in modern times. In both cases they entered Denmark from the
south.

The first men may have come to northern Norway by a slow migration
up the west coast, where a rather similar type of hunting is certainly in
evidence by ¢. 8,000 Bc; alternatively, they may have arrived after long
roamings across the tundra from the east, though direct evidence for this
has not yet been unearthed. The entry into Sweden and Finland was
made later. Indeed, there was at first little or no Sweden to be entered,
since the melting of the edges of the ice-cap, which had made a lodgement
possible on the coast of Norway, did not take effect there until the eighth
millennium. The level of the land thereupon rose gradually — a process
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which still continues at the rate of 1-2 ft per century — as the overlying
ice relaxed its gigantic pressure, whilst the Baltic basin into which the
water poured became for a time a huge freshwater lake. Settlement can
be traced in Sweden from about 6,000 Bc, but Finland still remained for a
long time very sparsely inhabited; in neither case have we any positive
indication as yet of the route by which the first men came.

Before the period of increasing warmth about the beginning of the
fifth millennium, when the melting of the ice caused the present sea
channels to replace the great rivers which once debouched from the
Baltic lake, a migratory people had already left some traces on the land
mass which was to become the Danish islands. Their implements were
chiefly of bone; their only domesticated animal was the dog. Soon after
the re-formation of the Baltic Sea, however, the so-called ‘kitchen
middens’ provide plentiful evidence of habitation along the coasts, where
a flint-using population enjoyed an animal dietary ranging from shellfish
to game birds. Similar remains are to be found along the coast of Norway
and at the receding edge of the water in south Sweden; in Norway es-
pecially, naturalistic carvings and drawings on smooth rock-faces also
give us the first fleeting glimpses of modes of thought. So much care
could hardly have been lavished upon lifelike representations of beasts,
birds, and fishes unless they were believed to be in some mysterious way
propitious for human efforts to compass their death: does not the elabor-
ately equipped modern hunter still talk about sportsman’s luck?

In northern Scandinavia this way of life continued without noticeable
change throughout the third millennium Bc, whilst farther south the
first agriculturists made their entry upon the Scandinavian scene, with
‘slash-and-burn’ farming in patches of the forest, semi-nomadic stock-
keeping, and eventually the building of more or less permanent settlements
in wood or wattle and daub. Successive improvements in pottery and
toolmaking mark the arrival of several waves of immigrants from the
south — or, in the case of Finland, from the east. One such group must
have brought to Denmark from overseas the cult of the megalith, impelling
men to bury their dead at a prodigious labour cost. Both dolmens and
passage-graves are found in greater concentration here than anywhere
else in western Europe, and a single passage-grave may contain as many
as a hundred skeletons. Before its abandonment about the year 2,000 Bc,
the institution spread to Swedish coastal districts, though it did not reach
Norway. Then came the northward advance into Jutland of new peoples,
who were content to bury their dead in single graves, with stones beneath
and a shallow earth mound above the recumbent body.

This event, of which we do not know the inward significance, marks
what seems to have been a major turning-point in the early history of the
north. For these people carried with them the improved tool-cum-weapon
known from its shape as the ‘boat-axe’, and were also the first horse-riders
on Scandinavian soil, having brought that art of the steppes from some
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earlier home, perhaps in the neighbourhood of the Black Sea. If so, it is
easy to picture them as a rather limited number of nomads, forming an
aristocracy with which the existing population eventually intermingled -
and from which it perhaps adopted an Indo-European language.

Be that as it may, a long period of climatic improvement, during which
the glaciers retreated to the highest mountain tops, now encouraged the
spread of settlement. Inland the forests began to fall to the axe; along the
coast the amber of Jutland and the Baltic shoreline stimulated trade with
regions as far away as the Iberian Peninsula. Nevertheless, except in
their most southern latitudes these lands were too inaccessible and
relatively too infertile to attract much further immigration, so the extensive
land-winning of this Late Neolithic period was in all probability achieved
by the peoples who are known to us as Scandinavians. Like all other
European populations, they are essentially mongrels, but it is likely that
they already displayed that noticeably large element of tall, dolichocephalic
blonds which racial fanatics in the early twentieth century were to acclaim
as the pure Nordic type.

Remarkable progress was made in the Bronze Age (c. 1,500-500 BC),
when Denmark and southern Sweden excelled in working an alloy for
which both the copper and the tin had to be imported from distant
sources of supply in central Europe. Furs and slaves were sent south, as
well as the much-prized amber; not only did raw materials come in
return, but also finished products, such as the first bronze swords, which
would provoke both wonder and imitation. The central importance of
trade stimulated the growth of a ruling class made up of successful traders,
whose members were laid pompously to rest with their new weapons
under great mounds of earth or stone. Indeed, until cremation came into
vogue in the Late Bronze Age, the tannin of their oak coffins in some
cases preserved the actual clothes in which they were buried — the oldest
woollen textiles still extant. The way of life at this period is also brought
closer to us by the survival of a characteristic long, curved horn of bronze,
the lur, often found in pairs and still capable of producing its trombone-
like sounds. They perhaps played some part in sun-worship, as did almost
certainly Denmark’s most remarkable treasure from this era — a gilded
disk, mounted on six wheels and drawn by a gilded horse, which is
constructed on such a small scale that the whole model could easily have
been carried through the fields, where it perhaps served to invoke the
sun-god’s blessing on the ¢rops.

The prevalence of fertility rites of one sort or another is also suggested
by the stvlised rock-carvings with which Bronze Age men embellished
suitable smooth surfaces all across southern Norway and Sweden and in
the islands of the Baltic. The subjects of the carvings remind us that this
rich northern culture, which derived its artistic motifs from as far away
as Mycenean Greece — and not infrequently improved upon its borrowings
- rested upon the basis of the farmer’s toil. We are shown men ploughing
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with oxen, driving both two- and four-wheeled vehicles, riding horses,
and bearing arms to defend their soil. Boats with high-raised prows,
propelled by as many as fifty paddles and presented sometimes in whole
fleets, emphasise the water passages in which Nature had made these
lands so rich. But among the stylistically drawn human figures some are
of giant size: were these the divinities they sought to propitiate, or
priest-kings who mediated between Man and the unknown?

CONTACTS WITH CLASSICAL CIVILISATION

Bog-iron, precipitated in small lJumps below the peat in marshy pools, is
a readily accessible raw material in many parts of Scandinavia. Yet the
last half-millennium before Christ, when iron making became known
there, vields so few archaeological remains — Tréndelag, for instance,
would appear to have made virtually no use of iron — as to suggest the
hypothesis that the population declined. Certainly the climate, which
had for about 2,000 vears been drier than it is nowadays, became both
wetter and colder, so that towards the north deciduous trees began to
disappear and on the high ground the glaciers began to re-form. Clearly
the semi-nomadic population of northern hunters found its means of
livelihood painfully restricted, whilst throughout Scandinavia more
effort was required to provide adequate clothing and shelter. People
resorted to the use of trousers and underwear, and built themselves long-
houses, in which the cattle wintering at one end constituted unhygienic
but warmth-giving company for the human occupants.

Whether or not they were fewer than before cannot be determined, but
they were undoubtedly poorer, as their trade relations with the higher
civilisation of the Mediterranean area were interrupted by the advance
across Europe of the Celts. Their impact causes this to be known in
Scandinavia as the Celtic Iron Age; the two major treasures from this
period found in Jutland are both of Celtic provenance. One is a silver
bowl with highly realistic embellishments in relief, including a representa-
tion of a human sacrifice; its suggested use was for catching a victim’s
blood. The other, believed to have been a votive offering, is a pair of
ceremonial vehicles, exhibiting the special skill of the Celts as wheel-
wrights. A still more interesting find, from the island of Als off south-east
Jutland, is a war canoe which carried 22-24 paddlers and is the oldest
surviving specimen of a boat in Scandinavia. It contained deliberately
damaged war equipment, including some single-edged iron swords,
which was evidently offered as booty to a god of war. Thus Denmark in
the early third century Bc practised a rite which Caesar observed as a
feature of Celtic culture during his conquest of Gaul.

The first direct contacts with the civilised world likewise belong to this
period. The Greek geographer Pytheas of Marseilles, whose vanished
writings are cited by later scholars, penetrated far enough into the north
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to record such characteristic phenomena as the short summer nights, the
few varieties of grain, and the frequent rain which caused it to be threshed
under cover. He probably visited south Norway — though his Thule or
farthest north has also been identified with the Shetlands or even with
[celand — as well as Jutland, in whose vicinity he places the people called
the Teutones. Yet, at a time when Alexander the Great had newly opened
up vast regions of the east for study, news of the north roused little
interest. Two centuries later, the Cimbri and the Teutones were to
emerge from that Jutland area to threaten much of the Mediterranean
world before they were overwhelmed by the Consul Marius in the valleys
of the Rhone and Po. Even then, the expansion of the Roman power
continued for another century without any substantial increase in Rome’s
knowledge of the northern barbarians.

In aD 5 the Emperor Augustus sent his Rhine fleet as far as the ‘Cimbrian
promontory’, which caused the Jutland tribes to dispatch piopitiatory
embassies to the Romans. Nevertheless, in Northern history the prime
event of the next four hundred years was a non-event: the frontier of the
great Empire, which set a lasting imprint on so much of western and
central Europe, did not advance permanently across the Rhine. For
Pliny the Elder, Tacitus, and even Ptolemy, what lay beyond Jutland
was the unexplored island or islands of ‘Scatinavia’, which a misreading
of the manuscript of Pliny turned into ‘Scandinavia’ alias ‘Skandia’.

Some tribes or peoples of the north were known by name. Tacitus in
particular describes the cizitates Suionum, who have ‘not merely arms
and men but powerful fleets’,* who pay respect to wealth, and who yield
absolute obedience to one supreme ruler. Making allowance for the
author’s rhetoric, we have here a clear reference to the Svear, who were to
provide the original nucleus of the Swedish kingdom. For Norway no
names of peoples are recorded, but Pliny uses ‘Saevo’ for the mass of
mountains believed to lie north of the entrance to the Kattegat and
‘Nerigon’ for the great island south of Thule. The Romans appear to
have known nothing of the people we call the Finns, who may at this
very time have been making their way to the northern shore of the Gulf
of Finland, by water from Estonia and by land at the Karelian Isthmus,
whence they very slowly penetrated the hinterland. Tacitus does, however,
employ the.name ‘Fenni’ for a nomadic people, using primitive bone
weapons, who live east of the Svear. These may be identified as the
Lapps,* about whose origins and arrival in Scandinavia nothing is

* The people who call themselves Samek are distinguished at the present day by their
Mongol appearance and still semi-nomadic way of life. The evidence of place-names and
still more their adoption of a Finno-Ugrian language point to an early concentration in
Finland, but nearly two-thirds now live in the Norwegian county of Finnmark; ‘Fin’ is
an old Norwegian name for this people. ‘Lapp’, a designation common to all the Scan-
dinavian languages, probably originated as a term of contempt, though it has also been
more agreeably derived from /éper (‘runner’) in allusion to their speed on skis, much used
in their herding of reindeer.
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definitely established: they may well have been its earliest inhabitants,
thrust back into an isolated existence farther north by the slowly advancing
frontier of settlement.

Rome’s interest in this world of barbarians was almost entirely economic,
for trade across Europe developed almost automatically once the barrier
of Celtic power had been removed by Roman arms. Exports from or
through Jutland included the established commodities of amber, furs
and slaves, the last of which would be in greater demand when the Empire
ceased to supply itself by fresh conquests. In addition, cattle on the hoof,
hides and skins, and dairy produce could all be marketed farther south.
As for what was sent in return, better-quality arms would never lack
customers, whilst other semi-luxuries and luxuries would soon create
their own market among chieftains and prosperous farmers. By the reign
of Hadrian the imperial coinage had penetrated to Finland; Scandinavians
drank from mass-produced bronze vessels, identical with the types used
in Pompeii before the eruption; and coloured glasses, engraved in the
factories of Gaul and the Rhineland, could be admired in homes as far
north as the Trondelag. The fine arts, too, are well represented, as on the
Danish island of Lolland, where two silver beakers have come to light
which are exquisitely decorated with scenes from the Iliad.

At first these wares were mainly brought by road from Italy itself to
the great frontier mart at the legionary post of Carnuntum, which guarded
the middle Danube. From there the traffic passed through the territory
of the Marcomanni and along the valleys of the Elbe, Oder, and Vistula.
But after the Marcomannic Wars in the second century aAD the trade was
based for the most part on provincial products, which were shipped down
the Rhine. At the same time a new artistic trend becomes evident, in the
gold and silver work which originated among the Goths. This great
Germanic people certainly maintained close contacts with Scandinavia,
from which they may have drawn some of their ruling families, though
the long-held belief that their general place of origin was the island of
Gotland and the adjacent territories of the Swedish mainland has never
been substantiated. In Tacitus’s time they were located near the mouth
of the Vistula, and it was the destruction of the Marcomanni which
enabled them to migrate eastwards along the Roman frontier. The kingdom
which they then established on the north shores of the Black Sea enjoyed
such fame in far-off Scandinavia that the overthrow of its king, Ermanaric,
by the Huns in AD 375 is the earliest historical event to be clearly des-
cribed in Scandinavian lays.

Since the Goths were certainly among the early users of the runic
alphabet, it is tempting to include this together with the art-forms which
they transmitted to the northern peoples. Modern investigators, however,
who find the origin of this alphabet in contacts made with a North Italic
model during the second century Bc, surmise that its unrecorded spread
into the north may have been the work of the retreating remnants of the
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Cimbri and the Teutones from Jutland. An important part in its later
diffusion may have been played by the Heruli, who often figure as rune-
masters: this mysterious people, a part of whom were conquered by
Ermanaric, perhaps set out on their long wanderings from Denmark. In
any case, Denmark and southern Norway are the lands where the earliest
decipherable runic inscriptions have been found, dating from the third
century of the Christian era, and for many hundreds of years runic
writing was much more widely used in Scandinavia than anywhere else.

Archaeology reveals that in Denmark and elsewhere in southern
Scandinavia the so-called ‘Roman Iron Age’ was marked by the growth
of new settlements with rectangular fields, as the introduction of a stronger,
iron-shod plough enabled heavier soils to be planted with a variety of
crops, especially rye. The wide availability of bog-iron meant that home-
made iron tools now became plentiful, as the grave-finds show. But the
weapons which likewise accompanied the farmer to his final resting-place
are a reminder that the possession of land and goods might be contested.
The clinker-built, iron-riveted boat, propelled by fifteen pairs of oars,
which was excavated at Nydam is evidence that by the fourth century the
men of Jutland at least were dangerously mobile. The Danish islands,
too, vield accumulations of weapons and armour of a Roman type, though
we have no means of telling whether they represent booty won in raids
or equipment which had been legitimately acquired by service in Roman
auxiliary forces, for which barbarians were increasingly recruited.

It is tempting, however, to connect some of these military hoards with
what may well have been a major event in Danish history, though recorded
exclusively by the sixth-century Gothic historian, Jordanes. He states
that the Heruli, who in his time were in conflict with the Lombards in
central Europe, had formerly been expelled from their homes by the
Danes, when the latter first came to Denmark from Sweden. This suggests
that the Danish kingdom was founded originally among the islands,
perhaps centring on Lejre in Zealand, which according to tradition was
the ancient capital. Such a beginning would account for the separate
status long retained by Jutland, which may have been more or less peace-
fully annexed by the islanders after the departure of the Angles and Jutes
in search of the new homes which they eventually found on the other side
of the North Sea. It will be remembered that Bede preserves the tradition
of ‘a country called Anglia, which is said to remain desert to this day’.?

THE GREAT MIGRATIONS AND THE HEROIC AGE

Writing in the period of the Great Migrations, Jordanes described
Scandinavia in two memorable phrases as ‘a hive of races or a womb of
nations’:® for he believed that Goths, Burgundians and Lombards had
all originated there. But, although he recites the names of more than
twenty tribes, neither he nor Cassiodorus (the Roman author whose
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work he condensed) appears to have had any direct knowledge of events
inside the region. Indeed, we owe to the Byzantine historian Procopius,
who actually contemplated journeying to ‘Thule’, our only definite
piece of information about Scandinavia in this period, namely that a
remnant of the Heruli had made its way back. But the archaeological
remains indicate that for nearly two centuries the break-up of the Roman
Empire in the west yielded rich spoil for Scandinavia from many parts
of the Mediterranean world. Gold in particular came north in such
profusion that the period from c. 450 to ¢. 5350 has been called ‘a veritable
age of gold for the northern barbarians’.” If the Gallehus horns from
Slesvig — melted down by a thief in modern times — contained the largest
weight of gold of any such object of Scandinavian design, the hundreds
of gold amulets known as bracteates, which originated as barbarian
imitations of the coinage of Constantine the Great, show that some gold
reached many hands.

Nevertheless, the prevalence of hoards, whose rich contents may be
contrasted with the modest grave-finds from earlier periods, is evidence
above all that this was a Time of Troubles, when men buried their
treasures for safety — and might not live to retrieve them. Some Scandinav-
lan warriors, indeed, took service in the Mediterranean lands, where
they earned the freshly minted Italian solidi which are found in quantity
on the Baltic islands. But the remains of hill-forts of this period, scattered
all over southern Scandinavia, testify to warfare in the homelands.

These wars, though much less famous than that in which Ermanaric
had fallen, likewise provided the subject-matter for heroic lays. Although
none survive, something of their contents can be gleaned from the Anglo-
Saxon epic of Beowulf. For its unknown author, whilst composing in a
later age and for an English court, assumes that his hearers will readily
appreciate allusions to stories that had been borne across the North Sea
by their ancestors. The opening lines are explicit on this point: ‘We have
indeed heard tell of the splendour of warrior Danes in days gone by, of
the kings of that nation, and of how their high-born men achieved deeds
of valour.”® Accordingly, the tale of Beowulf’s semi-magical encounters
with the monsters of the moor and lake, and with the treasure-guarding
dragon by which he is eventually slain, has its place in a kind of historical
setting.

Thus the palace of Hrothgar, to whose rescue Beowulf was come, the
‘mighty mead-hall greater than any children of men had ever heard tell
of . . . that lofty towering hall with its broad horns’, may perhaps be
identified as Lejre, the first Danish capital, whilst the death of King
Hygelac, whom ‘Fate carried off, after he had courted misfortune by his
proud courage, seeking a feud with the Frisians’, is a genuine historical
event of about the year 520, as recorded by the Frankish chronicler,
Gregory of Tours. The numerous references to the wars between the
Svear and the Geats are, indeed, more puzzling. Their maritime character
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makes it possible to conclude that geatas refers, in scme cases at least, to
the Jutes. Yet the older view, that we have here the echo of a long struggle,
in which the Svear at last gained the ascendancy over the people of
Vistergétland, seems to be supported by the conclusion of the poem. For
when the funeral pyre was kindled under the body of Beowulf their
king, ‘A Geatish woman . . . sang again and again a funeral chant, saying
that she sorely dreaded that she would know days of mourning, and a
time of great slaughter and terror among the host, with humiliation
and captivity.’

The uncertainties regarding the interpretation of Beowulf are a reminder
that, in the period immediately following the Great Migrations — when
it was presumably composed — the outside world still had no very coherent
picture of events inside Scandinavia. Investigation of the archaeological
remains, however, has disclosed the occurrence of a revolutionary change.
The region known to us as Denmark ceased, perhaps for the first time,
to be culturally in the van. In Norway the west coast apparently received
fewer impulses than before from across the North Sea; instead, the main
finds are located in the east region and in the Trondelag — the districts
which had the easiest access to Sweden. It was the land of the Svear,
centring on the north side of the Baltic inlet which is now Lake Milaren,
that had now become the richest part of the north. A notable increase of
cattle pasture through the continued rise of the Baltic coastline may help
to account for this, as does certainly the establishment of close trade
relations with the island of Gotland. This pre-eminence, attested above
all by the tombs of the kings at Old Uppsala and the splendidly adorned
weapons and harness of the chieftains in the near-by boat graves at Vendel,
received dramatic confirmation only a generation ago, when the Sutton
Hoo excavations revealed a hitherto unsuspected link between this
Swedish culture and the East Anglian kingdom in the time of the
Heptarchy.

Although the ship-burial at Sutton Hoo has no known parallel in the
seventh century except among the Svear, the foreign dynasty whose
presence in East Anglia would best account for the finds is judged — on
the strength of a list of East Anglian royal names — to have been not
Svear but Geat. This would not, however, alter the general significance
of the fact that so much of this treasure, which has transformed our
idea of the cultural level reached by pagan English society, is of Swedish
provenance. Whether it is a case of direct importation or of Swedish
craftsmen at work in England or of English craftsmen inspired by Swedish
art-forms, ‘The Swedish element appears as powerful leaven in . . . the
East Anglian court.’® It has even been suggested that this leaven, at
first dynastic, was reinforced by ‘a second influx of important Geat
exiles with Danish connections . . . after the final overthrow of the Geat
kingdom . . . The literary sequel to this is Beowulf.’1?

In view of the doubts already mentioned about the identity of the
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‘Geats’, all that can be claimed with any certainty is the general pre-
eminence of the Svear, in accordance with the traditions of their kings,
as later recorded in the Ynglhngatal. * It may well be that their maritime
strength enabled them to establish some form of suzerainty over the
island of Gotland whilst the inland realm of the Geats was still inde-
pendent. At all events, by the eighth century the Svear joined with the
islanders in the conduct of trade settlements on the far side of the Baltic
at Grobin and Apuole, and they may even have seized the coast of Cour-
land. This was also a period of rapid expansion from central Sweden
into the Aland islands, but beyond this there was as yet no more than a
slow spreading-out of the Finns from the coast into the almost empty
hinterland of Tavastia in the south-west and Karelia in the vicinity of
Lake Ladoga. In both cases only a loose tribal organisation existed,
under chieftains whose boat graves are found along the coast.

Eighth-century Norway was still a land of very small rulerships, some
of which are recalled in the names of existing districts with such termina-
tions as -rzke and -land. Only in the south-east, where communications
were comparatively easy, can we trace a more important dynasty, whose
Swedish connections secured it a place in the Ynglingatal, whilst Romerike
(north of modern Oslo) boasts a gigantic mound, which was built for
some unknown purpose by a ruler who disposed of the equivalent of an
entire season’s labour from j00 men. Meanwhile, Denmark’s progress
towards unity received more encouragement than Norway’s from the lie
of the land, but the course of events remains obscure. Uncertainty en-
velops, for example, the statecraft of King Harald Wartooth, who is
supposed to have united all Denmark and conquered much of Sweden
before he was killed at Bravellir in Ostergétland in a battle celebrated
in the legends of all Scandinavia — but which may lie anywhere between
AD 100 and 750. The only hard facts available concern Danish raids on
Frisia, which are recorded by the Franks. It is reasonable to infer that
these were intended to wrest a share in the new trade which the Franks
were establishing with the Arab world, when the older trade of Jutland
with the Baltic lands had been impaired by the westward advance of the
Slav peoples.

The evidence of place-names, however, shows that in all the more
habitable parts of Scandinavia the clearance of forest, the draining of
marsh and the following of valley or fiord into the hinterland continued
steadily, generation by generation. The erection of hill-forts for defence
has already been mentioned. The assembly of the freemen of each locality
in the thing was equally born of necessity: besides the settlement of

* ‘The List of the Ynglings’, composed in the late eighth century by the Norwegian
skald Tjodolv and cited almost in full by Snorri (see p. 62). The thirty generations of
Ynglings whom he supposes to have reigned in the vicinity of Uppsala are largely legend-
ary, but archaeological evidence supports his claim that this area of Sweden had links with

the early king-hips in eastern Norway; some of the Swedish royal names occur indepen-
dently in Beowulf.
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disputes between neighbours about land boundaries and the sharing of
rights and obligations in the use of forest and waste, each community had
a direct interest in agreeing upon a tariff of payments for manslaughter
(wergild) as a less wasteful alternative to the traditional blood feud among
the families concerned. In addition, each chieftain or large farmer main-
tained his hov, where the gods, the local nature-spirits and the ancestors
who watched jealously over their former home were all to be placated
by an appropriate ritual. These were three sources from which larger
forms of social organisation were gradually being developed, but apart
from the uncertain interpretation of laconic runic inscriptions the process
is hidden from us.

To sum up, in the late eighth century, when the tide of Muslim conquest
had been turned back from western Europe and Charlemagne was building
his Frankish empire on Christian foundations, the north remained almost
entirely outside the sphere of interest of civilised man. In the 720s,
indeed, the archbishop of Utrecht, the English-born Willibrord, briefly
extended his mission as ‘the apostle of the Frisians’ to reach the Danes,
but with no lasting results. Whilst trade passed overland through Jutland,
and Frisian vessels also plied the North Sea to Norway, the primary
products brought out of Scandinavia were not apparently valuable enough
in quality or quantity to induce the Franks or any other major people to
press forward into the north.

But what if the impulse should arise to drive men in the opposite
direction? The design of a twenty-oared boat, found in western Norway,
shows that during these centuries of seclusion rapid advances were being
made in the construction of vessels fit to face the open sea. The means of
taking their neighbours to the southward by surprise would lie ready to
the hands of Scandinavians, whenever the motives for so doing became
sufficiently strong.




Chapter 2

Homelands of the Vikings

THE IMPACT OF THE VIKINGS

The Vikings delivered the last of the great pagan assaults which threatened
to overthrow western Christendom in the dark centuries between the fall
of the Roman Empire of the West and the proclamation of the First
Crusade. Whilst ‘man of the creeks’ is perhaps the least unsatisfactory of
many explanations for the original sense of the word ‘viking’, there is no
doubt that in the world of the ninth and tenth centuries it denoted a
‘pirate’ or ‘sea-robber’ who emerged from the north. The monastic
chroniclers who provided the principal contemporary records of this
period often knew from first-hand experience that plunder, and especially
the plunder of rich coastal abbeys which had no defence except their
sacrosanctity, had provided the prime attraction, and that the raids then
spread like wildfire. The chroniclers also reveal how completely Christen-
dom was taken by surprise, how inept were its countermeasures (at least
until the time of Alfred), and how hard it was for Churchmen to find
any explanation of their sufferings except the Wrath of God - a viewpoint
which encouraged the natural human tendency to exaggerate.

The Church had indeed good reason to petition for ‘deliverance from
the fury of the Northmen’.* The religious beliefs of the Vikings encouraged
brutality towards the followers of the White Christ at the same time as
their practical interests led them to cow resistance by acts of deliberate
cruelty, because they normally operated with small numbers in the
midst of a hostile population. Nevertheless, the Viking expeditions — a
term which is stretched to cover every Scandinavian activity abroad in the
late pagan period — amounted to much more than a series of murderous
raids which ransacked Christendom for plunder. Where they found land
which was virtually unoccupied, they organised settlement; and when
piracy did not pay the Vikings were eager to trade. Indeed, the Swedish

* P. H. Sawyer, The Age of the Vikings (2nd ed., 1971) p. 138, cites Léopold Delisle for
the absence of this petition from surviving French Carolingian litanies. But Delisle had
found an antiphonary from this period, with the prayer: De gente fera Normannica nos
libera, quae nostra vastat, Deus, regna. Senum jugulat et juvenum ac virginum puerorum
quoque catervam.! The reference to indiscriminate throat-cutting seems sufficiently explicit.
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ventures in the east were commercially motivated from the outset, and
they provided the wherewithal for competition with the Frisian traders,
which was one aspect of the ventures of their fellow Vikings in the west.

The underlying causes of the events of these two centuries, in which
the Scandinavian peoples made their biggest impact on the world, have
never been clearly established. Contemporaries supposed that over-
population, which it was tempting to connect with the well attested
Scandinavian practice of polygamy (at least among the chieftains), was
an important incentive. The study of place-names, however, suggests
that, except in the coastal districts of western Norway, there was no
serious scarcity of land for internal colonisation. On the other hand, the
writers of the sagas (see p. 62), who lived when the events of the Viking
era were still a treasured folk memory, take the view that the common
human passion for adventure and renown had exercised an especially
compelling influence among the peoples of the north. The runic texts on
individual memorials, which become much more numerous in this
period of great activity, to some extent confirm this and often emphasise
the pursuit of riches. Since the wealth acquired by raiding gave enhanced
social status, it is clear that each successful early raid will have had a
snowball effect, leading to more fully organised activities affecting larger
numbers.

From the Baltic to the Irish Sea, all the main Viking routes had pre-
viously been used to some extent for peaceful commerce. But the peoples
of Scandinavia seem to have been slow to adopt the sail, as employed by
the Frisians and other seafarers of western Europe, so that it was not
until about the end of the eighth century that their large seagoing vessels
were regularly propelled by sails as well as oars. The Norwegians in
particular then evolved masterpieces of design, such as the light, clinker-
built Gokstad ship, with its oaken keel, well-stepped mast, and the rudder
hung on the starboard side, projecting below the keel and yet easily
raised for beaching. A modern replica took only four weeks to sail across
the Atlantic, when it achieved a maximum speed of 10-11 knots. In
ships like this a short sea-passage at the right time of year was both
rapid and easy; on arrival at the other side they could readily be hauled
up the beach or else rowed far inland from a river mouth. Later on,
however, a broader and deeper-hulled vessel was developed, more suitable
for bulky cargo or long-distance migration. With only the most primitive
aids to navigation, Norse mariners were among the very first who willingly
sailed out of sight of land; having reached the roughly calculated latitude
of their destination, they struck out fearlessly even across the western
ocean. This expertise in the arts of the sea, which stimulated every Viking
activity, even left a mark on language, for both Ireland and Normandy
retain words of Scandinavian origin embedded in their modern maritime
vocabulary.

It was on 8 January 793 that ‘“The harrowing inroads of heathen men
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made lamentable havoc in the church of God in Holy-island’, as the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records? — a disaster which astonished so well
informed and travelled a scholar as Alcuin. Yet neither this precisely
dated raid on Lindisfarne nor the killing of the sheriff of Dorset, when he
accosted ‘three ships of the Northmen from the land of robbers’, which
may have occurred half a dozen years earlier, marks the true beginning of
Scandinavian seaborne operations. The Swedes, as we have seen, had
already reached across the Baltic in search of trade. When the Danes in
776—7 had harboured a Saxon chieftain fleeing from Charlemagne’s
armies, the failure of the latter to take punitive action is plausibly at-
tributed to his awareness of Danish strength at sea. As for the Norwegians,
it seems likely that their take-over of Shetland and Orkney from the
Picts, about which history is silent, had begun early enough to provide
staging-points in the islands for such exploratory attacks as that on
Lindisfarne.

During the opening decades of the ninth century expeditions originating
chiefly in west Norway descended on the Hebrides and the Scottish
mainland, on western Ireland, and on every coast bordering the Irish
Sea. The Hebrides were quickly overrun, and they were eventually
linked with the Isle of Man in a Norse kingdom with a mixed Norse-
Celtic civilisation. But the great prize was Ireland, where the Norsemen
founded Dublin in 836 and established other trade centres round the
coast. Although the interior never passed completely into their possession,
it was from Ireland that they later entered, and moved eastwards across,
north-west England. They also made their way during this burst of
astonishing energy into open Atlantic waters, to colonise both the Faeroes
and Iceland.

The Danes, as we know from Erse chronicles, made an unsuccessful
attempt to oust the Norwegians from Ireland, but their natural line of
advance was towards England and France. Moreover, their expeditions
had at the outset important political objectives, since their rulers had
good cause to mount a counter-offensive against the frontiers of the
empire of Charlemagne, who by 800 had succeeded in diverting profitable
trade routes to run south of Danish territory. The weakening and sub-
division of the Frankish Empire after his death soon gave the Danes their
chance. In 845 they sacked Hamburg, and although they never pene-
trated far into Germany they overran the Low Countries and much of
northern France, advancing up the Seine to Paris. On the other side of the
Channel sporadic raiding gave place in 865 to the operations of a more
considerable force, whose well organised units became established in the
Danelaw. Half a century later, the Danes - led, according to the saga
story, by a Norwegian chieftain - carved out a second and more enduring
realm for themselves in the duchy of Normandy.

Farther south the Norwegians and, to a lesser extent, the Danes
challenged the power of the Muslims, whose records show that as early
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as 844 the ‘idolaters’ sent eighty ships up the Guadalquivir against Seville,
of which fifty made good their escape back to Aquitaine. But, although
some of the parties which entered the Mediterranean raided Morocco,
they found it easier to make a further lodgement among the Franks at the
mouth of the Rhone than in the heavily defended territories of the Muslim
world; this was more successfully approached from a different direction
and with different methods by the Swedes.

Very little is known about the beginnings of the lucrative Swedish
commerce with the east, of which there are traces as early as the seventh
century. In 839, however, a Frankish chronicler reported the passage
down the Rhine of an embassy which was on its way back by a roundabout
route from Byzantium to the ‘Khaganate of Rus’, being unable to travel
by the Dnieper valley on account of unrest among the Slav tribes; its
members said they were of Swedish origin. Arabic sources based on
information from about the same period likewise refer to the ‘Khakan
of the Russes’, whose island headquarters is described on a site corres-
ponding to that of Novgorod, where the river Volkhov issues from lake
Ilmen. Lastly, there is the evidence of the Russian Primary Chronicle,
written more than two hundred years after the event, which finds the
starting-point of Russian history in a ninth-century invitation to ‘Rus’
princes to rule over Novgorod and two other cities.

Although the word ‘Rus’ is nearly identical with the modern Finnish
and Estonian name for the Swedes, the Swedish impact on Russia was
not comparable, say, to the Danish impact on eastern England. The fact
that the Scandinavian peoples called Russia Gardarike (‘land of cities’)
seems to imply that they found the cities already in existence, a sup-
position that is abundantly confirmed by the absence of clear archaeological
evidence for a large Swedish population having lived at any time in the
great Russian river towns; the only possible exception is Old Ladoga,
close to the debouchment of the Volkhov into the great lake — and this
was quickly eclipsed by Novgorod, which lies 100 miles up-river. But
small bands of Swedes, being better armed and disciplined than the
Finno-Ugrian and Slav tribes of western Russia, would be able to extract
a very profitable tribute of slaves and furs.

When the profits of their long-distance trade were insufficient, the
Swedes did indeed display their military prowess in raids across the
Black Sea against Byzantium or across the Caspian into north-east Iran;
from 860 onwards these figure in Greek and Muslim records. Their chief
interest, however, was the great trade route. This passed first along the
Gulf of Finland, where it benefited in some degree the coastal population:
8oo Anglo-Saxon coins, for instance, have been found on Finnish soil.
From the river Neva and lake Ladoga the vessels of the Swedes bore
them on upstream until they reached easy portages to the Volga, which
carried them down to Bolgar. Arab travellers knew them as regular
visitors to the big eastern trade mart conducted there, who sometimes
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also went on south-east to the river-mouth. Later, the Swedes turned
their attention to the valley of the Dnieper, to which they gained access
either from Novgorod or by passing up the river Dvina from Courland.
About the year 950 a Byzantine emperor noted that most of the Dnieper
cataracts had ‘Rus’ as well as Slavic names,* which points clearly to the
role of the Swedish merchants as pioneers of the trade with Byzantium.
Moreover, at Kiev (which had now eclipsed Novgorod) the river was
crossed by the great caravan route from the Far East to Central Europe,
which provided further commercial opportunities.

The profits gained by participation in all these rich trades — or, when
chance offered, by plundering them — reveal themselves in the pre-
dominance of Arabic coins in the silver hoards of Viking Scandinavia. For
a century and a half they derived mainly from the eastern provinces of
the Caliphate, whilst from about g70 those of its western provinces occur
more frequently, intermingled with the products of Byzantine mints.
At the close of the tenth century, however, the contents of the coin
hoards are for the first time chiefly Anglo-Saxon and German, a highly
significant change which corresponds to a new departure in Viking
activities.

The middle decades had been marked by a lull, during which the only
major ventures were launched from the new settlements overseas, such
as the Irish ports; in the original homelands the Viking impulse appeared
to have subsided. But in the g8os a second wave of expeditions begins,
which is characterised by the employment of a more disciplined army,
the selection of alternative objectives in France and England, and con-
centration on the systematic exaction of tribute. A clear motive for the
change is to be seen in a dearth of Arabic silver; this was due partly to
the exhaustion of the silver mines in several regions of the Muslim world
and partly to the closing of the trade route from the Volga, which may
be attributed to the princes of Kiev, who no longer recognised any close
link with the land of their forebears. Since a new, more westerly trade
route, which reached the Baltic from Mesopotamia and Syria via Poland,
spread much less treasure among the Scandinavian lands, danegeld was a
form of compensation which figured very prominently in the last Viking
campaigns.

The England of Ethelred the Redeless was the principal victim of
extortions and reprisals which culminated in Sweyn Forkbeard’s conquest,
completed shortly before his death at Gainsborough in the late autumn
of 1014, and in the two further years of convulsive struggle which ended
in the acceptance of his son Cnut as undisputed king of all England.
Cnut was a Christian; the Vikings were ceasing to be a pagan force
operating from outside the boundaries of Christendom.

* The ‘Rus’ name for the Fourth Cataract, Aesp, occurs as Aifur on a runic
inscription in Gotland.?
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CONTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENTS IN SCANDINAVIAN SOCIETY

The two centuries in which the Scandinavian peoples had this enormous
impact upon Europe left deep marks on their own internal development
as well. The place-names show that in Denmark many new villages were
being established as offshoots of older ones, whilst in Sweden much new
soil came under the plough on the lower ground in both the central and
southern regions. Where villages existed, the distribution of strips in the
open fields according to the sequence in which the farmhouses lay -
solskifte or ‘allotment sunwise’ — came in at this time, perhaps by imitation
of an English practice adopted in the Danelaw. In Norway the picture is
more variegated, as marginal soil in the poorer districts of the west coast
fell out of cultivation when opportunities opened up overseas. Yet this
was the period in which seasonal grazing on the Norwegian mountains
was commonly organised by means of the seter or summer dairy; both
cereal and dairy farming expanded into new areas in the east; and the
fishing/hunting economy was likewise expanding in the far north. Agri-
culture too profited from the advanced technical skills which built the
Viking ships: with the increased use of iron better ploughs were con-
structed, and the improved tools certainly included a superior quality of
axe, apt for felling the forest as well as the foeman.

A special stimulus to development was the plentiful supply of slave
labour, of which there is little evidence in earlier centuries. A poem in
the Elder Edda (see p. 27) indicates the place of the thrall at the base of
the rural pyramid:

With bast he bound, and burdens carried . . .
Home bore faggots the whole day long . . .
Ground they dunged, and swine they guarded,
Goats they tended, and turf they dug.*

The total numbers are unknown, but human booty was easy to collect,
transport and dispose of in slave markets all across Europe from Dublin
to Bolgar. An internal Scandinavian market was also established, on the
islands at the mouth of the Géta, where the three nascent kingdoms met.
Craftsmen we may suppose were often brought home by their captors,
as were certainly many younger women, by whom slave numbers were to
some extent replenished; although a female slave might be of noble birth,
it was only in Sweden that the master’s child by her was born free. The
labour force of a substantial freeman’s farm seems normally to have
included some half-dozen slaves; and they might even be left to conduct
the dull routine of agriculture whilst the farmer-trader — a type which
flourished particularly on Gotland — roamed the seas in search of more
adventurous gains. But the employment of slave labour was most ad-
vantageous in the heavy and exacting work of clearing and tilling new j
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land, since customary law regarded the thrall as a chattel and the owner
was not accountable for his death, whether by exhaustion or direct
ill-usage.

While new land was won for cultivation by pressures at which we can
only guess, the growth of a homogeneous trading area throughout the
northern seas led naturally to the growth of the earliest Scandinavian
towns. Hedeby was the first to achieve renown; as early as 808 it appears
to be referred to in a Frankish chronicle, which says that a Danish king
had compelled the merchants of a Slav settlement in the Baltic to transfer
themselves to a site under his control — a practice apparently copied from
Charlemagne. Hedeby’s position, at the foot of a fiord leading into the
Baltic and within 10} miles of a river debouching into the North Sea,
made it an ideal centre for east-west traffic, which at the cost of some
river-rowing and a single portage could avoid the arduous passage round
the Skaw. Hedeby was also served by the ancient land route from north
Jutland and had connections with the main tracks running south across
Germany. The fortified area was about sixty acres, which would provide
space for a large open-air market as well as for the operations of local
industries, such as bronze casting, glass making, and the carving of
objects of bronze, horn, and doubtless wood. Finds of material from all
over western Europe suggest that the chief activity of the town was its
long-distance commerce.

An Arab merchant from Cordoba has left an unflattering account of
the dirt and noise of Hedeby, whose inhabitants are said to make a sound
in their throats when singing like the barking of a dog, only worse —
perhaps the very first allusion to the Danish glottal stop? Towards the
year goo its wealth made it the object of a successful attack by a Swedish
chieftain, but the yoke was shaken off after about forty years and the
town remained prosperous until the early eleventh century. It was then
eclipsed by nearby Slesvig, which was accessible to vessels of deeper
draught. Before 1050 Hedeby was burnt down, perhaps on the occasion
of its capture by the Norwegian king, Harald Hardrada.

Birka on lake Milaren, west of modern Stockholm, is in the vicinity
of a large farm (Helgo), where recent finds show that, a century or more
before the Viking Age proper, a farmer-trader might already possess
two such strangely assorted valuables as an Irish crozier and a small
image of Buddha. The town itself was indeed ideally situated as an
entrepét both for the trade which came out of Russia and for furs and other
northern products, easily conveyed from the hinterland in winter over
the snow and ice. In addition, Birka had easy sea communication with
Hedeby and, like Hedeby, its own local industries, including some of
considerable refinement: filigree wire was drawn here and an oriental
pendant could be copied by means of moulds. The fortified area com-
prises only 29 acres, but there were two natural harbours outside the
town and an artificial harbour with a basin 8o metres long. The 1,200



Homelands of the Vikings 23

graves which have been excavated yielded a total of 131 Arabic coins;
40 of them also contained fragments of oriental silk. Since the burials
date from c. 800 to ¢. 960, after which this once busy port fell silent, the
last years of the tenth century may be presumed to have seen a new
generation of merchants transfer their activities to Sigtuna (p. 43) and
across to Gotland, where the less professional farmer-traders already
conducted a very profitable trade. Although the town of Visby had not
yet arisen, the Baltic island provides 700 out of about 1,000 finds of
silver from the Sweden of the Viking Age.

Skiringssal in Norway, on the west side of the Oslofiord, though a
market centre of modest dimensions, is of special interest as a port which
was made known to king Alfred by Othere, a Norwegian chieftain who
had sailed beyond the North Cape far into the Barents Sea and south to
Hedeby. His account of his home on the border of Finnmark, where he
kept tame reindeer and exacted tribute in kind from the neighbouring
Lapps, likewise sheds light upon Skiringssal’s distant sources of supply.
Its exports include the walrus ivory and ropes, sealskins, furs, and eider-
down brought down from the north; furs, etc., from its own hinterland;
and perhaps some products of the local metal and soapstone industries.
Since no fortification has been traced, this is believed to have been chiefly
a seasonal market; the graves yield Frisian cloth, a Carolingian sword
blade, and ornaments of English and Irish origin. This partly westward
orientation was shared by the trade centres of north Jutland, such as
Arhus and the recently rediscovered port of Vendila, near modern Alborg.

Each of the three Scandinavian homelands now possessed the nucleus
of a merchant class, whose growth was stimulated by the coming into
existence of communities of Scandinavian traders abroad — at the early
establishments along the great Russian rivers; at key points seized in the’
campaigns on the continent, such as the island of Noirmoutier at the
mouth of the Loire; in York, whose area doubled under its Danish kings,
and the five boroughs of the Danelaw; and in the Irish ports, where the
Vikings were eventually transformed into peaceful ‘hostmen’. Craftsmen,
too, became more numerous; they made some wares for export, as we
have seen, and were encouraged to imitate for the domestic market the
most highly prized imports, such as the pattern-welded and other fine-
quality swords from continental weapon-smiths or the costly ecclesiastical
ornaments which were being put to secular uses. Nevertheless, Scandin-
avian society continued to consist mainly of the earls, the free men, and
the thralls (whose case we have already examined).

The status of a free man varied to some extent in accordance with the
size of his farm, the number of his slaves or other workforce, and especially
the presence or absence of any form of rent or other obligation due, for
example, to some previous holder of the land. The farm very often
accommodated an ‘enlarged family’, comprising members of two or three
generations, notably in the case of the udal farmer (odelsbonde), whose '
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land was retained in the family by strict rights of inheritance. In western
Norway at least, the ancient germanic system of wergild exacted com-
pensation for the slaying of a man at five different rates: the value of a
freed slave was half that of any ordinary peasant or a quarter that of the
possessor of udal land, whilst the wergild of a chieftain was twice or four
times, and that of a king eight times, that of an odelsbonde. Nevertheless,
every free man was theoretically entitled to attend his local thing, which
in turn was represented by its more prominent members at the lagthing,
where laws were made and major disputes settled for a self-contained
region or land. Accordingly, the relationship between the free man and
the earl or king, who was his only fully recognised superior, was markedly
different from that which obtained under the feudal practices which
were growing up on the continent.

Farl (‘earl’) was originally a title given — perhaps by a king - to a local
leader or chieftain; indeed, the word has even been boldly derived from
‘Heruli’. By the start of the Viking Age the office was generally hereditary.
Except in Denmark, where the monarchy (as we have seen) had political
objects in view, earls were more likely than kings to place themselves at
the head of Viking expeditions: the founder of the Viking earldom of
Orkney, for example, was the son and brother of successive earls of
Mboére in west Norway. But the two centuries of Viking activities abroad
were marked by a consolidation of authority at home, a change which
prompted unruly elements to go ‘a-viking’ and discouraged them from
returning. The earldom in the original sense tended to become merged
with the title of king, to reappear later as a rank conceded to a leading
subject of the crown.

Konung (‘king’) means ‘person of noble origin’. The earliest Scandinavian
kings of whom we have any definite knowledge, the Swedish Ynglings
with their offshoot in south-east Norway, traced their descent through a
long line of traditionally named ancestors back to the gods. Even a purely
local dynasty similarly sought to bolster up its position by means of a
tecord of past achievements, historical or mythical, which it would be
the business of the court poet or skald to celebrate. This did not, however,
mean that monarchy was hereditary in the modern sense; a king might be
succeeded by any son, oldest or voungest, legitimate or the fruit of any
chance liaison, or even by a brother or other near relation preferred for
some reason by the thing. Where several provinces had united, the approval
of each of their things might at first be required to confirm the choice of
the most important; in Sweden each new king for many centuries con-
tinued to make a formal tour (Eriksgata) to receive the homage of
each ancient province. In earlv days the royal court was in any case
a peripatetic organisation, since the king travelled round the royal
farms, where he collected and consumed whatever each district contri-
buted to his support.

As for his functions, the Scandinavian king had no absolute authority
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as judge or lawgiver, though it was natural for him to take the lead in
decision making and the execution of judgements. In time of peace he
was deemed to be responsible for the general welfare of his people. It
was he who conducted the principal sacrifices by which the gods were
propitiated to ensure good harvests. His mystical significance is well
illustrated by the story of a Norwegian king, the father of Harald Fairhair
(p. 30), whose corpse was supposed to have been quartered in order
that each part of the kingdom might enjoy prosperity through his con-
tinued presence. The king would likewise be expected to deal satisfactorily
with any new phenomenon which might affect a slowly moving rural
society. Such was the development of the first towns: at Birka there was
already a royal bailiff in the middle of the ninth century.

But in the Viking Age the king was first and foremost a leader of war-
riors, who caroused with him in his timbered hall and received rich
gifts of booty from the royal hand. A successful leader of Viking forays
had a ready-made nucleus of armed followers to establish him as a king,
whether overseas or on returning home. At the same time, the menace
of Viking chiefs returning in this way to terrorise their fellow countrymen
encouraged kings already in possession to build up new institutions to
protect their subjects. The name of /urd for the royal retinue came to
Scandinavia from the Danelaw about the end of the pagan period, but a
body of royal retainers seems to have existed earlier, at all events in
Norway. An elaborate system of rules was gradually evolved for its
management; the essential tie, however, was that of personal loyalty to
the king, whose first regular officials, such as the marshal and the standard-
bearer, were drawn from the /hirdmenn. The naval levy or leidang may
likewise have owed something to practices observed abroad, but as a
form of general military organisation it was appropriate only to maritime
peoples such as the Scandinavian. Each district provided men, equipment
and supplies for one or more warships of a given size: thus in Sweden an
area designated as a hundari is believed to have furnished 1oo men as
crew for four 24-oared vessels.

The Leidang does not figure in what we know of the original Viking
expeditions, but it seems likely that it began with the power which Viking
chiefs exercised over the coastal population in their own neighbourhoods.
Later on, it was the king who called it out, though in Norway at least he
was not entitled to muster more than half its strength for purposes which
he could not represent as defensive. Certainly, at the close of the heathen
period central authority was on the increase. This is demonstrably true in
the case of Denmark, where four permanent military camps have been
traced, whose meticulous construction argues for the view that they
housed more disciplined armies than any seen in the west since the fall of
Rome. Their precisely circular shape suggests a possible connection with
the ‘gyros’, which the Rus-people are said by a Byzantine source® to
have used as winter quarters. At all events, these camps accommodated
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about 5,000 men, who must surely have been mercenaries in the employ-
ment of Danish kings about the end of the tenth century, when (as already
noted) Viking expeditions aimed at the exaction of tribute. In the same
period, too, Scandinavian kings provided themselves with another source
of power - regular mints, where English moneyers struck coins in imitation
of the danegeld money brought back from the unhappy realm of Ethelred
the Redeless.

THE PAGAN CULTURE AT ITS ZENITH

The triumphs of the Scandinavian peoples in this age as warriors, traders
and discoverers are almost matched by their achievements in the arts. By
the middle of the ninth century the contents of a royal ship-burial,
marvellously preserved in blue clay near one of the outer reaches of the
Oslofiord, show an expertise in carving which was scarcely excelled in
any part of Europe. Ten artists are believed to have been employed in
connection with the Oseberg ship, their work marking the transition
from the Swedish Vendel graves to the first of four Viking styles; the
second is represented in the Gokstad ship, where a similar form of burial
took place near the end of the century. All four are based on a form of
ornamentation which uses animals in a wholly abstract way; this had
been widespread in Europe during the Great Migrations, but it was the
Vikings who carried these new elaborations to many lands, including
Anglo-Saxon England. The skill of the Viking craftsmen is revealed in
the often overwhelming profusion of detailed ornament, and most of all
in their ability to suggest a haunting menace in the heads of men and
beasts. But, although the styles enable the archaeologist to place many
of his finds in their chronological sequence, even the experts confess:
‘The meaning and emotional content of the art are at best obscure.’®
This is all the more unfortunate because the growth of a Scandinavian
literature awaited the introduction of the Latin alphabet by the Church.
Runic inscriptions, which are numerous in this period, consist almost
exclusively of laconically worded memorials to the dead or notices of
benefactions, such as the building of some causeway. Otherwise, the only
strictly contemporary source is the skaldic poetry, which was being
developed from about the middle of the ninth century, perhaps under
the stimulus of contacts with the Irish court bards. These short lays,
which often survive embedded in the historical sagas, such as Snorri’s
Heimskringla (see p. 62), were transmitted orally without alteration
because of the admiration which their original hearers felt for their
most artificial features; these included elaborate and complex rhythms,
carefully contrived alliterations, and the constant resort to ‘kennings’, of
which ‘whale bath’ for ocean and ‘swan of the sea-god’ for a ship are
among the simplest specimens. The subject-matter was usually war or
some other form of hazardous adventure, recalled for the entertainment
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primarily of the poet’s lord. But the audience in the great man’s hall
would be qualified to check the main facts and resentful of over-gross
exaggerations, where the deeds of individuals were concerned. The
skaldic poems are therefore a reliable source for the general course of
events, and for the attitude to life — and death — of the men by whom
those events were shaped.

Information is relatively plentiful regarding the religion of the Vikings.
Pioneer missionaries recorded what they learnt of the pagan faith which
they believed to have been the main inspiration of the Viking invasions.
A good many runes have a religious significance, though the precise
interpretation may be uncertain, and the Icelandic sagas described the
milieu of a pagan society of which the islanders retained a vivid tradition.
Moreover, the collection of early Nordic poems known as the Elder Edda*
contains a masterpiece of religious verse, “The Sibyl’s Prophecy’ (Voluspd),
where the myths are reviewed by a pagan Icelander who must have lived
when the triumph of Christianity already impended. This religion still
claims our attention, because (except for differences of emphasis) the
same pantheon was familiar to all the peoples of Scandinavia; it coloured
their way of thinking for several centuries after the conversion, and as
late as the nineteenth century provided picturesque trappings for the
literary cult of Scandinavianism.

In view of the common origins of the Germanic peoples, it is natural
to look for parallels to the deities whom the English worshipped before
the landing of St Augustine and whose names are enshrined in the four
middle days of the week. Our ‘Tiw’ corresponds, indeed, with the
Scandinavian ‘Tyr’, but in Viking times this great war god figures very
seldom either in place-names or in legends as compared with Woden or
Thor. The former perhaps received additional publicity because he was
deemed to be the god of poetry as well as war; as ‘lord of the spear’ he
inspired the frenzy of the warrior who ran berserk through the battle.
But in western Scandinavia the most popular divinity was “Thor the
Thunderer’, who defended Heaven from the giants, mankind from
monsters, and Viking communities from retaliation or reconquest by the
followers of the White Christ. Numerous amulets have been found in
circumstances which suggest that, when threatened by conversion,
Vikings believed that Thor’s hammer, worked in silver or even rough
iron, could countervail the magic sign of the cross.

In Sweden the ‘God of the World” was Freyr, whose idol emphasised
his physical potency as god of fertility and whose progeny was supposed

* So called because it was erroneously believed to be the work on which Snorri founded
his treatise on the art of skaldic poetry, which is known as the Prose Edda. The Elder or
Poetic Edda, of which a single manuscript was discovered in 1643, comprises 34 poems of
the 8th—12th centuries, committed to writing at the end of that period. Their Norse and
Icelandic authors are unknown, and it is conjectured that some poems were composed in
the British Isles, perhaps under Celtic influence. How Edda, the Old Norse word for
‘great-grandmother’, came to mean ‘poetry’ is likewise the subject of conjecture.
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to include the ancestor of the Ynglings. He and his voluptuous sister,
Freyja, belonged mysteriously to a special tribe of divinities, the Vanir,
who at the world’s beginning had waged war against the generality of
gods or Aesir — a story which may have been designed to place fertility
alongside conflict as a governing principle in the affairs of men. Yet
Aesir and Vanir alike are doomed to perish along with mankind in the
‘wolf-time’ of Ragnarok, before this ‘twilight of the gods’ in turn leads
on to a new Golden Age. It is tempting to conjecture that the poet here
places in the Sibyl’'s mouth some dimly caught echo of the fears and
hopes regarding the Millennium, which gripped much of Christendom
as the Year of Our Lord 1000 drew near. But modern man cannot
judge of this, any more than he can judge of the true inward meaning of
the many lesser divinities whose adventures provided congenial subject-
matter for generations of artists and craftsmen, from the makers of the
Gotland picture-stones in the ninth century to the designers of Nor-
wegian church portals in the twelfth — or even of that most homely type
of supernatural being, the dwarfs and elves of mountain and stream.

How was such a religion practised? It seems to have had few temples
and fewer priests. The only clear description of any temple building is that
which the chronicler Adam of Bremen recorded from an eyewitness of
the great shrine at Uppsala, ‘entirely decked out in gold’ and adjoined
by a sacred grove, where ‘each and every tree is believed divine because of
the death and putrefaction of the victims hanging there’.” As for the
priesthood, the class of godar, who served the gods in Iceland, seems to
have had no regular counterpart elsewhere. Family cults which paid due
respect to ancestors and the spirits of the locality probably loomed larger
in men’s lives, with the householder himself as priest. Thus in the 1020s a
Christian Norwegian skald, who had journeyed through half-converted
western Sweden, described more than one unwelcoming reception at a
lonely farm, where the doors were shut while its inmates worshipped the
old gods.®

Nevertheless, major religious festivals, presided over by king or chieftain,
were occasions on which men entered into a kind of communion with the
gods of war and fertility and with ancestral spirits. Mead and beer were
drunk in honour of the god; the feasters consumed horse flesh, which
had a special sanctity; and their persons were liberally sprinkled with the
blood of sacrifice. The victims were usually animals, but the sagas tell
of Thor’s stone, ‘upon which the bones of men sentenced to be sacrificed
were broken’,® and a conquered enemy was said to be ‘given to Woden’
when the hideous blood-eagle was carved through the living back. The
Swedes regularly offered up nine human beings at the great celebrations
held every ninth year at Uppsala, and in the remoter past they had been
known to encourage the crops by sacrificing the king in person.

Life was cheap, and the only consolation the poet found was to ‘know
one thing that never dies, the verdict on each man dead’.1® What paganism
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taught about death and the afterworld is suggested by the ship burials,
which derive much of their value for posterity from the desire to equip
the traveller into the unknown with both necessities and luxuries from
the present life. The concept of the journey seems to have been hazy, for
the ship was not made ready for sailing and in some cases was burnt to-
gether with the corpse. But the accepted picture of the future life required
that the dead man should be accompanied voluntarily or involuntarily by
a wife or concubine: the ritual slaughter of a half-stupefied slave-girl is
described in horrifying detail by an Arab who witnessed the obsequies of a
Swedish ‘Rus’ merchant in g22. The typical Viking warrior, however,
must have been buried unceremoniously where he fell. Most probably, he
had been content to picture his entry unaccompanied into Valhall, ‘the hall
of the slain’, where the brave were said to do daily battle with one another
in the great courtyard — and to be reconciled each night in readiness for
more bloodshed on the morrow.

EMERGENCE OF THE THREE KINGDOMS AND TWO ATLANTIC
OUTPOSTS

The religious beliefs of the Vikings, like their common use of the ‘Danish
tongue’,* encouraged a degree of co-operation which causes a modern
French scholar to declare, ‘Cosmopolitanism is one of the most original
features of the Viking world.”!! Any raid leader of proved skill and
resourcefulness might attract a personal following from outside his
homeland, and runic inscriptions confirm the saga tradition that major
enterprises normally enlisted support from regions that were politically
quite disconnected; this was facilitated by the Danish practice of adopting
a temporary ‘law of the army’, under which members of a given expedition
might contract to obey a ‘king of the sea’.!? As traders and settlers, too,
Danes and Norwegians intermingled in the kingdom of York, in some
districts of Normandy, and in the Irish ports. Even in eastern Europe,
which was fully accessible to the Swedes alone, an Icelander is to be
found fighting in Courland and a future Norwegian king in Finland,
whilst by the close of the tenth century the Byzantine emperor made no
distinction between the Swedes and other Scandinavians whom he
recruited for his ‘Varangian Guard’.

At the same time, however, the wars waged by Scandinavians, both
externally and amongst themselves, in this period of superabundant
energy were causing the three kingdoms to take shape. The unification of
Denmark was encouraged by the existence of hostile neighbours. Godfred,
who ruled among the Danes in the time of Charlemagne, may have

* The expression dansk tunga, which is thought to have originated outside Scandinavia,
was used in the early Middle Ages to designate the closely related languages of all the
Scandinavian countries; it occurs, for example, in Greygoose (p. 418, ref. note 3/14) and
the works of Saxo and Snorri.
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exercised suzerainty rather than kingship over the Danish islands and
Skane. Yet he was strong enough to secure the basis of his royal authority
in Jutland by digging the Danevirke across the peninsula; reconstructed
later, this is still the only large-scale permanent fortification ever built on
Scandinavian soil. Annales Regni Francorum also records Godfred’s
attack on Charlemagne’s Slav allies, the Abodrites, as well as the initial
naval ventures directed against the Frankish empire. But in the rest of the
ninth century history tells of only one strong Danish ruler, Horik, the
author of the attack on Hamburg already mentioned, and in the first
third of the following century — the period in which Alfred’s descendants
reconquered the Danelaw — the trade centre at Hedeby had fallen into
Swedish hands.

Then came three generations of powerful Danish kings, the earliest
we have adequate records of; they are known to posterity as Gorm the
Old, Harald Gormsson or Bluetooth, and Sweyn Forkbeard. The first
of them (who died before g50) restored the unity of Denmark, which
thus became a kingdom identifiable with that of today shortly before
Edgar was crowned as the first king of all England. Harald lost part of
Jutland to the German emperor, but his authority extended directly or
indirectly over most of Norway. Sweyn, who may well have stationed his
mercenaries in the circular camps described above, reconquered south
Jutland and directed three major attacks against the shores of England. In
the end, no tribute could buy him off; by the time of his sudden death, at
Gainsborough in February 1o14, the king of Denmark was also king of
England in place of Ethelred. Thus Denmark had become a European power.

Norway was harder to unite. Not only was the territory much less
compact, but the configuration of the long west coast encouraged the
proliferation of petty rulers, whilst the eastern seaboard tended from
very early times to fall within the Danish orbit. However, towards the
end of the ninth century an important initiative was undertaken by
Harald Fairhair, who as a child had inherited the little kingdom of Vestfold,
on the coast south-west of modern Oslo. In alliance with the ruler of the
powerful Trondelag earldom of Lade, he began to suppress their small
rivals, who often preyed on trade passing down the coast, and shortly
before the year goo a famous victory at Hafrsfiord (near Stavanger) made
him master of the coastal districts up to the border of the Trondelag.
Both Harald and his son Eric married Danish princesses, but the earls of
Lade were far from acknowledging any superiority: their hostility —
rather than the fratricidal habits which earned him the surname ‘Bloodaxe’
— explains the fact that in 943, only five years after his father’s death,
Eric fled to Northumbria, where he had a second brief reign in the Viking
kingdom of York.

Eric’s place in Norway was taken by his youngest brother Haakon,
who had been brought up at the court of King Athelstan of Wessex, and
who made a premature attempt to impose the faith he had acquired there




Homelands of the Vikings 31

upon his native land. The fifteen years of his reign were taken up largely
with a struggle against the heirs of Eric, backed by their Danish mother,
who eventually took his place. They in their turn enjoyed a notable
triumph over the Lade earldom, which was trying to expand southwards
beyond the Trondelag, and secured for themselves the tribute in kind
paid to the earls from the far north. But within a decade Harald Gormsson,
king of Denmark, finding his nephews’ rule in Norway too independent,
drove them out, and reinstated an earl of Lade to rule the country under
his suzerainty. This earl Haakon, however, was a doughty warrior and
champion of paganism, who long before his death in 9935 had virtually
shaken off the Danish yoke, so that only the petty kings of the south-
eastern districts nearest to Denmark remained indisputably under Danish
control.

The kingdom of the Svear, as we have seen, played a dominant role
in the opening up of the rich eastern trades, a venture which by the close
of the tenth century had passed its climax. But in the meanwhile little
progress was made towards unification with the mainland territories
stretching south to the Danish border. St Ansgar (see p. 34) believed
the realm of the Svear to be based chiefly on islands, a view which is
confirmed by the account given to king Alfred by a visitor who had
sailed along the Baltic to the mouth of the Vistula: he assigned to their
rule the islands of Oland and Gotland and the small coastal province of
Blekinge. Thus in all probability Olof Skétkonung, who became king a
little before AD 1000, was the first Svear ruler who was also ‘King of the
Goths’ - that is to say, of the two major provinces of Ostergotland and
Vistergotland.

Whilst Denmark, Norway, and Sweden slowly and successively took
shape as kingdoms of the pattern made familiar by contact with less
loosely organised peoples in other parts of Europe, out in the Atlantic the
Scandinavians formed two wholly new societies, which have formed a
permanent part of their cultural sphere. The archipelago of the Faeroes
has, indeed, developed a distinctive way of life whilst remaining the
dependency of a kingdom, though not always of the same kingdom.
Iceland, on the other hand, derives its parliamentary republic from
origins far older than those of any other similarly constituted European
state of today. Not only so, but the Icelanders brought Greenland within
the Scandinavian sphere of influence and made the first brief European
incursion on to the North American mainland.

Lying half-way along the submarine ridge running northwards from
Scotland to Iceland, the Faeroes were readily found by adventurous
sailors on passage between western Norway and the Scottish islands.
The Irish geographer Dicuil, writing in 8235, knew that Celtic monks had
abandoned their habitations there about the turn of the century on
account of the Vikings — a statement which seems to imply that the latter
came as unwelcome settlers rather than as sporadic raiders. ‘Thor’s
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harbour’ or Torshavn, the present-day capital, became the assembly-place
of the new inhabitants, and finds of Norwegian soapstone vessels attest
their dependence on west Norway for necessary imports. It is likely
that sheep grazing had been introduced by the monks, in which case
wool and rough woollen cloth may have been exported from a very early
date as well as down and seabirds’ feathers. Otherwise, the history of this
tiny, outlying population during the pagan period is untraced, and
probably untraceable.

In contrast, the settlement of Iceland is more fully recorded than
any other of the early medieval migrations of peoples. A find of Roman
copper coins suggests that the island had chance visitors before the Irish
‘fathers’, whose presence is indicated by half a dozen papa place-names;
these monks were virtually hermits, who withdrew or at all events dis-
appeared soon after the first Scandinavians arrived, leaving behind books
and other paraphernalia of their religion. A Swede from Denmark is
said to have sighted it first and a settler in the Faeroes, likewise blown
off course, to have called the unknown land ‘Iceland’; but it was certainlv
from west Norway that the first permanent settlers came in or about
the year 874. The twelfth-century ‘Book of the Land-taking’ (Landndmabdk)
gives about 400 names of individuals, showing that many turbulent
characters were glad to leave west Norway, at all events after the pettv
Viking chiefs had been defeated at Hafrsfiord, whilst Norsemen from
the Scottish islands, Ireland and Man also took part in the venture.
Besides their families, cattle and household possessions, the colonists
brought with them many slaves and more or less servile dependants, so
that the total Celtic element in the Icelandic population may have been
nearer one-half than the one-seventh who figure among the land-takers.
Many of the properties recorded in the Book were of great size, to allow
full scope for fishing and fowling alongside the herding of sheep and
cattle.

Although a few settlers from outside Norway were Christians, the
ancient gods had accompanied the exodus, and their worship was the
concern of the chief man in each locality, called its godi — a word derived
from ‘god’. No place of sacrifice has been certainly identified, possibly
because they were built of timber, but there was much killing of animals
in honour of Thor (as in west Norway), and in time of emergency human
offerings as well. At least two factors tended, however, to loosen the
grip of the old faith. The people were too widely dispersed for ready
attendance at any ceremonial, whilst their remoteness from any foreign
enemy and the small part which cereal crops plaved in the island’s
economy (even at that early period) made it a less pressing duty to placate
the divinities of war and fertility.

The thirty-six (later thirty-nine) godar also exercised as chieftains
whatever secular authority these scattered communities at first found
necessary; only two district things are known to have been set up in




Homelands of the Vikings 33

accordance with Norwegian practice. But after the passage of half a
century, which had brought the population up to about 20,000 souls, it
was thought desirable to organise a thing for the whole commonwealth
and at the same time to regularise the use of Norwegian customary law
by reference to the decisions taken at the lagthing of western Norway,
from where so many of them had come. An emissary was accordingly
sent over, on whose return the Althing was established as an annual
assembly which every free man on the island was entitled to attend. From
the outset (c. 930) this ancient parliament, whose history is almost con-
tinuous down to our own day, had a ‘lawman’ as president, who recited a
portion of the law at each session, the assembly being regarded as a
judicial body which added to the laws when necessary. In addition, the
period of its meeting every summer had a great influence in promoting
the growth of a distinctive culture among a widely scattered people. After
the first generation the island was divided into Quarters, each having
its own court, where better knowledge of the facts in any local dispute
made it easier to arrive at a decision. But both the judicial and the legis-
lative work were regularly entrusted to select groups of members, who
were in effect nominees of the godar. Litigation abounded, but when his
rights had been determined it was left to the individual to obtain redress.
As early as the gbos a godi might gather as many as 1,500 men to support
him in a feud; the Icelander whose family was not powerful therefore put
his land and claims under the protection of one that was.

In a society riddled by family feuds which resemble Sicilian vendettas,
it is scarcely surprising that the greatest historical achievement recorded
in the saga literature should start with a banishment for murder. Green-
land was indeed discovered in the early years of the Icelandic settlement,
when their ships were storm-driven far away to the westward. But the
true pioneer was Eric the Red, who had been exiled from Norway to
Iceland on account of a murder and banished from Iceland for three
years on account of more murders. He spent this period in exploring the
less inaccessible west coast of the huge and barren tract of country to
which he gave a propagandist name. Then in 983 or 986 he set out a
second time, in charge of twenty-five ships loaded with settler families,
cattle, and equipment, of which fourteen duly completed the hazardous
voyage.

The venture grew into two main communities, eastern and western,
the former situated not far beyond Cape Farewell, the latter just below
the Arctic Circle and the entrance to Davis Strait, in the vicinity of the
modern capital of Godthaab. Pasture land in the inner reaches of the
fiords enabled the so-called eastern settlement to grow to 19o farms, the
western had only go; the total population may have reached 3,000. They
were linked with Iceland and Norway mainly by ties of trade, exchanging
furs and walrus products for corn and other luxuries. In the summer
months seal-hunting took them far up the Davis Strait, which they
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crossed to explore the other side; their need of timber would be a strong
incentive, and the American shore had been sighted by vessels blown
off course on their way from Norway to the Greenland settlement.
Accordingly, about the year 1000 Eric’s son, Leif, sailed to ‘Markland’,
which may be identified as some wooded region on the coast of Labrador
and was probably visited from time to time down to the fourteenth
century. Leif continued south to ‘Vinland’, where grapes and corn were
found growing wild, but attempts to settle were defeated after several
years by hostile natives. Although the existence of ‘Vinland’ was known
to Adam of Bremen in the 1070s and later to the writers of the sagas, the
first satisfactory identification was made as recently as 1960 (see p. 395) -
and it remains possible that a landfall by Norsemen in New England
(about which there has been much speculation) may eventually be
substantiated.*

THE FIRST CHRISTIAN MISSIONS

When the second century of Viking activity drew to its close, neither
the crystallisation of the homelands into three kingdoms nor the creation
of the distant Atlantic settlements had yet occasioned any decisive advance
of Christian civilisation into Scandinavia. Peaceful contacts had, indeed,
brought about many individual conversions, especially among traders,
who often found it convenient to take the first step towards baptism,
the prima signatio, as an assurance of their trustworthiness. Wherever
Vikings became settlers, as in many parts of the British Isles, the higher
religion soon prevailed. But it was not until the g8os that the new series
of Viking expeditions, referred to previously (see p. 20), appears to have
given a direct stimulus to missionary work as a form of self-protection.
Denmark is to some extent an exception. Encouraged perhaps by the
knowledge that it had for a short time accepted a Christian ruler at the
beginning of the century, Louis the Pious and the Papacy set up a Danish
mission from Holstein in 822. Ansgar, a monk from the famous Bene-
dictine house at Corbie in Picardy, built the first church in Slesvig, twice
visited Birka to preach among the Swedes, and was made archbishop of
Hamburg, the see being transferred to Bremen after the Viking onslaught
in 845. His death followed twenty years later, but a Scandinavian mission
on a very modest scale survived until 888 in the hands of Ansgar’s suc-
cessor and biographer, Rimbert. The ultimate failure of the venture
seems to be attributable mainly to the weakening of the Frankish power.
Three-quarters of a century elapsed before the revival of the Empire
under the first German emperors gave Harald Gormsson cause to fear

* Excavations on the site of a Greenland farm, which belonged to the leader of one of the
‘Vinland® expeditions, have yielded a piece of anthracite coal: Rhode Island, where it could
have been picked up on the surface and close to the shore, is suggested as the likely place of
origin of a lustrous material unobtainable in Greenland.!?
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that his paganism might be made a pretext for foreign intervention. A
priest who endured the ordeal by fire then provided the occasion for his
conversion, and a famous runic inscription records that he ‘made the
Danes Christian’. This event in ¢. 965 did not, however, completely
settle the issue, since within twenty years the throne was usurped by his
son, Sweyn Forkbeard, who was himself a pagan; but Sweyn tolerated
missionary bishops, so long as their activities were based on England
rather than the Hamburg-Bremen archbishopric, which he suspected of
interfering in secular affairs.

In Norway the early events are less well known, but in all probability
the outright failure of the missionaries who accompanied the youthful
King Haakon on his return from Wessex was followed by some unrecorded
penetration of Christianity into the eastern districts, where Danish
influence was strongest. The sequel in any case was a revival of the pagan
cults under Earl Haakon (see p. 38), who in the last quarter of the tenth
century based his rule upon the staunchly heathen Trondelag. The
skalds rejoiced accordingly:

Now as afore earth burgeoneth,

Since once again a generous lord

Lets shield-bearing men wend their way
With glad hearts to holy places.*

If Norway, in spite of much intercourse with the Danelaw and other
areas in which their kinsmen had gradually adopted the religion of their
neighbours, remained a predominantly heathen country, it is safe to
conclude that the infiltration of Christianity into Sweden had been even
slower. For Swedish interests were still directed mainly towards the east,
where until far-off Byzantium was reached the contacts were with heathen
societies. In 988 a Danish chieftain, who had helped to convert his fellow
countrymen of the islands, was consecrated by Bremen as a missionary
bishop for the Swedes. No Swedish king, however, was converted until
1008, whereupon the reign of Olof Skétkonung marked the beginning
of a conflict over religion which was not finally settled among the Swedes
for another hundred years — and lasted still longer among their Finnish
neighbours. Nevertheless, the year 1016, when (as already related) the
Danish prince Cnut ascended the throne of England, can be seen in
retrospect to mark the beginning of the transformation of Viking Scan-
dinavia into an outpost of the Christendom it had so long assailed.




Chapter 3

Outpost of Christendom

INTRODUCTION: THE DYNASTIES, 1016-1319

A new era in the history of the north was now to be inaugurated by
Denmark, which supplied ‘the first viking leader to be admitted into the
civilised fraternity of Christian kings’.! The Scandinavian empire of
Cnut the Great proved, however, to be no more than a brief prelude to a
period of three centuries during which the most obvious feature of
Scandinavian history is the establishment of three Christian but wholly
separate and often mutually hostile kingdoms. That process followed a
common pattern. Once the conversion was completed, the institutions of
monarchy grew up in a constant interplay with the power of the church;
each state enjoyed a period or periods of expansion beyond its original
frontiers; and all came to possess social and cultural characteristics
which to some extent distinguished them as a group from the rest of
medieval Christendom. But this common pattern of events may be
easier to trace with the help of a bare résumé of the dynastic history,
which is most sedulously recorded by contemporary chroniclers.

In Denmark the first independent king after Cnut was his nephew,
Sweyn Estridsen, who was succeeded by five of his sons in turn, including
another Cnut (‘the Saint’). But in 1131 family rivalries provoked the
murder of a possible claimant to the throne in the next generation, by
name Cnut Lavard; this led to nearly thirty years of civil war, in the
course of which weak kings paid homage to German Emperors and
German knights were brought in to fight Danish battles. Valdemar the
Great and his two sons, Cnut VI and Valdemar II, then presided over
the most memorable period of Danish expansion along the Baltic. This
was followed by a marked decline during the short reigns of the three
sons of the second Valdemar and that of his grandson, Eric Klipping,
who in 1282 conceded a Great Charter to the barons. His murder was
followed, however, by the banishment of some baronial leaders and an
attempt to return to an expansionist policy under his son, Eric Menved,
whose long reign (1286-1319) ended in failure.

In Norway Cnut’s death and the dissolution of his empire was fol-
lowed by a revival of unity and strength under Magnus I and Harald
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Hardrada, the son and half-brother of Cnut’s defeated opponent, Olav
the Saint. After Harald’s death at Stamfordbridge in 1066, his descendants
ruled Norway until 1130, when the death of Sigurd the Crusader in-
augurated a period of almost a century during which civil war was a
dominant feature of Norwegian life, even under so brilliant a ruler as
Sverre. But an ‘age of greatness’ was ushered in by his grandson, Haakon
IV, whose long reign (1217-63) was marked by the annexation of Iceland
and Greenland. Haakon’s son Magnus was an eminent legislator, on
whom the name of ‘Lawmender’ (Lagabéter) was posthumously bestowed;
and although the elder of Haakon’s.two grandsons, namee Eric, was
forced by the nobles into a quarrel with the church, the younger (Haakon V,
1299-1319) restored the authority of the Norwegian crown in every
respect — but failed to provide a male heir of full age to wear it after him.

In Sweden, where Olof Skétkonung was the first known ‘king of
Swedes and Goths’, the eleventh century was a further age of internal
conflict. "After the extinction of the Svear line in the 1060s a dynasty
from Vistergotland held sway for some sixty years, and when this too
became extinct a king named Sverker transferred the centre of power to
his native province of Ostergétland. About the year 1156 his murder
brought an Eric, later ‘the Saint’, briefly to the throne and gave rise to a
century-long feud, during which the kingship was grasped by Sverkers
and Erics in alternation. A more important event, however, was the rise
of the great earls, which culminated in the marriage of Earl Birger to a
sister of the last of the Eric line and the accession of his son Valdemar in
1250 as the first of the so-called ‘Folkung’ kings. During much of his
elder son’s reign Earl Birger was a powerful figure behind the throne,
which within a few years of his death in 1266 was usurped by the Earl’s
younger son Magnus. He figured as a strong organiser both of the
monarchy and of the privileged classes which served it, albeit that his
surname of Ladulds (‘Barnlock’) suggests that he was also the protector
of the peasants against unjust food levies by their lords. Magnus died in
1290, and, during the minority of his ten-year-old son Birger, the Marshal,
Torgils Knutsson, continued the policy of expansion into Finnish ter-
ritory which had been established by the great earl. But in 1306 his
‘younger brothers persuaded King Birger to make away with the Marshal
as an ‘over-mighty subject’ — the very position to which they themselves
aspired. By 1319 they too had been made away with, in the course of a
bitter fraternal struggle which cost Birger his throne.

THE ERA OF CONVERSION

Cnut the Great became king of England in 1016, succeeded his elder
brother as king of Denmark in 1018, and soon afterwards began his
ultimately victorious conflict with Olaf of Norway, later the Saint, and
his Swedish allies. But the most spectacular indication that a new era
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had dawned in Scandinavian affairs was the scene at the coronation of
Conrad IV as Holy Roman Emperor on Easter Day 1027, when the
former Viking chief walked in procession at his side. The motives for
Cnut’s famous pilgrimage to Rome included, indeed, his need to expiate
the murder of a brother-in-law before the cathedral altar at Roskilde, yet
it was as a loyal son of the Church that Cnut built up the second-largest
European power bloc of the time.

At its fullest extent Cnut’s North Sea realm included England, Den-
mark, and Norway. He also held a number of outposts on the south shore
of the Baltic, where he engaged his English subjects in battle against the
Wends, and his letters and coins asserted a claim to be ‘King of part of
Sweden’ or ‘King of the Svear’.2 If he had not died when he was barely
forty years of age, so puissant a monarch would almost certainly have
left a lasting imprint on Scandinavia as a whole, instead of completing no
more than the conversion of his Danish subjects. Once his English
kingdom was reduced to order, Cnut ceased to tolerate any survival of
pagan practices among the housecarls he had brought from Denmark, and
the Church in England, to which he gave generous endowments, sent
clergy to complete the missionary work still needed in Denmark itself,
though for political reasons the bishops continued to be consecrated by
the see of Bremen. At Cnut’s death heathenism survived only in obscurity
and chiefly in Skane, across which the mission front was advancing into
Sweden.

In the meantime Norway too had become a Christian land under a
Christian ruler, but the result was achieved by a complicated process
which owed nothing to King Cnut. The king who set it in motion was
Olav Tryggvesson, a formidable Viking chief and sometime ally of Cnut’s
pagan father, who was confirmed in England shortly before he sailed for
Norway in 995 to challenge the position of the heathen Earl Haakon of
Lade. The earl had lost his popularity with his subjects and was oppor-
tunely murdered by a slave, whereupon Olav’s descent from Harald
Fairhair helped to secure his acceptance as king, except in the Danish-
controlled south-eastern districts. He founded Nidaros (more familiar
under its modern name of Trondheim) as his base, and sailed along the
coast, exacting submission and conversion from chieftains and lagthings.
Since the penalties for refusal included mutilation or death, the mission
conducted by a handful of clergy must have enjoyed considerable success
as far as the king’s arm and time reached. But after a reign of only five
years Olav Tryggvesson was killed in battle at Svolder, somewhere
south of the Sound, by an alliance in which the prime movers were the
sons of the dead Earl Haakon; they then ruled Norway under a restored
Danish suzerainty — a weak position, which would discourage them
from interfering with their subjects in matters of religion.

In the summer of 1015, when Cnut was too busy with the reconquest
of England after his father’s death to defend the position of his subordinate
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earls in Norway, a second Olav set sail from England. He had only two
shiploads of fighting men, but the future saint had fought an average of
two battles a year since the age of twelve (as the Skalds admiringly relate),
and as a descendant of Harald Fairhair he quickly won recognition in the
eastern valley district where he was born., The Lade earls were decisively
defeated in a battle at the mouth of the Oslofiord, after which Olav
reigned for ten years as the first king of all Norway, east, west, and north.
When every allowance is made for the accretion of pious legend he re-
mains a less ungentle figure than his namesake, and this Olav had a
deeper knowledge of Christian society, having fought latterly on the
side of King Ethelred, whom he had accompanied into exile in Normandy,
where he was himself baptised. In 1024 Olav induced a lagthing on the
west coast to make the first formal adoption of a system of church law,
which he had drawn up in agreement with his English adviser, Bishop
Grimkell, and which must greatly have strengthened the hands of his
missionaries, who are thought to have come chiefly from the Danelaw.

Cnut, however, was biding his time, whilst he maintained at his court
in England not only a young Earl Haakon of Lade but an increasing
number of malcontents from Norway, to whom his superior power and
wealth would be a natural attraction. At first the Swedish king helped
Olav to stave off attack by carrying the war into Skidne, but he was eventu-
ally driven back into Norway, and in 1028 a combination between Cnut’s
fleet in the south and a landing by the earl in the Trondelag compelled
Olav to flee overland to Sweden and to Russia, where his Swedish wife
had a half-sister married to the Grand Duke Jaroslav. But he was soon
tempted to return because the drowning of Cnut’s viceroy, Earl Haakon,
in the Pentland Firth created a kind of interregnum in Norway before
the arrival of Cnut’s ten-year-old son Sweyn to act as king under the
guidance of his English mother, Aelfgifu of Northampton. Olav brought
with him a nucleus of Swedes and such Norwegians as he could gather
on his passage through the mountains into the Trondelag; some more
men joined him, together with his half-brother Harald, from his native
region in the east; and since the battle was fought inland, which was
highly unusual in this land of ship-borne forces, the king’s experience
of warfare abroad gave him some advantage. Perhaps the royal army was
greatly inferior in numbers to the peasantry of the Trondelag and the
men whom disaffected chieftains had brought from some other areas;
all that is certain is that the battle of Stiklestad (29 July 1030) ended in
the death of King Olav and the rout of his supporters.

The participants on both sides included Christians and heathen,
though the sagas claim that Olav’s battle-cry was ‘Christ’s men’: be that
as it may, what he had lost in life he won in death. Aelfgifu and her son
made themselves hated by imposing new taxes in a time of widespread
dearth, and the presence of the English queen perhaps caused the people
to be more keenly aware that Sweyn too was a foreigner. It is also con-
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ceivable that as fellow Christians some of them found it difficult to offer
opposition to the sanctification of their defeated enemy. Whatever the
full explanation in terms of mass psychology, only twelve months after
the battle Grimkell was able to have the king’s battered remains cere-
moniously reinterred at Trondheim, where they wrought the miracles
appropriate to sainthood. Within five years Olav’s young son Magnus
was brought back from Russia to replace Sweyn, and although it was
the collapse of Cnut’s empire after his death later in the same year (10335)
which prevented an immediate Danish challenge, the memory of Saint
Olav was by now completing the conversion of Norway.

Much less is known about the impact of the Swedish kings. Olof
Skotkonung or ‘tax king’, who (as we have seen) is believed to have been
the first monarch to rule both Svear and Gétar, had been baptised in
Vistergotland, which was within easy reach of Denmark, and the first
bishop’s see was established in that province. But the monarchy remained
weak, and as late as 1081—5 the Svear temporarily drove out a king who
repeated Olof’s refusal to take part in the nine-yearly celebrations at the
great pagan sanctuary in Uppsala. By the end of the century the temple
had been finally destroyed, but the obstinacy of the struggle against
heathenism among the Svear was such that, out of a total of six missionary
dioceses known to have existed about 1120, no fewer than four were
concentrated in Svealand. Only thirty-seven years later the Swedish
Church is supposed to have become so firmly established that a crusade
was launched for the conversion of Finland. King Eric, who led the
crusade, and the English-born bishop Henry of Uppsala who helped
him, have achieved later renown as the patron saints of Sweden and
Finland respectively; but in the absence of any contemporary report it
seems more likely that what took place in 1157 was primarily a punitive
expedition.

Our complete ignorance as to when and how Christianity achieved its
first tentative lodgements among the widely scattered Finns is a reminder
that, in the case of all the Scandinavian peoples, the new faith spread
through many channels. Whilst the attitude of royalty attracts most
attention, the conversion of a particular chieftain or thing by some forceful
missionary might influence a whole district, irrespective of the view held
by a king in the distance. Certainly the mission churches owed their
greatest debt to individual clergy who faced the hardships and risks of
what was often an unknown land — the travelling bishops (episcopi vagantes),
the priests who attached themselves initially to royal courts, and the
brethren from far-off monasteries, such as Westphalian Herford or
Evesham in the heart of England. Some individual names are indeed
preserved, especially if they bore upon the rivalry between the Anglo-
Saxon church province and that of Hamburg-Bremen, which had charge
of the mission to the north and also possessed an indefatigable champion
and chronicler in Adam of Bremen, who visited the Danish court during
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the reign of Sweyn Estridsen. But in general the work of the pioneers
sank into oblivion as the missionary church gave place to the folk church -a
transition which is most clearly visible in Iceland.

The first missionary entered the island in company with a native
convert he had made in Germany, and was followed about ten years
later by others sent by Olav Tryggvesson, who was then imposing the
new faith by violent methods in Norway. As many of the Icelanders
proved obdurate, the Norwegian king sent another missionary in the
summer of the vear 1000 whilst retaining four hostages in Norway, one
for each Quarter. The Althing was then prompted by its Lawman — who
was himself a heathen - to avoid the prospect of civil war and/or Nor-
wegian intervention by formally adopting Christianity as the religion of
their island, subject to the right of any individual to offer heathen sacrifice
in private and to continue the exposure of unwanted children. Churches
were then erected sporadically as the godar saw fit, but about twenty
vears passed before the influence of Olav the Saint, who sent one of his
English bishops, Bernard ‘the Book-wise’, and materials for a public
church near the Althing’s place of assembly, caused heathen practices to
be finally abolished. The Church then became fully integrated in the
Icelandic social system, with the godar as patrons of livings and the choice
of bishops ratified by the Althing. In 1056 Isleifr Gizurarson, who had
been sent for theological training to the monastic school in Herford by
his father, a chieftain who ‘did everything in his power to strengthen
Christianity’,3 reached the episcopate, which thereafter was held com-
monly by scions of the bigger landowning families. This partly explains
the fact that Iceland in 1097 was the first Scandinavian country to introduce
tithes — half of which went to the landowner who maintained the church -
and the last to pay heed to papal demands for the celibacy of the clergy.

In general, the folk churches of the Scandinavians were slow to bring
private life into conformity with the new ideas, as the church sections
of their earliest provincial lawbooks clearly show. Some types of Nature
and ancestor worship lingered on until the Reformation and even beyond;
the nomadic Lapps, whose conversion was not seriously attempted
before the sixteenth century, are only the extreme illustration of the
tendency for physical remoteness to mean spiritual isolation. In Iceland,
where building material of any kind was hard to come by, the chieftains
were encouraged to erect churches on their estates by the belief that the
number of persons they could contain was the number that would enter
the kingdom of heaven. Elsewhere the timber churches rose quickly in
the forest clearings, and in Norway (where, even in the eleventh century,
the wood was prudently laid on a stone foundation) a score of the more
elaborate specimens of Stavkirke still survive. Their intricately beautiful
construction astonishes the beholder, but the resemblance to an upturned
keel, the lavish display of dragon heads and, above all, the portals carved
with scenes from heathen mythology remind us forcibly that in distant
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places the traditions of the old pagan world were slow to disappear. By
1100, however, austere churches of stone had begun to figure in the
Scandinavian landscape, especially in Denmark, and the first permanent
cathedrals arose — at Lund in sandstone, at Ribe (south-west Jutland) in
tufa imported from the valley of the Rhone. These bore silent witness
to an increasing conformity with the ecclesiastical practices of lands
nearer Rome.

CHURCH AND KING

The Church proved to be a great organising and unifying force in medieval
Scandinavia, imposing a system derived from the usages of the Roman
Empire upon peoples who had never borne its voke. Even the struggle
between the Hildebrandine papacy and the German emperors, which
wrought such havoc elsewhere, served to strengthen the ecclesiastical
framework in northern Europe. In 1103, when Bremen had taken sides
with an antipope, the Danish see of Lund was given metropolitan status in
relation to all the northern countries and, although Norway and Sweden
were restored to Bremen for one decade, Lund’s supremacy was not
permanently reduced for half a century. When Nicholas Breakspear
(later Pope Hadrian IV) was sent north as papal legate in 1152 to rid the
Norwegian and Swedish churches of lay interference, the result was the
creation of a geographically much larger archbishopric of Trondheim,
comprising Norway, Iceland and other territories colonised by Nor-
wegians overseas; these included two dioceses (Orkney, and Sodor and
Man) previously placed under the English primate at York. Breakspear
judged the Swedish church to be still too weak to dispense with Danish
control, but only twelve years later, when the Danish monarchy was in
disfavour at Rome because of support given to an antipope, the Swedish
Crown obtained a practically independent status for the new archdiocese
of Uppsala. The loyalty of the archbishop of Lund was, however, re-
warded by continuing his formal position as the primate by whom the
Swedish archbishop was to be consecrated. Finally, in 1216 the pope
placed under Uppsala the Finnish missionary bishopric, to which the
Danes at that time laid claim, and the visit of a papal legate, William of
Sabina, in 1247-8 resulted in the full establishment of a Swedish church
province, with cathedral chapters to elect its bishops.

Since northern Europe contained no pattern of ancient Roman cities —
and indeed few cities of any kind — the early sees were variously located.
Denmark possessed nine by about 1060, of which three had been set up
in trade centres, three on royal domains, two at the meeting-places of
provincial things, and one at a spot marked only by the hermitage of a
local saint. One of the earliest Norwegian bishoprics was founded on an
island, where certain sacred remains — allegedly including those of an
Irish princess (St Sunniva) - had been brought to light while the re-
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doubtable Olav Tryggvesson was evangelising in the district. Eventually,
however, they were all located in trade centres — four at ports, the fifth
and last (Hamar, 1152) on the site of an important inland fair. Of the six
early Swedish bishoprics one was at Sigtuna, the trade centre which
had replaced Birka, another at Eskilstuna, the burial-place of a martyred
English bishop Eskil. These and other sees were soon moved - from
Sigtuna for example, to the neighbourhood of Uppsala, where in the
later Middle Ages the great cathedral built over the bones of the national
saint Eric proclaimed the wealth and magnificence of the largest northern
see. Meanwhile, the Bishop for Finland had settled at Abo,* which was
then its only town.

The original Icelandic bishopric at Skélholt and that at Hélar, which
was set up in 1106 to serve the most populous northern Quarter, were
located on farm estates which provided part of the episcopal revenues.
This was also the case with two of the other four outlying dioceses under
Trondheim, namely the Faeroes, where the population was never rich
enough to complete its cathedral, and Greenland, where a very modest
cathedral was built in the eastern settlement, to which Leif had originally
brought the new faith at Olav Tryggvesson’s behest. The Orkneys and
Man had their respective cathedrals in the two small ports of Kirkwall
and Peel, the former dignified by its dedication to St Magnus, an Orkney
earl whose pious death 1s extolled in the sagas.

In Scandinavia, as in England, the growth of parishes is less easily
traced than that of dioceses. In Denmark it was certainly rapid, for figures
given by Adam of Bremen suggest that by the 1070s half as many churches
had already been established as existed at the time of the Reformation. In
Iceland, on the other hand, the official introduction of Christianity was
followed, as we have seen, by a period of uncertain length during which
the supply of churches depended entirely on the readiness of chieftains
to provide a building and employ a priest — whose status was often little
better than a thrall’s. In Norway, where the Anglo-Saxon influence was
strongest, it is possible to discern a threefold pattern — a head church for
the fylke or shire, a district church or minster, and a little privately
owned church which became the cult centre of its immediate neighbour-
hood; each of these had had some counterpart in the pagan system of
worship. Still less is known about the origin of the Swedish or Finnish
parish, but it seems likely that the sacred grove of the heathen religion
was often the basis, whilst in other cases the geographical position of a
church automatically created its circle of parishioners.

However it was formed, the parish was the organisation which brought
the new cult into the life of the individual. He was most keenly aware
of the outward forms, such as the receiving of the sacraments and the
observance of holy days, in which were incorporated the ancient communal
beer-feasts: the beer was now to be blessed, and the first cup drunk ‘in

* Generally known in recent times by its Finnish name of Turku.
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honour of Christ and the Blessed Virgin for good years and peace’.* At
the same time the teachings of the Church slowly eroded the Viking
way of life in such matters as polygamy, the blood feud, the exposure of
unwanted infants, and the holding of slaves. The parishioner also found
the Church a drain upon his economic resources, especially through the
introduction of tithe upon both crops and livestock and the collection at
midsummer of the small cash payment known as Peter’s Pence. All this
was more stringently administered as the priest was brought more fully
under the supervision of the bishop. He was normally a peasant singled
out from among his fellow peasants, but his training and ordination were
under episcopal control, which meant that the ideas of Church reformers
seeped through eventually to all levels of lay society.

History has more to say about the relations between bishops, especially
archbishops, and kings. In northern Europe as a whole, the papal policy
was to support monarchy as the secular institution through which Rome’s
influence could be most effectively exercised, whilst in the case of Den-
mark the wish to offset the power of the Holy Roman Emperors provided
an additional incentive. The frequent civil wars gave special opportunities
of intervention against a system of royal elections, which paid little heed
to primogeniture and none to legitimate birth, and in favour of any
measure to enhance the dignity of the royal office.

When the Norwegian king Olav after his death at Stiklestad became a
saint by popular acclaim and was revered throughout the north, it was
natural that the papacy should favour canonisation to strengthen the
Scandinavian monarchies. In 1101 Denmark was accorded a royal saint
in the person of Cnut I, a grand-nephew of Cnut the Great. The English
monks installed at Odense made much of the fact that he had been killed
before the high altar of the church they tended; public opinion, however,
remembered this Cnut as an oppressive ruler, who had provoked the
rebellion in which he met his end, and refused to make a nationally
honoured saint of him. In 1170 Denmark acquired a second royal saint
in the person of Cnut Lavard (see p. 36), the father of the reigning king
Valdemar I, the translation of whose remains was attended by the Swedish
archbishop and the bishop of Oslo. Eric of Sweden (see p. 40) was allegedly
slain while attending mass by a Danish pretender to his throne, but
a century elapsed before he was recognised as a patron saint at Uppsala,
the supposed scene of his death. St Henry, who had accompanied St
Eric to Finland, is a more real figure: his martyrdom, which according
to one version was the work of a convert who resented the material burdens
imposed by the new religion, might plausibly have followed upon the
royal expedition, and his position as the Apostle of Finland was accepted
within a generation by the Church at Abo.

A more definite landmark in the growth of ecclesiastical support for
monarchy was the introduction of a coronation rite presided over by the
archbishop, which conferred a new sanctity upon the crown in return for
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concessions by its wearer. The ceremony was brought to the north in
1164, when a child king of Norway, Magnus V, was crowned in Bergen
by Archbishop Eystein, the price being a solemn recognition of St Olav as
‘Eternal King’ of a realm which at the end of each reign was in theory to
revert to ecclesiastical custody. The earliest Danish coronation followed
only seven years later, when Valdemar the Great had his son crowned
during his own lifetime in order to render the kingship less clearly elective.
The result was a series of revolts among the nobility, which continued
until the king’s friend Absalon (see p. 51) became archbishop in 1177.

In the meantime an inveterate struggle had commenced in Norway
under Sverre, a claimant who emerged from obscurity in the Faeroes to
usurp the throne and drive Eystein into exile in England. Rcturning in
1187 under a kind of truce, Eystein was able to devote his last years to
the introduction in his own cathedral of the gothic style he had learnt
to admire at Canterbury. But his successor refused to crown Sverre
and fled to Denmark, where he received papal support, and Innocent II1
eventually laid Sverre and his followers under an interdict. In the mean-
time, however, the king had exacted his coronation by the archbishop’s
suffragans, whilst his rights were skilfully defended in ‘a discourse against
the bishops’; as a former candidate for the priesthood and a political
tactician of the first order, Sverre may well have been the actual author.
Yet civil strife did not end with his death in 1202 or even with the opening
of the reign of his grandson, Haakon IV, in 1217. An illegitimate child
aged thirteen, he was at first overshadowed by his ambitious guardian
and rival for the throne, Earl Skule, and thirty years passed before he
was crowned with great pomp by William of Sabina, the legate who also
acted as a special representative of the pope in Sweden. But when King
Haakon, like the Danish Valdemar, later arranged for his son to be
crowned while he was still alive, he consolidated the position of the
Norwegian monarchy by first inducing the regional things in 1260 to
approve a fixed order of succession.

The earliest recorded coronation in Sweden took place in 1210, but
neither the Danish nor the Swedish kings were able to introduce the
hereditary principle as in Norway, so the system of royal elections long
continued to weaken the monarchy and strengthen the magnates, both
lay and ecclesiastical. In the course of the thirteenth century the growth
of feudal influences brought the position of the bishops closer to that of
the secular lords; arguing that the spiritual was inherently superior to
the temporal sword, they increased their claims as regards rights of
jurisdiction, patronage, and especially freedom from taxation. In Denmark
the struggle continued at intervals for fifty years; two archbishops were
flung into prison, and the realm was twice placed under interdict; but
the final result was a compromise, the Church agreeing to pay taxes but
retaining all its other privileges. In Norway King Magnus ‘Lawmender’
signed a concordat at Tonsberg in 1277, which was interpreted by the
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churchmen as giving them all they claimed, even in matters of taxation.
But during the minority of his son, Eric the so-called ‘Priest-hater’, the
barons insisted on a narrower interpretation of the financial clauses of
the concordat, which in other respects governed the relations of Church
and King for the rest of the middle ages. In Sweden the alliance of Church
and King was very briefly interrupted, when Torgils Knutsson (see p. 37)
reduced ecclesiastical privileges in accordance with the wishes of the
secular lords. But after he had been executed in 1306, nominally as an
enemy of the Church, its position was much the same as in the other two
kingdoms.

The general status of the clergy in Scandinavian society was based,
as elsewhere, on revenues derived from the extensive ownership of land
and many accompanying privileges. But in return they were the class
that contributed most to the civilised arts, through which that society
slowly emerged from its primitive condition. The replacement of runic
writing by the Latin script stimulated the keeping of records of all kinds
as well as the growth of literature. Monastic granges began the slow
process of adapting southern improvements in agriculture, such as the
three-field system of tillage, to the harsher conditions of the north. More
generally, a kind of internationalism was fostered among these isolated
peoples by the Benedictine and Cistercian monks and Augustinian canons,
who set up their houses in many parts of Scandinavia: for they retained
an obligatory contact with their mother house and the headquarters of
their order, however distant. There were even two monasteries established
in Greenland. In the thirteenth century, too, the arrival of the friars was
specially important for the lower classes, whom they influenced directly
both in the towns, where their convents were originally established in
the poorer quarters, and in the surrounding country districts, where they
came to preach and beg. In Denmark, for example, the Dominicans ar-
rived in 1223 and set up their first house in Lund, the ecclesiastical
capital; the Franciscans, who entered the country a decade later, spread
to eleven towns in nine years. In Finland the Dominican friary at Abo
did much to consolidate the conversion, and everywhere the friars formed
a link with the rising universities, especially Paris.

EXPANSIONIST POLICIES

The intention that lay behind Cnut the Great’s empire-building is much
disputed: perhaps the saga writer was justified in his comment, ‘He was
a man of great luck in everything connected with power.”® Two things
are certain. One is that the empire did not outlast its founder: within
seven years all his three sons were dead, and the English sent overseas
for Ethelred’s son, the future Edward the Confessor, whilst the body of
Harthacnut, the last Danish king of England, still lay in London awaiting
burial. The other is that the example of Cnut’s empire was not forgotten.
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As late as the time of the Hundred Years War there was talk of reviving
the claim of his descendants to the English throne; more seriously,
Cnut’s achievement stimulated expansionist policies in the Scandinavian
states and the eventual revival of the thought of unity.

In 1042-7 the thrones of Denmark and Norway were temporarily
reunited when Magnus succeeded Harthacnut in accordance with an
agreement that the last survivor should be king of both realms, which
the Danes had made in order to secure help against the Wends. Magnus
drove the latter back to their homes on the south shore of the Baltic by a
great victory at Lyrskog Heath in Slesvig (1043); but the Swedes, who
did not want too strong a kingdom as their neighbour, encouraged the
Danes to resist Norwegian rule. Magnus died young, and Harald Hardrada,
the uncle who inherited his claims, was forced in the end to yield Denmark
to the son of Cnut’s sister, Sweyn Estridsen. He came to terms with the
Swedes regarding the frontier of his provinces on the Scandinavian
mainland, and in 1101 the Swedish-Norwegian frontier at the mouth
of the river Géta was likewise fixed by a royal agreement, in which the
Danish king may also have participated.

Thus the way was cleared for each of the three kingdoms to develop
as an independent sovereignty. The three royal families intermarried,
and from the outbreak of the civil wars, which in the twelfth century
afflicted each country in turn, members of all three dynasties fished eagerly
in troubled waters. Nevertheless it was not until the regrouping of powerful
interests through the rise of a quasi-feudal nobility, which was mainly
a fourteenth-century phenomenon, that the reunion of the north became
a serious political objective.

In the meantime external ambitions were directed towards new enter-
prises which, though much less comprehensive than those of the im-
mediate past, made some impact on the rest of Europe. At first, the claim
to the English throne was naturally to the fore. Harald Hardrada, who
had a formidable reputation as a soldier on account of his youthful exploits
in the Byzantine emperor’s Varangian Guard, nevertheless failed in two
attempts; in 1058 an expedition under his elder son obtained help from
the Welsh and the Norsemen of Dublin, but was somehow repelled,* and
in 1066 the king himself received the surrender of York before he met
his death at Stamfordbridge. Two Danish attempts followed under
Cnut, later the Saint. In 1075 he crossed the North Sea with 200 ships
of war, but the only definite result was a raid on York Minster. Ten
years later he made an agreement with the king of Norway and the count
of Flanders, news of which caused William the Conqueror to fetch
French mercenaries to England and strip the coast of supplies. In the
end, however, disputes with his own subjects kept Cnut’s fleet in the

* An Irish chronicle describes a major naval project, frustrated only by the will of God.*®
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, less interested in the ways of Providence, says curtly: ‘A
naval armament came from Norway. It is tedious to tell how it all fell out.’”
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Limfiord, where one of the great circular Viking camps had probably
been for the last time brought into use.

By the end of the century the attention of the kings of Norway was
turned in a more northerly direction, where Scotland offered an easier
opponent than England and where in general the outward expansion
of their people in the Viking Age encouraged them to claim if not an
empire then at least an effective sphere of influence. Magnus Bareleg
conducted a series of campaigns round the north coast of Scotland —
where he presumably learnt to wear the kilt — and in Man, Dublin, and
even Anglesey, where in 1098 he put to flight its Norman invaders. A
modern English historian’s description of this last event claims airily
that Magnus ‘happened to be cruising with his pirate fleet in the Irish
Sea’,® but Norway had in fact solid interests to assert in western waters.
The ties of kinship and trade were strong, and the rulers of Viking king-
doms and earldoms, whose territory might lie closer to other states than
to Norway, could nevertheless be brought into a condition of loose
dependence by suitable demonstrations of Norwegian naval power,
based on the leidang. Magnus died in 1103 whilst campaigning in northern
Ireland, after which divided and disputed successions discouraged further
action, although (as we have seen) the Norwegian archbishopric of Trond-
heim included all the regions settled by Norsemen outside England and
Ireland. But when Sverre emerged temporarily victorious from the civil
wars, he increased the royal powers and lands in both Orkney and Shet-
land as their punishment for having sided with his opponents; he also
rounded off Norway’s mainland territory by the inclusion of Jimtland,*
which had formed part of the Swedish church province.

Sverre’s grandson, Haakon IV, who reigned for nearly half a century,
brought the Norwegian maritime empire likewise to its zenith. The
importance of Bergen as a trade centre, which impressed the legate on
his coronation visit in 1247, strengthened the Norwegian hold on Shet-
land and the Faeroes: west Norway being their natural source of supply,
the population of these island groups paid tax and accepted a royal
governor or sysselmann. The Orkneys, Outer and Inner Hebrides, and
Man, on the other hand, had a natural contact with the rulers of the
Scottish mainland, who had already asserted their sovereignty over Norse
settlers in Caithness and Sutherland; but at this time the petty kings
and earls of the islands, whose affairs are known chiefly through the
Orkneyinga Saga, still gravitated towards the Norwegian crown. For
Haakon IV was seen to be strong enough to execute justice in Norway
against the murderers of an Orkney earl, to protect the Hebrides against

* Though lying east of the watershed or Keel, Jimtland had its principal trade connec-
tions with the Trondelag; Hirjedal, a smaller, very mountainous district which adjoins it
on the south, had passed under Norwegian control about a century earlier.

T The St Albans chronicler Matthew Paris, who visited Bergen one year after William

of Sabina and was a great admirer of King Haakon, professed to have seen more than 200
vessels lying in the harbour.




Outpost of Christendom 49

the incursions of the Anglo-Norman lords of Galloway, and to send his
archbishop to consecrate Peel cathedral on the Isle of Man — 16 miles
from the Scottish and 30 from the English mainland.

The reign ended, however, with a measuring of forces, as a result of
which the Norwegian empire gave up its weakest members. In order to
protect the Hebrides from attack by the Scottish king, Alexander III,
Haakon called out the leidang in Norway; no help came from the earl of
Orkney, but he was able to muster a total of at least 120 ships, from which
he organised forays on the Kintyre peninsula and at the mouth of the
Clyde. Alexander, however, skilfully avoided any major conflict until the
October weather made further amphibious operations impracticable,
whereupon the losses incurred by a landing-party, which the Scots
surprised at Largs, induced the aged king to break off the campaign. He
died at Kirkwall before the Christmas of 1263, and three years later his
successor prudently sold the Hebrides and Man to the Scottish crown at
the treaty of Perth for a lump sum and a small annual payment. But the
anticlimax at the close of the long reign must not be allowed to obscure
the fact that across more distant seas Haakon IV had gained two major
accessions of sovereignty for Norway, which went far to justify the
description of the thirteenth century as its ‘age of greatness’.®

The Icelandic commonwealth owed its independent status to geo-
graphical isolation rather than to any direct acknowledgement of its
independence by Norwegian kings, whose subjects had led the settlement
of the island. According to tradition, Harald Fairhair had planned to set
up his earl there and the Danish king, Harald Gormsson, who was Nor-
way’s suzerain, intended at one time to send a punitive expedition.
Moreover, the only treaty between the commonwealth and any foreign
power, made with Olav the Saint ¢. 1022, gave his subjects full rights of
citizenship on the island in return for rather smaller privileges accorded
to Icelanders resident in Norway. Yet in practice the republic was left in
peace for many generations; its primitive institutions of self-government
proved sufficiently adaptable, as in the crisis over the introduction of
Christianity, and the kings of Norway were in any case not strong enough
to intervene effectively in its affairs.

But in the course of the twelfth century conditions on the island
deteriorated. The bishops, supported by the see of Trondheim, became
wealthier and more contentious, whilst the secular authority of the godar
came to mean the activities of half a dozen clans which quarrelled per-
sistently, bitterly and bloodily with each other. The economic situation
also became more precarious. The profits of stock-keeping diminished,
perhaps because the natural grazing-grounds were exhausted, and the
Icelanders had no timber for shipbuilding, so they were increasingly
dependent on the readiness of Norwegian merchants to undertake a
voyage which usually involved wintering on the island. There they
collected animal products, especially skins and rough woollen cloth,
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Icelandic horses and the much-prized falcons, and even sulphur, which
was in demand in western Europe by 1200 for the manufacture of Greek
fire. In return they supplied meal, timber, honey, malt and other neces-
saries — in many cases on the basis of a triangular trade, involving the
Norwegian ship in a passage to England or some other country outside
Scandinavia. To safeguard this traffic from interruption, the Icelanders
needed the king of Norway’s help.

Haakon for his part seized upon the chieftains’ feuds as an opportunity
for intervention. When members of the leading families visited Norway,
they were encouraged to further their private ambitions by joining the
royal hird, but the pledge they then took enabled the king to put pressure
on them to further his ambitions as well. The great saga writer Snorri
(see p. 62), who belonged to the rising family of the Sturlungs and was
several times lawman on the island, was one of those who entered into
close relations with the royal court; on returning home, however, he
opposed the royal policy and was murdered with the king’s connivance.
Six years later, matters came to a head on the occasion of King Haakon’s
coronation (1247), when the papal legate is said by the saga to have
supported the subjection of the Icelanders on the ground that ‘It was
unreasonable that their country did not serve a king like every other
country in the world.’!® Bishops of Norwegian birth pressed the royal
claims, as did certain lay emissaries of King Haakon, including the
organiser of Snorri’s death, Gizurr Thorvaldsson,* who after a long stay
in Norway returned to the island in 1258 as Haakon’s earl. Four years
later the intrigues between the Sturlungs and their rivals, which since
the third decade of the century had erupted in more frequent scenes of
violence, ended in an exhausted submission to the Norwegian Crown.
An agreement, commonly known as the Ancient Covenant (Gamli Sdtt-
mdli), was approved at an incomplete gathering of the Althing and en-
dorsed subsequently by other representative Icelanders. A tribute of
40 ells of wadmal (the native woollen cloth) was to be rendered annually
by every taxpayer in token of allegiance. In return, the king undertook to
maintain peace and the laws of Iceland, and to send from Norway six
ships in each of the next two summers and thereafter as many as ‘the
king and our best men shall deem most serviceable for the country’.!!

Royal officials replaced the godar, the legal functions of the Althing
were remodelled on the pattern of the Norwegian judiciacy, and a small
poll-tax was exacted by the crown. But an attempt to call out the leidang
in Iceland in 1286, when Norway needed support, proved a failure, as
did a later attempt to increase taxation. On the other hand, by 1303 the
Althing was complaining that exports were not matched by imports and

* 1200-68. The descendant of a long line of chieftains, including the first native-born
bishop (see p. 41). He had 70 men on his side when Snorri was done to death in a cellar,
but was not always so well protected. His daughter’s wedding, planned to reconcile rival
clans, was marred by the intervention of his enemies, who killed off 25 of the guests whilst
the resourceful host lay hidden in a tub of whey.
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that Norway was breaking a specific promise to make the necessary
provision.

In Greenland, too, a bishop appointed from Norway was instructed in
1247 to act as intermediary for King Haakon. Nevertheless, fourteen
years elapsed before he heard from Norwegians who had spent several
winters there that its people offered submission in the form of a small
payment to the crown for every homicide. Apart from the honour of
owning so distant a possession, the king knew that the exchange of iron
and timber for walrus tusks was highly profitable for his Norwegian
subjects. Although by the end of the century elephant ivory was ousting
the Greenland commodity from the European market, it seems clear
that the monarchy still felt an obligation to send an annual ship to Green-
land; probably one of the two ships which since 1273 had been promised
as an annual provision for the Faeroes sailed on to the north-west.

In view of the seafaring interests of the Scandinavian peoples, the
Crusades might be expected to figure largely in their history during these
central medieval centuries. In 1110 a Norwegian king, Sigurd the Cru-
sader, was indeed the first foreign potentate to visit the new Kingdom of
Jerusalem, where his sixty ships took part in the siege of Sidon. Even
earlier, a Danish king had died in Cyprus on his way to the Holy Land
as a pilgrim, and many other individual Scandinavians made the same
journey either on crusade or on pilgrimage; in 1148, for instance, an
Orkney ear] set out, who found time to sample the new Provencal love
poetry on his way. But for Danes and Swedes at least, it was easier and
far more profitable to go a-crusading across the Baltic Sea.

The heathen Wends from the Slav lands between the Elbe and the
Oder soon recovered from their defeat at Lyrskog Heath in 1043; they
again invaded south Jutland and their fleets dominated the southern
Baltic. As late as 1157 they attacked Arhus, north of the Belts, but in
that year the Danish civil wars ended, so King Valdemar ‘the Great’ and
Bishop Absalon* were free to launch a counter-attack. Unfortunately for
Danish interests, their expansionist ventures had to compete with those
of rival ‘crusaders’, for Saxon and other German settlers had long been
advancing eastwards into Wendish territory. Valdemar’s first operations
against the Wends were perforce made in alliance with Henry the Lion,
duke of Saxony — and ended in a quarrel over the booty. Nevertheless,
the most important of Valdemar’s twenty-two campaigns resulted in the
destruction in 1169 of a great heathen temple at Arkona on the island of
Rigen, the conversion of the islanders, and its subjection as a Danish fief.

Since Valdemar I also strengthened the Danevirke and otherwise

* 1128-1201. A childhood companion of the future King Valdemar, who became
bishop of Roskilde (1158) and archbishop of Lund (1177); in 1167 he built a castle in the
Sound, overlooking the haven which became Copenhagen. He is eulogised by Saxo
(p. 61) to an extent which is nowadays held extravagant, but there is no doubt that he was
an outstanding figure as a smiter of the heathen, a champion of the claims of the Church,
and an adviser of kings in a period of substantial Danish achievements.
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increased the fortifications of Denmark, his two sons had a strong base
for further advances. Moreover, their position zis-d-vis the German
princes was temporarily improved, first by the bringing of Henry the
Lion under the control of the Empire, and then by the diversion of
imperial attention to Italy; one clear sign of the improvement was the
abandonment after half a century of the homage which Danish kings
had begun to pay to the emperor in 1134, when they were weakened by the
civil war. In 1184 Absalon, acting on behalf of the young king Cnut VI,
defeated the prince of Pomerania in a naval battle off Stralsund and
reduced to subjection the two Slav states of Pomerania and Mecklenburg.

In 1202, a year after Absalon’s death, Cnut was succeeded by his more
enterprising brother, Valdemar 1I, whom a later generation styled ‘the
Victorious’. He aimed at nothing less than the domination of the Baltic
Sea, where trade was now rapidly expanding. While duke of Slesvig
during his brother’s reign, he had reacted against interference by the
German count of Holstein by crossing the Eider to occupy his county,
and had obtained the submission of Hamburg and the rising commercial
centre of Liibeck. In 1215 his conquest of the entire coastline between
Elbe and Oder was recognised by the emperor Frederick II, who was
deeply embroiled in the affairs of Italy. Valdemar then turned his at-
tention to the eastern shores of the Baltic, where German settlers in the
vicinity of Riga had asked for help against the heathen Estonians who
lay beyond. In June 1219 he made an unopposed landing on the south
side of the Gulf of Finland and defeated the Estonians in a pitched
battle at Lydanis — a crusading exploit to which tradition assigns the
first use of a white cross on a red banner as the Dannebrog or national
flag. The city of Tallinn or ‘Danes’ Town’ was duly founded, but it is
probable that lasting control of the rich trade route from Novgorod was
never within reach. For the centuries-long German advance across the
Slav lands was too firmly based upon surplus population, surplus capital
(accumulating in the Hanse towns), and the natural resources of a much
bigger hinterland than the Danes commanded.

A chance event precipitated the collapse of their Baltic empire. Whilst
hunting on one of the smaller Danish islands, Valdemar and his eldest
son were kidnapped by one of the dependent German princes, who then
joined together to defeat an attempt to rescue the king by force. After two
years in captivity (1223-5), Valdemar obtained his freedom by agreeing
to sacrifice every conquest except Riigen and Estonia. The pope released
him from his forced promise, but in 1227 his hopes of regaining a part
of what he had lost were crushed by the German princes at Bornhoved
in Holstein, when the people of Ditmarsh — one of his conquests in the
west of that province — regained their liberty by deserting to the winning
side. In the following decade the mediation of the pope enabled Denmark
to rescue the districts of Tallinn and Narva from the Germans, who had
overrun most of Estonia under the leadership of the Knights of the
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Sword. Its Church therefore remained under the see of Lund, but the
feudal masters of the Estonian countryside were Germans, as were the
merchants of Tallinn.

Danes and Swedes were to some extent rivals in the struggle for ter-
ritory along the Baltic trade routes. The Danes invaded Finland at least
twice (1191, 1202) and with sufficient success for the pope to authorise
their archbishop to give episcopal rank to a Danish cleric who was preach-
ing among the Finns. A few years later the Swedes replied by an expedition
to northern Estonia, where a heavy defeat did not prevent them from
establishing some settlers on Osel'and other islands. Théir attention was,
however, concentrated mainly on Finland, to which their situation gave
them an easier approach than either their Danish or their German rivals.

The conquest of Finland was the most notable Swedish achievement
during the high Middle Ages; its political effects lasted until 1809, whilst
its social and cultural effects have set a partly Scandinavian stamp upon
the Finnish people down to the present day. The sequence of events is,
however, extremely difficult to trace. The so-called crusade of St Eric
in 1157 was certainly not the starting-point, for place-names show that
Swedish colonists had been moving along the coast from the Aland
Islands for at least a century before this, and heathen burial methods had
fallen into disuse. Moreover, the fact that key religious words came into
the Finnish language from Slav sources suggests that the conversion
of the Russians around the year 1000 was followed quite rapidly by the
dispatch of Orthodox missionaries into Finland from the Grand Duchy of
Novgorod. Since Russian sources refer to early friction with the Swedes
regarding the trade route, it is likely that several politico-religious attempts
to stake out a Swedish claim in Finland have passed unrecorded.

Bishop Henry, as we have seen, is a less shadowy figure than St Eric,
and it has been plausibly suggested that he had accompanied Nicholas
Breakspear, a fellow Englishman, to Sweden, in which case his attempt
to evangelise Finland may have been prompted by the legate. Its success
cannot have been very great, for a papal bull dated 1171 or 1172 (which
is the earliest documentary source for the conversion) characterises the
Finns as converts who renounce the faith as soon as their enemies —
presumably the Novgorodians — have withdrawn, and recommends the
Swedes to treat them as subjects, not allies. This was easier said than done.
In 1227 most of Tavastia was overrun by the forces of Novgorod, and
nearly a decade later its people rebelled fiercely against the regime im-
posed by a second English bishop, Thomas, who was working under
special letters of apostolic protection for the Church in Finland. The
papacy then sought to take advantage of the weakening of Novgorod by
the Tatar invasion of Russia: a crusade along both shores of the Baltic
might win for Rome peoples who were in process of conversion from
heathendom to the Orthodox faith — such as the Karelians or eastern
Finns, whom a Grand Duke of Novgorod had recently attempted to
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baptise en masse. The result was a failure. In 1240 the Swedish leidang, its
Tavastian supporters, and whatever other elements had rallied to the
crusading cause were defeated by Alexander Prince of Novgorod at the
Neva. Two years later the Germans were likewise defeated by him at Lake
Peipus and, when Bishop Thomas left the scene in 1245, the Karelians
were becoming reconciled to the Orthodox faith of the victors, on whose
side they had fought, and the situation in Tavastia was still uncertain.

Hence the importance of the so-called second crusade of 1249, when
Earl Birger’s expedition completed the subjugation of Tavastia, where he
established the castle of Tavastehus (Hameenlinna). He also planted a
Swedish colony in Nyland, the coastal district east of Turku, and the
growth of Swedish power on the southern coast may have stimulated the
movement of Swedes along the coast of Ostrobothnia farther north.
Karelia, however, remained in dispute, since Novgorod was so far
weakened by the Tatar ascendancy that the German rivals of the Swedes
staked out their claim by appointing a bishop for the Karelians ac the
same time as the Swedish influence was slowly extended eastwards along
the coast.

In 1293 a thirty-year struggle for Karelia was opened by Marshal
Torgils Knutsson, who made his base at Viipuri, which he strongly
fortified. By the turn of the century Swedish armies had reached the
shores of Lake Ladoga and they held a fort near the site of modern
Leningrad. But the Novgorodians soon rallied, and in 1318 they even
carried the war westwards as far as Turku. Five years later, peace was
made at Noteborg (Pahkindsaari) through the mediation of the Germans,
whose primary interest was to prevent a Swedish domination of the trade
route from Russia to the west. The Swedes kept the westernmost Karelian
districts, which they controlled already from Viipuri, but Ladoga Karelia
with its easily accessible natural resources remained in Russian hands.
The agreed boundary, which was not formally modified for more than
two and a half centuries, ran in a north-westerly direction from the head
of the Finnish Gulf through a very thinly inhabited hinterland to reach
the Bothnian Gulf south of modern Oulu, leaving a part of the shore-line
there to the Karelian salmon-fishers. Whilst a free passage to the Neva
was placed under a special guarantee, Lapland and the far north in
general were of such little interest to the negotiators that the Russo-
Swedish border was left completely undefined.

Finland was now a province of Sweden with the same governmental
and class structures, though the former was tempered by Finnish custom
and the latter by the fact that the continued influx of colonists from
Sweden did not as yet bring with it the creation of a higher nobility.
Much authority was vested in the castellans of the three fortresses, but in
1362 the equal status of the province was confirmed by its participation
in the election to the throne. The Finnish church was securely established
under the see of Turku, which in 1291 was placed for the first time in
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the hands of a native Finn and in the next century sent more students
to Paris than did any other Scandinavian diocese.

THE SCANDINAVIAN COMMUNITY

All these expansionist programmes were handicapped by the smallness
of the Scandinavian populations. They were still small in comparison
with other west European countries, in spite of a period of rapid internal
development, revealed chiefly by the place-names; this began in the
eleventh century and by the thirteenth had affected even Sweden, which
had hitherto lagged behind. At the latter period Denmark is believed to
have had a population of about 1 million (including Skine), Sweden
rather more than half that figure, and Norway less than half.12 The Ice-
landers, who numbered about 50,000 on the basis of a tax calculation
made in 1096, are not likely to have increased substantially in the next
two centuries, and the extent of the inhabited area in Finland suggests
a population between that of Iceland and Norway. An attempted estimate
of comparative strength, assigning a notional 10 to Denmark, allots 6 to
Sweden with Finland, 4 to Norway, and 1 to Iceland together with
Greenland and the Faeroes.1® It was a population living mainly by self-
sufficient agriculture, with cattle farming predominant on the higher
ground and the poorer soils elsewhere. Hunting and fishing still provided
a rather meagre livelihood on the fringe of the settled areas, whilst in two
districts (Lofoten and Skine) seasonal fisheries already provided a staple
trade. Methods of tillage continued to be primitive and the farms widely
scattered except in Denmark, where the fertile plains had encouraged
the early growth of village communities. In the twelfth century the more
advanced three-field rotation of crops reached Denmark, from where it
continued slowly northwards.

In such a society, old forms of organisation lingered long. Although
monarchy, as we have seen, acquired a higher status through its alliance
with the Church, it continued to lean for support upon the Aird and the
leidang. In Norway the various gradations of hirdmann were still important
in the thirteenth century, by which time its upper ranks swore allegiance
in the manner of feudal knights, whilst the leidang in each country fell
eventually into disuse as a levy but continued as a tax, like the English
ship-money. Although the limited supply of arable land caused an in-
creasing proportion of free men to become tenants, the thing only slowly
lost its function as the main organ of local and provincial administration.
In purely local affairs the assembly of all free men was left in full control,
except for the royal claim to the ownership of at least a part of the com-
mon or waste. At the level of the province the free men’s representatives
who formed the landsthing more readily attracted a king’s attention and
his desire to control both litigation and lawmaking. One instrument for
the purpose resulted from the introduction to Jutland in the eleventh
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century of an area of government known as the sysse/, derived from the
English county; both Denmark and Norway eventually instituted the
sysselmann as a kind of regional governor. Still more important was a new
practice of royal nominations to the ancient office of Lawman — originally,
as in Iceland, a president chosen by the members of the thing because
his familiarity with laws not yet formulated in writing was essential for
the conduct of its proceedings.

The jurisprudence of all the Scandinavian countries retains many
features which distinguish it from the legal principles developed elsewhere
in western Europe, a result which is partly attributable to a gradual
transition from customary law to provincial codes and thence to a law
promulgated by the sovereign for the whole realm. The earliest surviving
texts date from the thirteenth century, but we know that the Althing
ordered the Icelandic laws to be written down in the winter of 1117-18 in
‘the scroll which Haflidi caused to be made’'* — and that this action
imitated what had already been done in western Norway. By then the
primitive’ germanic law processes, involving wergild and compurgation,
were disappearing under the influence of the Church, which was prompt
to record ecclesiastical law in writing. The fifteen or more regional codes
now tended to become fewer, losing much of their prestige as kings
gradually succeeded in treating the approval of new legislation by the
thing as no more than a traditional formality.

The final step was first taken in Norway, where King Magnus Law-
mender instituted a national code in 1275; he also defied the terms of
the union with Iceland by substituting a code based largely upon Nor-
wegian law for the existing Icelandic laws. A code applicable to the whole
of Sweden was first completed about 1350, but it had an influential
antecedent in a modernisation of the laws of the Uppland province
(which included both Stockholm and Uppsala), made at the close of the
previous century. This code of King Magnus Ericsson applied to Finland
as well, though there local custom continued to prevail in many spheres.
In 1241 Valdemar II promulgated a code for Jutland, which began with
the canon law maxim, ‘Law shall build the land’, but down to the sixteenth
century separate legal systems were in operation in Jutland, Skéne, and
the Danish islands.

In at least two important respects this growth of royal power was
accompanied by an increase in the liberty of the subject. Slavery, which
in the Viking period had its established place in Scandinavian agriculture,
presents a grim picture in the provincial laws, even after the introduction
of Christianity. Icelandic law requires owners to refrain from killing
slaves on legally prescribed holy days and throughout Lent; a west
Norway code allows the children of a dead slave to be exposed in a grave
in the churchyard, provided that the last survivor is kept alive. The
system was indeed ameliorated by such practices as the assigning of
plots of land to slave households and the giving of freedom as a reward

A History of Scandinavia




Outpost of Christendom 57

for faithful service; but its final disappearance awaited the time when
rural society came to possess what Marxists later styled a reserve army
of labour. Slavery will therefore have lingered longest in outlying areas.
The only known date of abolition is in Sweden, where a law of 1333
forbids the last relics of slavery in two provinces. In Norway, where
royal slaves are named about 1130, the silence of the records suggests that
the institution had lost all significance by the close of the twelfth century,
as it did soon afterwards in Denmark. In Iceland, where Celtic Irish
slaves certainly figured in the original settlement, it is thought that
economic considerations may have brought the institution spontaneously
to an end when church law eventually forbade the exposure of unwanted
children, who are assumed to have included especially the offspring of
slaves.

The other increase of liberty came through the growth of towns and
trade. The rural community satisfied such needs as it could not itself
supply - salt, for example, and in some areas iron — by resort to small-scale
markets and annual fairs; the latter, held usually when the winter ice
and snow made long-distance transport practicable, had existed in Viking
times. But dried and salted fish, hewn timber, cattle and dairy products,
and (by 1200) copper and iron, which German miners had begun to
extract from Swedish mountains, were exports for which Europe now
offered a ready sale. Bergen early became the entrepot for the dried cod
brought down the Norwegian west coast from Lofoten, and in the later
twelfth century replaced Trondheim as the principal royal seat; its
economy was, however, increasingly dominated by German traders, who
by 1260 were taking up permanent residence in the port where their
deep-bottomed ‘cogs’ had found such profitable cargoes. Copenhagen,
the name of which means ‘merchants’ harbour’, was well situated in
relation to the herring fisheries which created the huge seasonal market
at Skanor on the south-west tip of the mainland opposite; it was Den-
mark’s largest town long before the fifteenth century, when it replaced
nearby Roskilde as the capital. Stockholm, too, owed its rise to trade,
eclipsing Sigtuna in the later thirteenth century, when prosperity de-
pended upon the closest possible proximity to the flourishing commerce of
the Baltic Sea. Visby, on the island of Gotland, grew up at the same
period and for the same reason; founded by German merchants on
Swedish soil, it was for a time the most important of all the Baltic
towns.

By about 1300, indeed, the ubiquitous and well-organised German
traders were becoming a serious threat to the independence of each of the
Scandinavian kingdoms, a factor which was to drive them towards unity.
But in the meantime the proliferation of towns had a great social influence.
They were most numerous in Denmark, where the dozen known to Adam
of Bremen expanded to about eighty, including nearly all those which
exist today. The Norwegian and Swedish towns together were about half
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as many as the Danish, whilst Finland had only Turku and Iceland no
town at all. In Denmark the formation of gilds — which had an earlier
history in many parts of Scandinavia as religious associations, both
Christian and (probably) pagan — made it easier for merchants and
craftsmen to claim the right to conduct their own affairs; by 1200 Slesvig
at least had its own municipal law. In Norway trading places had long
possessed a traditional form of law, the Bjarkiyrett, but Magnus Law-
mender set up a special municipal code, based on institutions already
existing in Bergen; this divided authority between a town council and
the royal representative. His Swedish namesake and contemporary,
Magnus Barnlock, issued monopolistic royal charters, of which the prime
beneficiaries were often German traders. But the town councils and
craft gilds which these foreigners brought from their native land also
spelt out additional powers of self-government for Swedish citizens, who
were glad to take up residence inside the walls which the Germans
promptly erected. In Swedish, the very word for town (stad) is German.

The freedom of the ancient Scandinavian community was, however,
being steadily reduced by the growing power of the magnates, in relation
both to the general mass of free men and to the monarchy which leaned
on them for support. In 1134 a claimant to the throne of Denmark routed
the royal levies at Fotevig in Skine with great slaughter by the impact of
300 German cavalrymen. This battle may be linked with the castle
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