
death for cremating the clead in
accoldance rvith heathen rites; death for
lejecting baptism.

Several times, in the co¡.rrse of the
campaign of resistance, Widukind
sought lefuge across the border with his
brother-in-law Sigfrid, a Danish king.
News of Charlemagne's depredations,
and in particular theVerden massacre,
must have travelled like a shock wave
through Danish territory and beyond.

Converting the Danes
How should the heathen Scandinavians
react to the threat? For, whether they
knew it or not, theywere on A,lcuin's list
ofpeoples to be converted. In 7B9 he
wrote to a friend wofüng among the
Saxons: "Tè11 me, is there any hope of
our converting the Danes?"

Should theVikings simply wait for
Charlemagne's armies to arrive and set
about the task? Or should they fight to
defend their culture?

. A military campaign against the
might of Frankish Christendom was
out of the question. However, the
Christian monasteries - like Lindisfarne

- dotted around the rim ofnorthern
Europe were symbolically important
and, in the parlance of modern terrorist
warfare,'soft targets', So, with an
indifference to the hurnanity of their
victims as complete as that of
Charlemagne's towards the Saxons,

these first \¡iking raiclers were able to set

offon a punishing series of attacks in
the grip ofa no-holds-barred rage

directecl at Christian'others' .

The Ch¡istían annalists who
documentedViking violence ínsistently
saw tl're conflict as a battle between
religious cultures. A hundred years after
Lindisfarne, Asser; in his biography of
Alå'ed the Great, continued to refer to
the much larger bands of Vikings rvho

A tenth-century vetlum shows Viking warriors disembarking in Engtand during the second wave of migration
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963
Kjng lla¡atd Btuetooth has
the Jetling Stone carved to
,rêcoid his achievement in
:', l-'making the D-an¡is ' rr l

Christiãn,.The'stone is :

the'fiist'significant, I

: representation of
, Chiist in Scandinavía.

Thè.rettiÍìri stoñd;
which màrks the.
ìcônvers¡on of,

thäDà;e; . :

10L2" :, ' '

The saòk'oiCanteibury,'
anÚmurderofthe':'
Archbishopof:i. : ;:

Canterburypresages , :

the fatt ofAngto.saion' .

Engtand.WithiÀf9ur'' .,

years Haratd's : ''., ,.
grandson, Cnut; is: . '

klr'ro of Enotand'-. 
., ,,

:. KingCnutdonatesa
, :. cross tò Newminater in
. . r ihis loà1 ¡ttû¡rrâtion

The Arehbishop of Ganterbury was murdered for
the sport of a drunken group of men frorn Jutland
had by now established themselves
along the eastern seaboard ofEngland
as "the pagans" (pagani),andto their
victims as "Chrlstians" (christiøni),

Attacks such as thôse mounted by
Vikings were almost impossible to

defend against, and long before Asser's

time the raiclers hacl discoverecl how
easy it was to plunde¡ what was

probably the richest country in western
Europe. In 85 I a fleet of 350 ships sailecl

up the Thames to attack London and

1028,,, , ', :

Cnut's North Sea', .

empi¡e reaches its,

aireatest extent w¡th

theacquis¡tion,of ':'
NoÀivay. lt atso ,,.
inctudes England;

Denmark andrmucir
of southern Swedèà.
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Canterbury aud, instead ofsailing
home, spent the winter encamped at

Thanet. It was a prelude to the arrival in
8 65 of what Th e Anglo - S ø x o n Chr o ni cle

called the "Great Heathen Army'ì a

force which after 15 years of warring
against the demoralised kingdoms of
Northumbria, Wessex, Mercia and East

Anglia, had gained control ofEngland
fiom York down to East Anglia.

By 927 much of the lost territory had

been legained by the Wessex king Alfred
the Great and his son Edward and
grandson Athelstan, but by that time
the achievements of the Great Heathen
Armyhad became part of the cultural
history of youngViking males,

Large scale Viking violence returned
to Englancl duringthe reign of King
Ethelred in the 990s undei the Dane,

Sven Forkbeard, and the Norwegian,
OlafTrygvasson. The policy ofthe
'danegeld'- protection money paid in
return for being left alone - was

plactised with a punishing regularity.

It was with wealth gained in this fashion
that theViking OIaf Trygvasson
financed his successful bid for the

crown of Norwayin 995,
In 1012 theArchbishop of

Canterburywas captured and, when the

ransom demanded for himwas not
forthcoming, was murclered for the
sport ofa drunken group of men uncler

It is not even certain that'Viking'
is Scandinavian in origin. lt occurs
several times in the Ol.d Engtish
poems M?sid usuatty dated to the
end of the seventh century, and in
the eighth-century Exodus, where
the tribe of Reuben are described
as "sæwicingas", meaning
'sea-warriors', as they cross the
Red Sea on their way out of Egypt,

The Anglo-Saxon Cåronicle uses
the term only four times before
I 0óó, ¡n the native Engtish forms
wícenga or wíci nga, in 87 9, 885, 921

and 982, Some linguists bet¡eve it
derives from the Latin vícus,

meaning'camp' or'dwe[[ing-place'.
Others suggest it comes from an 0ld
Norse verb rrikþ, meaning 'to traveÌ
from place to place'.

Asimpte and persuasive theory
is that it or¡ginatly denoted people

from the Vik, the name for the baY

area of south-eastern N orway
around the oslo fjord that also
denoted the intand coastal region,
and inc[uded the coast of Bohustän
in present-day Sweden. There is
support forthe suggestion in the
frequencywith which the waters of
the Vik appear in saga titerature,
suggesting it was the most heavity
trafficked maritime area in the
region at the time.

theViking earl, Thorkell the Tall. They
pelted him with bones, stones, blocks of
wood and the skulls of cattle before

finishing him offwith the flat of an axe.

The loss of its spiritual heacl brotight
the faltering Anglo-Saxon monarcþ to
its knees ancl within two years a Danish
king, Sven Forkbearcl, was on the throne
ofEngland. By 1028 SverÌs son, Cuut,
was ruler of a North Sea empire that

The canonisation of ...' ,'' . .

0lav Haratdssoñ; a fo_imer
Viking, who was baptised .;'

1034

and became king óf

NorWay; During his

reign,Christiqn ¡:¡
cutture is f irinty -: .

institutionalised: "
inNorwaY.' '.'-''

L1a4..,'.,,t.,
The archbishopric,
of Lund in southein

i

Sweden is cièatêd, ,

thefirsiin, .'.r,,'
Scandinavia. This
marks the end of.. ,.

heathendonÍ'ai the'

preùailíng retigious'
and potìticaI cutture
in the iegion. ' ,,

' :,,Thedeathofolav'
HaraldsEon in ihê báttte
of Stiktestad, 29 Juty 1030

BBC History Magazine



inclu<lecl Denrnark (with Skåne in
Sweden), Norwa¡ and all Englancl.

In name at least, the heathens were
now Christians; but their pride in
themselves as conquering warriors
remained strong. A poern in praise of
Cnut - composed by his Icelandic court
poet, Sigvat - invoked the memory of
the Northumbrian king, Aella of York,
defeated in battle by Ivar the Boneless

during the first surge of the Great
Heathen Army: "And Ivar; who dwelt in
York, carved the eagle on Aella's back'i

Remarkabl¡ Cnut's triumphs were
figured in Sigvat's literalyimagination
as the successful resolution ofa conflict
that had been going on for over 150
years, beginning as a series ofgestures
of cultural self-defence and soon after
developing into dreams of conquest.

Alcuin had foreseen the ultimate
consequences ofthe firstViking raid of
793 with visionary precision. "rffho
cloes not fear this?"he asked King
Ethelred of Northumbria. "Who does
not lâment this as if his countrywere
captured?" In his distless, he was
overlooking the fact that the Vikings
were only doing what his own Saxon

Robert Ferguson has been a leading scho[ar
and exponent of Scandinavian culture and
history for over 25 years. H e lives in 0slo a nd
on the lsle of Cumbrae

forefathers had done to the Britons and
Celts of the kingdoms of England some
three and a half centuries earlier,
conquering "this fair land" by the same
means - violence - as the Vfüngs.

Cnut was unlucky with his sons, and
Danish rule in England lasted less than
30 years. Fifteen years on and the
memories of King Cnut and his No¡th
Sea empire were all but wiped out by
the greater drama of Duke William of
Normandy's conquest of 1066.18
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'1,100th ànnivèrsari ôfthé i,, :
;so-called Trèaryäf Saint.Oãir:r

I i i'i::' sur-Epte, the agreement by
which the.Carolingian king

: ..::.r . :: i::::-'ì
, ., ,, , .'-.1 

_. . .,'.' _.., ,: j;.1ì1

--êgion. ' : t 
:;.1:,', ::,':r',r,

Charles theSimple (reigned
iì'' 898-922)'glantèd laird¡

around Rouen ând the ¡iver
Seine to the Viking chieftain

So.llô: and'his followers, This
eveft¡ii generally viewed as

establishing Rollo as the
founder of the dynasty of
Norman dtikes in northern
F'rance. The dating ofthe
treaty to 91 I is based on some rather. . ..::

vague chronology in the firsi ofthe
great histories of the Norman ruler.s,
written by Dudo of Saint-Quentin
around 100 yeals after thc event.
I InNormànd¡20llwitndssed . !
splendi{-êxhibitions such asa display òf

Rãtio;f irèt Duke'ot NoiÍtrândy, is.Aapti;cO'¡¡ noùd¡

about how professional historians and
the'public understancl the bil:!h of',
Normandy 

= above all through the
invitation irrthe official publicity of

i' :Happy Birthday Normandic'to "feel
free to awaken your sleeping Viking

been litlveìin'àorthern Fiànæ'uàti ttre.;.,.. i
iâlI-ey.¡gf !]1e,¡iver $qi4e, sriñce lhgrSl'Os 

ir:-. .
- BUt-,verethèmen anclwoms¡, :r: ..,,ìi::l,,,i

behind'Happy Birthday Norrnandie'
right to make such an explicit link

between the adventurousartef4çfs;frorn lhe principality of
Ngvgorod at the Musée de
Normandie in Caen, conferences,
seminàrs and public lectures

l¡¡.iò.ig#-iiüby.Frenchcolleagiies.

By .the [ate. å,0th eeraËrary,, ïJ,?j'.iåi:iï,iî;ir".*
fr[ontrandy'sfrontiers ;;*Mi'Ñ;;;],i"''-"-
r'wêreÌeiaartg deffimed ,..f;',",ii'î.1äffi"""'oo

: æ ffi,gu'essquen[conquest
:of Englaird in the !ate.1!ih cenlury had

' 
:r a:inaior imóact ón:thè stóiv,of

,,i¡..tríritbhlrles;Butwh'o #Ërt m
Ii,ih'ç Normairr, und *h. d
¡ theycomefrom?'l 

t', 
.i

Now is a gqod time to
' ' conÈider this, as 20 I I was ,

i r.¡iobäUlvrf,eiåair¿'f..1¡-

'.1 :rl'. r :.

B,BC!Flistóry Maqazine



the timej empJoyed by people who ' '
unde¡sloodo¡eanotherwe11..,,:, "'',',
,-,,One crucial reiult of all'this was that
the ìiewelite descended from Rollo'ànd
hìs,companions, however much it .

rnight be reinforced by fresh

: !a:. ' ;..-.r :'-lr: i i-r!: j!.:'::rr)::l:,
. :, ji jr :,\ r'r ,: :

immigration frorn,gther'Vfü ng'

settlements, woulcl alwayq be a small
minority among' the indigenousi::: ì.:ì:,

Frankish population. , '

All types of source material foi -

Normandyis 1 0th-centuqy history,
including the archaeolo'gital and
dbcumentary, are exceeclingly thin.

: . 
' 

. '...,¡li'r..: .:..

: i r .:: 
' 

'l: ''I'.'
:

9!r2
Wiltiam Longsword is assasslnated on

the orders ofArnuLf, count of Ftanders.

WiLliam's invotvement in wars between

northern French territoriaI ru[ers is an

indication of Norman integration into a

Frankish environment.

BBC History Magazine

AD 911
The probabte date of the
so-catted Treaty of Saint-
Ctair-sur-Epte by whích
King Chartes the Simple

Ireigned 898-9221 grants the
territory that was to become

the duchy of Normandy to
RoLto and his fottowers.

928
The approximate date
of Rotto's death. His son

and successor, Witliam
Longsword, marries
a Frankish wife and has

a reputation for
Christian piety.
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.' 
: wasirttheproæsiof.arçûllassisteà-"'

by outside rer¡r,1S1"r".h3s wllliap of
ü6'¡";¡14i.ä.ffi è¡.lliäiiÈ¿i'ûñ,::iii:

A clear sign,of thc image fhal the
.r dukes wishèd to present is made cleai ',

¡i p'ù¿¡t a-i¡¡äio;ùrittã¡röt:r,,i:.l j . ;. :.,,.

(rgzi=qÐ' as model Chiistian princes.

,,:È:.;:È

j' RichardjllandhisfatherRichardI,,
.',çrO4Z-OS),ûith the purpose of. 

l

, . pgilraying them and their predecessor$
'' RôttoandwilliamLongsword

,;.rr,
ì!::ì:

.;;,,When werdo emerge into,theÌq[à1ive ' .

'..,s light of the time ofÐùke,Richard II,
ì.,tB,. 

loz0, (Rollo's greät giândson and

{,i]].iam the Conqueror's grandfather);

lh.è¡èyidqnce inclicates a duchy whosê

_ fÌôntiè-is,in relation to its neighbours

$ *"rÈ'io, the most part clearÇdefrned,
Þ and whose people were apparently

i:.r combined to,þroducelhe sihgle,idçn*y

Itis,alsoìf crucia! !mp.o,i.1a¡ce ¡¡ui.1¡,,.,::,,;
Dudo set out to describe Normandy ' .

ai a iand in whichmah¡þeôpleC,had,,'.,'

thathé,called Norp¿¡.',;:r;:,i..f . :.,,.,,-,,
No onè,nowâdays would arþuè;'as,,r:,.:',,

was oiiëe done;that-the dùcþwas , .ìr iiiaìl

created ready-made out ofthree treaties
with thêFranks,irigt 1;924:and 93Q,",' ,'
Instead, its final territorial composition
and size were th9:püicluc!¡.ôf iè¡iliegçe. :
and military skill:The l Ôthicentùr:¡!ìrr.1l:
no¡thern France was a period of' . . .,:'r.,'. .

notable fluiditpthe great a$e of the,,.,,,.;.¡...¡

formation of teritorial principalitiesì :':..i,

such as Flanders, Blois-elâitres artd -"ìl
Anjou. It witnessed stêadyprogress by':¡'

the aristocratic elite, based atôuhd' :, :

i:.l.',:.]::::::::j}:.jil::]::ì;:,]

A brass ptaque commqmorat¡ng Æthetred the
Unready ín Wimborne Minster, Dorset. His marriage

to Emmât Ëiskir dfRôbêrt llof Normandy, wasto

.:....-...-.r-'';.i.ì.'t'.].']:...'.
::ttat:ì ..: :::::., :,...r,.';:¡;:.!ii:,,i:.j:.\:.i,i.i.Ì:r::i:::::,::.ìji.:

912-16
ln the eartyyears of his long

reign, Richard I has to deal with
the Carolingian king Louís lV's

attempts to reconquer the
territories granted to his
grandfather, Rotlo, and father,
Wittiam Longsword.

990
A charter contains the names of the
archbishop of Rouen and his six
suffragan bishops of Avranches,
Bayeux, Coutances, Evreux, Lisieux
and Sées. This is the first convincing

sign of the reconstitution of the fut[
range of ecctesiasticaI governance

within the duchy.

991
ln a non-atignment pactw¡th the Engtish
king Æthetred the Unready, Richard I agrees

not to aid the attacks on England by King

Sven Forkbeard of Denmark. That Richard

continues to allow King Sven and others to use

the harbours of Normandy indicates the
continuing strength at this time of the duchy's

potiticat [inks to the Scandinavian north.



This deta¡t from alninth-century pictur,e stone'
from the Swedísh istand of Gottand.depicis â;

.¡;:
.:l.j

:ìi
f
:.ü

,:jì

.. ì:::::,ì,.:rr.r:.:ìrjii,:.ì.,:t::..:..r,,::ì:;i;lil,.::,t;.,'::,.:,..

. : " inâi'à nòlÑà¡rnu"tâte.ìr¡f',..r,'r;'-'',,
' l0th-century wliter coukl call:its

ostentatiously Christian fulerb
' " dui,ìs p1,iàtailø ç'au¡.S.gf tné..,... l:,,i,,.:

seafaii¡ig;pirl¡gsi ) showl Lh¡¡1ih.e,,,,,,.r
,: lnfluènceöf thipast rcìù{q!d.,;,, ..' ," .

, .cult9r¡lly.and'socially positivg. ;i,r.i, :;, :

' 't,

,,:Virtuöus'iùter,. : ., r'i'.'.,',',ì';'r .:¡':,'

, In ierms of explaining theastoniShing'

events ofthe I lth centur¡ Richard II's
reign has to be crucial, One ofthose
meriieval rulers who the wiittþn sources

mostly portray as virtuous and pious,

, hè must have been an extr'emely

capable practitionel of the military
cultirre of the times.

Richard's reign saw the earliest
journçys to southern'Italy, The soulces

ffi V¡f ing snip, The fìrstiNormqns were heavily
W inftuenied,bytheVikirìrgsimaritimetradition
:, 1,. . . : '''1.ì:t.
' on,these migrations are both clifficult
'aniì cöntraclictory, but theysugqest thataniìlcontradictory, but they suggest that
jndividuals f,iom Normandy and:

K¡ng Cnut, what ruled
'Engtand. De¡nia¡t!;,
: NonlVa¡4and pârts¡
i : 'r: : of swéden :
i.:r: :. :!.t,.", :

neigÀbouring regions travelled souih in
the second decade of ihe I lth centur¡
sometimes 4ç pilgrims and often in
search of förtune through sèrvice,in
war'. In the midst of this; we are told, 

,

Duke Richard both provided military
assistance to:PopèBenedictVlfl and ' : ,

secured á papal confirmation fiom him
that he coulcl use:the title iduke of the
Normans'. '

A seawardlooking malitirne '

plovince had been transformed intô.t'!
a principalitywith netwùks and ,,,.,,,-,
influence.that strètchedaáçross the lands,'

of.westeri'r- and southerñrpüiope, all of ,r: :

which was subsequently to be exploited

996
Death of Richard l. His reign had

witnessed the re-foundatlon of the

monasteries of Saint-0uen of Rouen,

Mont Saini-Miche[, Saint-Wandritte
and Fécamp. This signaLled the start
of the great expansion of

monasticism in Normandy
in the 1 1th century.

1013
Richard's son Richard fl gives shetter to the

family of Klng Æthelred as they f lee f rom

the continuing assautt on the Engtish

kingdom by King Sven Forkbeard and his

son Cnut. Among the refugees is

Æthelred's son, the future King Edward

the Confessor {r1042-66]l.

1000-20
Migration from Normandy
and other parts of northern
France to southern ltatywas
ctearlywetL underway by

this period.

BBC History Magazine
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-.notjust byWìii¡a- ¡tr. C*ç.rnt, .

but also,by the many-individuals who
traveUed to the Mediterranean, of

., L,_{þ$.1h.è.þ'rôi.heiÈ-1\,! i.cù$ea',,
i,, $ncl R9øer the GreatCount are the
ri:mostfalnouS. ''.,
' i Yet, in the midst of ever¡hing, it

was a simple gestur:d of support from
Richard for à family member that ,'
was to have the most dramatic
consequences of all. His sister Emma .

had earlier marriéd KingÆthelred as

part of a package negotiated to sever
Richard from the English kingdom's
persecutors. A few years later, when the

's 
"influgnee'ând,,, 

.,

threat from the afmies of
Sven Forkbeard and his
son, the future King
Cnut, threatened to .

overwhelm England;
Richard decided to
shoulder the ' ,,

responsibility of
shelteringthe family.
,. 

, In 10i3, therefore,: :.

ayoung boy, the future :,

Kin! Edward the ' .'.

Confessor; arrived in
Nùmandyto live uncler
the:pr.otection of
Richaid II, his son
Duke Robert (rI027-
1035) and his grandson

..'

1026
Death of Duke Richard lf.
He is succeeded brief l.y by his
son Richard lll 111026-271 and
then another son, Robert the
Magnif icent (r1 027-35).

David Bates is professoriaI fettow-at the
Un¡versity of EàstÁrigtia; He iè thìe,àúthóÈr:r.j

ot Wiltiam the ConqueiorfThte Histgry
Press,2004Ì',;i.:' :" :: :,:::::: : i:':r'::

1035
Duke Robert dies at Nicea inAsia Minor
on the return journey from a pitgrimage to
Jerusa[em. He is succeeded by his
illegitimate son William, then in a[[
[iketihood seven or eightyears old.

...4.

'.1':i

.:.::r.:.

fi.e" tworh : . stretehed.: ac.rCIs s
r/uestêm and.. southenrr,Europ ê

Kíilg Edward the '

Confessor sends Earl
Harotd ltater Haiotd lll
to Normandy in à
scene from the
Bayeux Tâpestry '

BBC History Magazine 35
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tribute but their mílÍtary
prowess is never concealed

Determining thatthe "grim game of
battle" wouid arbitrate between them
before the English would pay tribute,
Byrhtnoth ordered his men to pick up
their shields and walk to stand on the

edge ofthe river, where the flood tide
flowed, separating the two forces. Only
when the waters receded could the

seaborne attackers try to take the

causewa¡ which bold Englishmen
defended resoluteþ refusing to take

flight from the ford.
The perfidious Vikings (as the poem

portrayed them) tricked their rvay into
getting Byrhtnoth to yield some
ground; he then paid the ultimate price

for that act ofpride, as the poet saw it,
of conceding the Danes too much land.
Byrhtnoth fell in the battle, with his last

breath commending his soul to the

Lord ofhosts and ofangels,

Hatefulvisitors
The Malclon poet contrasted the

heroism and dedication of Byrhtnoth
and those who fell with him - loyai
followers of a devout iorcl - with the

disloyal and ungrateful cowards who
fled the battlefield on their lord's death,

instead ofsacrificing their own lives to
avenge him. Danes ("the hateful
visitors") appear as arrogant in their
demand for tribute before a blow has

been struck; they use guile to gain

ground on the English side ofthe
causeway. English valour and moral

courage lie at the heart of the poet's

message, but the military prowess of the

"fierce" Vfü ngs is never concealecl.

Although the poern tlid not name

any of tlre hostile arny,the Anglo-Saxon

Chronicle credited Olaf (Tryggvason)

with leading the force that attacked
England in 991, implying that he fought
at Maldon. But an inclepenclent source

mentions the involvement of an Essex

nobleman in a "treacherotts plan that
Swein should be received in Essexwhen

first he came there with a fleet'Ì This
suggests that Swein, not Olaf, took the
command. Newly established as king in
Denmark, with the substantial power
and resources of that realm behind him,
Swein made a more plausible leader of
this invading force than did the

Norwegian adventurer Olaf. He lvould
prove a formidable foe.

After a period ofrelative peace,

Vfüngs had begun again to attack

English shores before Swein and Olaf
arrived in 991. Swein's personal

involvement represented â new threat:
Denmark's ruler had his eye on the

material resources of Englattd, one

of the richest kingdoms of its day.

Scandinavian adventurers had sought
new lands and opportunities in western

Both sides of a coin
struck during the
reign of English king
Æthelred. 0ne side
shows the king
himself, white the
other portrays the
hand of God

Europe since the niath centur¡ but
never before had the Danish king
himself led their raids. Swein's ability
to spend so much time on overseas

expeditions offers an insight into the

security of his power at home. The
plunder he gathered in England helped

to bolster both his resources and his

reputation, strengthening his position
on both sides ofthe North Sea.

Spreadingmisery
Defeated at Maldon, the English paid
tribute to the Danes. Further Danish
victories followecl in the next three
years, with attacks on East Anglia,
Lindse¡ Northumbria, London, Essex,

Kent, Snssex and Hampshire until the

English again paid tribute.
Ät this point, in 994, the English king

Æthelred succeeded in separating Swein

and Olaf by sponsoring OIaf at his

confirmation and givinghim royal gifts.

In return, Olaf promised never to come

back to England in hostility, but took
his new wealth to Norway and seized

the throne. This forced Swein back to
Scandinavia to counter the threat to his

own realm.While the Danish king
sought to reassert control at home
(defeating and küling his Norwegian
rival in 999), Vil<ing armies continued
to harry England, levying large tributes
and causing significant misery.

Swein first reappears in the English

chronicle record when leading the artny
in an attack on Exeter in 1003, but he

may have returned to England as early

as 1000. in 1004 he came with his fleet

to Norwich, and burned the town
down. Fierce 1ìghting near Thetford
brought Swein another victory and it

army is saying?

They intend to gitte all ofyou speørs

as tribute,
deadly points andtried swords,

payment in war-geør, which willbe of no

benefit to you in battle.

Messenger of the seamen, report back!

TëII your people a much less pleasing tale
that here stønds with his company an earl
of un st ained r eput øtion,

who intends to defend this homelønd,

thekingdom of .Ethelred, my lord\
p eoplÊ ctnd his country. They shall fall
the heøthens in b attle."
Banle of Maldon,Iines 45-54

The Danes are cast as
arrogant in their demands for
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Such was Swein's
thirst for power

that he deposed
his own father'
Harotd Bluetooth,
shown above

Even Æthelred's drastic strategy of
ordering the massacre of all Danish

men in Englancl on St Brice's DaY in

1002 didlittle to turn the tide of Danish

victory, serving only to heighten the

population's fears,

Although Swein staYed in Denmark

after his return in the year ofthe great

famine in England (1005)' his absence

brought no respite to the English. The

arrival in 1009 of the"immense raiding

army",led by Thorkeil the Tail,

represented a turning Point in

seemed no man could defeat him. Then

in 1005 a famine struck England, one so

bad that the cirronic-ler wrote that"no
man ever femembered one so cruel'ì

Swein was forced to take his fleet back

to Denmark.
The chroniclet lvriting from

London some time after the events,

during the reign of Swein's son Cnut,

laid the blame for the recurrent English

defeats firmly on the English leadership.

To the chronicler's mind, the

incompetence, indecision and

cowardice of those in power weakenecl

the morale and determination of the

rank-and-file troops, who often

crumbled on the battlefield without
offering real resistance' So weak were

England's defensive responses that the

Danes went about as theYPleased:

"Nothing withstood them, and no naval

force nor land force dared go against

them, no matter how far inland theY

w ent" (Anglo - S axo n Chr o ni cle).

Even Æthetred's strategY of
ordering the massacre of atl
Danish men in Engtand on
St Brice's DaY in 1002 did

Æthelred's reign. Whethet as one

source favourable to Swein maintained,

Thorkell came as the agent of Swein or
(as is more plausible) he led an

independent band of warriors, drawn

fi'om across Scandinavia, Thorkell's

tactics and military prowess proved

more than a match for English defences.

Beftveen 1009 and 1012, his armY

devastated great swathes of England'

As the chronicler wrote: "All these

disasters befell us through bad polic¡
in that they were never offered tribute
in time, nor fought against; but
when theyhad done most to our
injur¡ peace and truce were made

with them. And for all this truce and

tribute, theyjourneyed none the less in

bands ever¡vhere, and harried our
wretchecl people and Plundeled
and kjiied them."

From an English PersPective,
the nadir of Thorkell's campaign came

in 1012 following the fall of the city oftittte to turn the tide



Canterbury when, on 19 Aprii, his
almy shamefully put to death
Ælfheah, archbishop of Canterbur¡
In the aftermath of the archbishopl
martyrdom, Thorkell ancl45 ships
from his armychanged sides to
ally with Æthelred, promising to
defend England.

Northern power base
In 1013, King Swein arrived with his
fleet at Sandwich in Kent. He might (as

one source maintained) have wanted to
punish Thorkell for changing sides. tsut
a close connection between Swein and
Ihorkell cannot be proven, and other
:onsiderations motivated the Danish
king, including the desire to now
:onquer England.

From Sandwich, Swein saiìed quickly
:or.rnd East Anglia, into the mouth of
:he Humber and along the Ti'ent until
:le reached Gainsborough. Without
r fight, Earl Uhtred and all the

Northumbrians, the people of Lindsey
and ofthe Five Boroughs and all the
Danish settlers north of Watling Street
submíttecl to him. This diplomatic
victory gave Swein a power base from
which to attack Thorkell and Æthelred
in the south.

Having provisioned his arm¡ and
equipped it with horses, Swein left his
son Cnut in charge in Northumbria and
crossed Watling Street. Then he allowed
his army to do whatever damage it
would, intending to subdue the English
by fear. His strategyworked. The
citizens of Oxford submitted to him
and gave him hostages; so did the men
ofWinchester.

Only London refused to yield,
its citizens resisting because King
Æthelred and Thorkell were insicle
its walls. So Swein turned awayto
Wallingford, crossed the Thames
and went to Bath, where he stayed
with his army.All the western'thegns'

(noblemen) came to suburit
to him and gave him hostages.

Now, as the chronicler wrote, "all the
nation regarded him as full king'ì So it
was that the men of London also
submitted for fear of what he would <1o

to thenr.Ancl Swein demanded fr¡ll
payment and provisions for his army
that winter. Yet, despite it all, the
chronicler lamented, "his almy ravaged
as often as theypleased".

KingÆthelred escaped to the Isle of
Wight where he spent Christmas, and
then went into exile with his wife's
people in Normandy. For one short
winter, Swein, the king of Denmark and
overlord of much of Scandinavia, adcled
England to his empire. But on
3 February 1014, Swein died, and the
fleet elected Cnut as king. The English
then thoughtbetter of their o'!vn king,
their natural lorcl and begged him to
refurn, "if he would govern them more
justly than he did before'Ì

It would take nvo more years of
heavy fighting, the death ofÆthelrecl
(in April 1016) and of his son Edmund
(Ironside) at the end of November that
same year, before Cnutrvould succeecl
to the whole kingdom of the English
ancl so initiate a period of Danish rule.
Cnut's ultimate victory owed much to
the persistence and militaryprowess of
his father, Swein. From the perspective
of 1013, it was clear that Byr'htnoth and
his companions at Maldon had fallen to
the superior military and tactical
strength of the most successful king
oftheVfüngage. Ill
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