death for cremating the dead in
accordance with heathen rites; death for
rejecting baptism.

Several times, in the course of the
campaign of resistance, Widukind
sought refuge across the border with his
brother-in-law Sigfrid, a Danish king.
News of Charlemagne’s depredations,
and in particular the Verden 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, they were on Alcuin’s list
of peoples to be converted. In 789 he
wrote to a friend working among the
Saxons: “Tell me, is there any hope of
our converting the Danes?”

Should the Vikings simply wait for
Charlemagne’s armies to arrive and set
about the task? Or should they fightto
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 of northern
Europe were symbolically important
and, in the parlance of modern terrorist
warfare, ‘soft targets. So, with an
indifference to the humanity of their
victims as complete as that of
Charlemagne’s towards the Saxons,
these first Viking raiders were able to set
off on a punishing series of attacks in
the grip of a no-holds-barred rage
directed at Christian ‘others’ .

The Christian annalists who
documented Viking violence insistently
saw the conflict as a battle between
religious cultures. A hundred years after
Lindisfarne, Asser, in his biography of
Alfred the Great, continued to refer to
the much larger bands of Vikings who

Atenth-century vellum shows Viking warriors disembarking in England during the second wave of migration

The Archbishop of Canterbury was murdered for

the sport of a drunken group of men from Jutland

had by now established themselves
along the eastern seaboard of England
as “the pagans” (pagani), and to their
victims as “Christians” (christiani).
Attacks such as those mounted by
Vikings were almost impossible to

defend against, and long before Asser’s
time the raiders had discovered how
casy it was to plunder what was
probably the richest country in western
Europe. In 851 a fleet of 350 ships sailed
up the Thames to attack London and
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Canterbury and, instead of sailing
home, spent the winter encamped at
Thanet. It was a prelude to the arrival in
865 of what The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
called the “Great Heathen Army’, a
force which after 15 years of warring
against the demoralised kingdoms of
Northumbria, Wessex, Mercia and East
Anglia, had gained control of England
from York down to East Anglia.

By 927 much of the lost territory had
been regained by the Wessex king Alfred
the Great and his son Edward and
grandson Athelstan, but by that time
the achievements of the Great Heathen
Army had became part of the cultural
history of young Viking males.

1034 -
| The canonisation of -
| OlavHaraldsson, a former.
- Viking, whowas baptised'’
and became king of’ ;""

Norway. DL
reign, Christian
culture is firmly:
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Large scale Viking violence returned
to England during the reign of King
Ethelred in the 990s under the Dane,
Sven Forkbeard, and the Norwegian,
Olaf Trygvasson. The policy of the
‘danegeld’ — protection money paid in
return for being left alone — was
practised with a punishing regularity.

It was with wealth gained in this fashion
that the Viking Olaf Trygvasson
financed his successful bid for the
crown of Norway in 995.

1n 1012 the Archbishop of
Canterbury was captured and, when the
ransom demanded for him was not
forthcoming, was murdered for the
sport of a drunken group of men under

1104 - e
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Thecryptin

Itis not even certain that ‘Viking'
is Scandinavian in origin. It occurs
several times in the Old English
poems Widsid, usually dated to the
end of the seventh century, and in
the eighth-century Exodus, where
the tribe of Reuben are described
as “seewicingas”, meaning
‘sea-warriors’, as they cross the
Red Sea on their way out of Egypt.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle uses
the term only four times before
1066, in the native English forms
wicenga or wicinga, in 879, 885, 921
and 982, Some linguists believe it
derives from the Latinvicus,
meaning ‘camp’ or ‘dwelling-place’.
Others suggest it comes from an Oid
Norse verb vikja, meaning ‘to travel
from place to place’.

A simple and persuasive theory
is that it originally denoted people
from the Vik, the name for the bay
area of south-eastern Norway
around the Osto fjord that also
denoted the inland coastal region,
and included the coast of Bohuslan
in present-day Sweden. Thereis
support for the suggestion in the
frequency with which the waters of
the Vik appear in saga literature,
suggesting it was the most heavily
trafficked maritime areain the
region at the time.

the Viking earl, Thorkell the Tall. They
pelted him with bones, stones, blocks of
wood and the skulls of cattle before
finishing him off with the flat of an axe.
The loss of its spiritual head brought
the faltering Anglo-Saxon monarchy to
its knees and within two years a Danish

king, Sven Forkbeard, was on the throne

of England. By 1028 Sven’s son, Cnut,
was ruler of a North Sea empire that

d Cathedral, consecrated in 1123

>
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included Denmark (with Skine in
Sweden), Norway, and all England.

In name at Jeast, the heathens were
now Christians; but their pride in
themselves as conquering warriors
remained strong. A poem 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”.

Remarkably, Cnut’s triumphs were
figured in Sigvat’s literary imagination
as the successful resolution of a conflict
that had been going on for over 150
years, beginning as a series of gestures
of cultural self-defence and soon after
developing into dreams of conquest.

Alcuin had foreseen the ultimate
consequences of the first Viking raid of
793 with visionary precision. “Who
does not fear this?” he asked King
Ethelred of Northumbria. “Who does
not lament this as if his country were
captured?” In his distress, he was
overlooking the fact that the Vikings
were only doing what his own Saxon

- Major moments ar

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 Vikings.

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 North
Sea empire were all but wiped out by
the greater drama of Duke William of
Normandy’s conquest of 1066,

“evéryday experiences
‘from the conflict that .
N started 70 years ago

Robert Ferguson has been a leading scholar
and exponent of Scandinavian culture and
history for aver 25 years. He lives in Oslo and
on the Isle of Cumbrae

Books

B- The Hammer and the Cross: A New
History of the Vikings by Robert Ferguson
{Allen Lane, November 2009]

E i 1o buy The Hammer and the Cross from
BBC History Bookstore for £20 (RRP £30)
turn to page 78

B Chronicles of the Vikings: Records,
Memorials, Myths by R| Page (British
Museum Press, 1995/

b The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle ed.
Michael Swanton {Phoenix, 2000}

Conference

B The 2010 Jorvik Viking Festival in York
will begin with a conference celebrating the
highlights of the past 25 years' research into
the Vikings. wwwijorvik-viking-centre.co.uk

On the podcast

Robert Ferguson discusses the Vikings on
December Pod 2 [online from 18 Dec)

» www.bbchistorymagazine.com/
podcast-page
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The probable date of the
so-called Treaty of Saint-
Clair-sur-Epte by which
King Charles the Simple
{reigned 898-922) grants the
territory that was to become
the duchy of Normandy to
Rollo and his followers.

928

The approximate date
of Rollo’s death. His son
and successor, William
Longsword, marries

a Frankish wife and has
a reputation for
Christian piety.

942

William Longsword is assassinated on
the orders of Arnulf, count of Flanders.
William's involvement in wars between
northern French territorial rulersis an
indication of Norman integration into a
Frankish environment.

BBC History Magazine
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hght of the time of Duk Richard
-1026, (Rollo’s great-

fro in relation to its neighbours

were for the most part clearly defined,

and whose people were apparently

942~46

in the early years of his long
reign, Richard | has to deal with
the Carolingianking Louis IV's
attempts to reconquer the
territories granted to his
grandfather, Rollo, and father,
William Longsword.

randson and:
m the Conqueror’s grandfather); -
vidence indicates a duchy whose

II

990
A charter contains the names of the
archhishop of Rouen and his six
suffragan bishops of Avranches,
Bayeuy, Coutances, Evreux, Lisieux
and Sées. This is the first convincing
sign of the reconstitution of the full
range of ecclesiastical governance
within the duchy.

northern France was a period of
“notable fluidity; the great age of th
formation of territorial principalit
such as Flanders, Blois-Chartres an:
Anjou. It witnessed steady progress by :
the arxstocratxc ehte, based around

991 ,
In a non-alignment pact with the English
king ZAthelred the Unready, Richard | 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
political links to the Scandinavian north.




In terms of explalmng the astonishing: -
“events of the 11th centuty, Richard IT’s
‘reigh has to be crucial: One of those
Klng Cnut who uled

mostly portray as virtuous and pious;’

‘he' must have been an extremely

capable practitioner of the mlhtaly

culture of the times. :
“Richard’s reign‘saw the earliest

o )ourncys to southein Italy, The sources

Death of Richard I. His reign had 1013

witnessed the re-foundation of the
monasteries of Saint-Ouen of Rouen,
Mont Saint-Michel, Saint-Wandrille
and Fécamp. This signalled the start
of the great expansion of
monasticism in Normandy

inthe 11th century.

son Cnut. Among the refugees is

the Confessor (r1042-66).
34

“medieval rulef's who the writfen sources 1

Richard’s son Richard Il gives shelter to the

famity of King Athelred as they flee from
the continuing assault on the English
kingdom by King Sven Forkbeard and his

[Ethelred’s son, the future King Edward

pmvmce had been transformed into
a principality with networks and
influence that stretchedacross the lands
of western'and southernEttope, all o

which was subsequently to:be exploited

1000-20

Migration from Normandy
and other parts of northern
France to southern ltaly was
clearty well under way by
this period.

BBC History Magazine




threat from the armies of
Sven Forkbeard and his
son, the future King -
Cnut, threatened to -
overwhelm England;
Richard decided to
shoulder the
- responsibility of
sheltering the family.
-In 1013, therefore,::
ung boy, the futurg
¢ Edward the
‘Gonfessor, arrived in
N .mandy to live under
the protection of
Richard I1, his son
Duke Robert (r1027—
1035) and his grandson

1026

Death of Duke Richard 1.

He is succeeded briefly by his

son Richard Il (r1026~27) and
then another son, Robert the

Magnificent (r1027-35).

BBC History Magazine

partofa paclcag negotiated 'to‘“sev‘fer B
- Richard from the English kingdonr’s ++
_pérsecutors. A few years later, when. the T

King Edward the

to Normandyina
scenefromthe - -
Bayeux Tapestry

1035

Duke Robert dies at Nicea in Asia Minor
on the return journey from a pilgrimage to
Jerusalem. He is succeeded by his
illegitimate son William, then in all
likelihood seven or eight years old.

Confessor sénds Earl

Harold (tater HaFold If} s [ Nell Olaver presents'VIkmgs a serles

" on BBCTwo th.is summer

that looks beyond the stereotypica Norse:
warriors of popular perception;




The Vikings

‘ tleOOyearssmce Swein Forkbeard eniployed superior

‘military strength and tactical ability to supplant the.










army is saying?

They intend to give all of you spears

as tribute,

deadly points and tried swords,
payment in war-gear, which will be of no
benefit to you in battle.

Messenger of the seamen, report back!
Tell your people a much less pleasing tale
that here stands with his company an earl
of unsiained reputation,

who intends to defend this homeland,
the kingdom of Ethelred, my lord’s
people and his country. They shall fall
the heathens in battle.”

Battle of Maldon, lines 45-54

The Danes are cast as

arrogant in their demands for

tribute but their military

prowess is never concealed

Determining that the “grim game of
battle” would 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 of the river, where the flood tide
flowed, separating the two forces. Only
when the waters receded could the
seaborne attackers try to take the
causeway, which bold Englishmen
defended resolutely, refusing to take
flight from the ford.

The perfidious Vikings (as the poem
portrayed them) tricked their way into
getting Byrhtnoth to yield some
ground; he then paid the ultimate price
for that act of pride, 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 of hosts and of angels.

Hateful visitors

The Maldon poet contrasted the
heroism and dedication of Byrhtnoth
and those who fell with him —loyal
followers of a devout lord ~ with the
disloyal and ungrateful cowards who
fled the battlefield on their lord’s death,
instead of sacrificing 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 of the
causeway. English valour and moral
courage lie at the heart of the poet’s
message, but the military prowess of the
“fierce” Vikings is never concealed.

Although the poem did not name
any of the hostile army, the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle credited Olaf (Tryggvason)
with leading the force that attacked
England in 991, implying that he fought
at Maldon. But an independent source
mentions the involvement of an Essex
nobleman in a “treacherous plan that
Swein should be received in Essex when
first he came there with a fleet”. 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 would
prove a formidable foe.

After a period of relative peace,
Vikings had begun again to attack
English shores before Swein and Olaf
arrived in 991. Swein’s personal
involvement represented a new threat:
Denmark’s ruler had his eye on the
material resources of England, 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
Athelred. One side
shows the king
himself, while the
other portrays the
hand of God

Europe since the ninth century, 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 of the North Sea.

Spreading misery

Defeated at Maldon, the English paid
tribute to the Danes. Further Danish
victories followed in the next three
years, with attacks on East Anglia,
Lindsey, Northumbria, London, Essex,
Kent, Sussex and Hampshire until the
English again paid tribute.

At this point, in 994, the English king
Athelred succeeded in separating Swein
and Olaf by sponsoring Olaf at his
confirmation and giving him 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 killing his Norwegian
rival in 999), Viking armies continued
to harry England, levying large tributes
and causing significant misery.

Swein first reappears in the English
chronicle record when leading the army
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 fighting near Thetford
brought Swein another victory and it >




Such was Swein’s
thirst for power

seemed no man could defeat him. Then
in 1005 a famine struck England, one so

Even /AEthelred’s drastic strategy of
ordering the massacre of all Danish

bad that the chronicler wrote that “no ;";::C:ndf:fg:fd men in England on St Brice’s Day in
man ever remembered one so cruel” Harold Bluetooth, 1002 did little to turn the tide of Danish
Swein was forced to take his fleet back shown above victory, serving only to heighten the

population’s fears.

Although Swein stayed in Denmark
after his return in the year of the great
famine in England (1005), his absence

to Denmark,

The chronicler, writing 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

brought no respite to the English. The
arrival in 1009 of the “immense raiding
army”, led by Thorkell the Tall,
represented a turning point in

cowardice of those in power weakened
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 they pleased:
“Nothing withstood them, and no naval
force nor land force dared go against
them, no matter how far inland they
went” (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle).

Even Zthelred’s strategy of
ordering the massacre of all
Danish men in England on
St Brice’s Day in 1002 did
little to turn the tide

Fthelred’s reign. Whether, as one
source favourable to Swein maintained,
Thorkell came as the agent of Swein or
{as is more plausible) heled an
independent band of warriors, drawn
from across Scandinavia, Thorkell’s
tactics and military prowess proved
more than a match for English defences.
Between 1009 and 1012, his army
devastated great swathes of England.
As the chronicler wrote: “All these
disasters befell us through bad policy,
in that they were never offered tribute
in time, nor fought against; but
when they had done most to our
injury, peace and truce were made
with them. And for all this truce and
tribute, they journeyed none the less in
bands everywhere, and harried our
wretched people and plundered
and killed them.”

From an English perspective,
the nadir of Thorkell's campaign came
in 1012 following the fall of the city of




Canterbury when, on 19 April, his
army shamefully put to death
Zlfheah, archbishop of Canterbury.
In the aftermath of the archbishop’s
martyrdom, Thorkell and 45 ships
from his army changed sides to

ally with ZEthelred, 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. But
a close connection between Swein and
Thorkell cannot be proven, and other
considerations motivated the Danish
king, including the desire to now
conquer England.

From Sandwich, Swein sailed quickly
round East Anglia, into the mouth of
‘he Humber and along the Trent until
ae reached Gainsborough. Without
1 fight, Earl Uhtred and all the

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

Having provisioned his army, 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 strategy worked. The
citizens of Oxford submitted to him
and gave him hostages; so did the men
of Winchester.

Only London refused to yield,
its citizens resisting because King
Zthelred and Thorkell were inside
its walls. So Swein turned away to
Wallingford, crossed the Thames
and went to Bath, where he stayed
with his army. All the western ‘thegns’

Swein arrivesin
Englandinan
illustration from the
Lives of Saints
Edmund and
Fremund{1434-44).
The Dane set out to
subdue the English
through fear - and
the strategy worked

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

Now, as the chronicler wrote, “all the
nation regarded him as full king”. So it
was that the men of London also
submitted for fear of what he would do
to them. And Swein demanded full
payment and provisions for his army
that winter. Yet, despite it al}, the
chronicler lamented, “his army ravaged
as often as they pleased”.

King Athelred 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, added
England to his empire. But on
3 February 1014, Swein died, and the
fleet elected Cnut as king. The English
then thought better of their own king,
their natural lord and begged him to
return, “if he would govern them more
justly than he did before”

It would take two more years of
heavy fighting, the death of £Athelred
(in April 1016) and of his son Edmund
(Ironside) at the end of November that
same year, before Cnut would succeed
to the whole kingdom of the English
and so initiate a period of Danish rule.
Cnut’s ultimate victory owed much to
the persistence and military prowess of

his father, Swein. From the perspective
of 1013, it was clear that Byrhtnoth and
his companions at Maldon had fallen to
the superior military and tactical
strength of the most successful king
of the Viking age. E{

Sarah Foot is the regius professor of
ecclesiastical history at Christ Church,
Oxford. Her life of £thelstan: The First King
of England was published by Yale in 2011)

Books

b fEthelred the Unready: the [lL-
Counselled King by Ann Williams
{Hambledon and London, 2003)

b Aethelred Il: King of the English
978-1016 by Ryan Lavelle

{The History Press, 2008)

B Cnut: England’s Viking King by
MK Lawson {The History Press, 2011}
b The Battle of Maldon, AD 991 by
Donald Scragg, ed (Basil Blackwell, 1991)

Museum

¥ For more on the Viking presence

in England during the 10th and 11th
centuries, visit the Jorvik Viking Centre

in York. http://jorvik-viking-centre.co.uk/




