The Vikings

Who were the Vikings?

The Viking people came from three countries of Scandinavia: Denmark, Norway and Sweden. They were also known as the Norse people. They were mostly farmers, but some worked as craftsmen or traders.
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Many Vikings were great travellers and sailed all over Europe and the north Atlantic Ocean in their longships. Some went as fierce pirate raiders: they stole treasure and attacked local people. But most Vikings who sailed overseas were simply searching for better land for their farms.
The Viking Age began about 1,200 years ago in the 8th Century AD and lasted for 300 years.

The name 'Viking' comes from my language which is called 'Old Norse'. It means 'a pirate raid'.

The Vikings in Britain 

In the year 793 Viking pirate raiders sailed across the North Sea to a Christian monastery at Lindisfarne in north-east England. They stole its treasures, murdered the monks and terrified everyone. This was followed by other violent 'Viking raids' all over Britain.
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In 865 a 'Great Army' of Danish Vikings invaded England. There were fierce battles for several years. In the end the Vikings conquered all of northern, central and eastern England, and seized much of the land for their own farms. This area was called 'The Danelaw'.

During the same period, Norwegian Vikings sailed to northern and western Scotland, and seized land for their farms around the coast and islands. They also settled in the Isle of Man, and parts of Wales.

The Vikings fought battles with swords, spears, axes, bows and arrows. They protected themselves with round wooden shields.

Lindisfarne sacked
Alcuin was a scholar and monk living in Germany. He was educated in the cathedral school at York, and became a monk and teacher there. In 781, he was returning from a visit to Rome and met the king of the Franks at Parma. King Charles the Great, known often as Charlemagne (768-814), recognised in Alcuin a scholar who could help him to achieve a renaissance of learning and reform of the Church. At the king's invitation, Alcuin joined the royal court in 781, and became one of Charlemagne's chief advisers on religious and educational matters. Alcuin heard the news of a devastating Viking raid on the monastery of Lindisfarne in Northumbria on 8 June, 793. He wrote long letters to the Northumbrian king and to the Bishop of Lindisfarne, commiserating with their plight and blaming it on the sinful lives of their people.

'Consider carefully, brothers, and examine diligently, lest perchance this unaccustomed and unheard-of evil was merited by some unheard-of evil practice... Consider the dress, the way of wearing the hair, the luxurious habits of the princes and people.' Letter from Alcuin to Ethelred, King of Northumbria.

The raid of 793 was the first recorded Viking raid on Britain. Alcuin's words express the horror of his Christian world at the ferocity of pagan raiders, whose attack was sudden, unexpected and devastating. Lindisfarne (Holy Island) lies just off the coast of Northumberland and its monastery was revered for its link with St Cuthbert more than a century earlier. It was unthinkable that such a holy place should suffer attack from foreign heathens, that its monks should be slaughtered and its treasures taken. Yet this was to happen again and again to other monasteries throughout England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. Alcuin's letters are just one piece of historical evidence for Viking attacks. Other raids were recorded in the annals kept in monasteries at Iona and in Ireland: 'devastation of all the islands of Britain' reads an entry for 794 in the Annals of Ulster. Columba's famous monastery on the Scottish island of Iona was pillaged the following year, and again in 802, in 806 and in 825. Nowhere was safe from the Vikings.

Viking houses 

Most people lived on farms. Their houses were built of wood, stone or blocks of turf, with thatched or turf roofs.

 Jorvik (modern York) was an important town in Viking Britain. Its houses were built of wood or wattle, crowded close together along narrow streets.

Most houses have only one room. However, rich people's farmhouses often have a small entrance hall, a large main room, a kitchen, a bedroom and a storage room.

Viking clothes

Everybody - men and women - loved to wear jewellery: rings, bracelets, necklaces and brooches.

Men, women and children

Men worked on farms, or as craftsmen or traders. They handled boats for fishing or travelling. Sometimes a man had to fight to protect his family or to support his king or local chieftain.

Women did all the household jobs. They also helped on the farm, milked the cows and made cheese. They spun, wove and sewed all the family's clothes. 
Children did not go to school. They helped their parents at work, and learned about history, religion and the law from stories. They became adults at the age of 15 or 16.

Boys like me are often sent away to live with a foster family for a few years. A girl's father usually chooses her future husband.

Food and feasting

Weddings, funerals and religious festivals were celebrated with a big feast for many guests. Some feasts lasted over a week!
Sports competitions like wrestling, athletics, fencing or archery were sometimes held at feasts.
Law and order
Most Viking countries were ruled by kings. Earls and chieftains were also powerful: some had their own armies and warships. Most farmers and craftsmen were ordinary freemen. There were also many slaves. 

A thing or assembly was a gathering of local freemen. They met together regularly in the open air to make and discuss laws and to decide punishments for criminals.
Many Viking families got caught up in violent blood-feuds. Any argument might end in a fight. If someone was killed, the dead man's family saw it as their right to take revenge. Blood-feuds sometimes ended by one side paying 'blood-money' as compensation.

A 'thing' is a big social occasion, where people got together to play sport, do business and arrange weddings.

The Norse myths

When the Vikings first came to Britain, they had their own religion and worshipped many different gods. The stories they told about them are known as 'the Norse Myths'. They are mostly about contests between the gods and the giants.

Norse gods and goddesses

ODIN was the wise and mysterious 'All-Father', the ruler of the gods. He was the god of magic, poetry and war. He gave away one of his eyes in exchange for wisdom.

THOR was the most popular god. He ruled the skies, storms and thunder, and protected ordinary people. He had iron gloves, a magic belt and a hammer used as a weapon.

LOKI was the mischievous, dangerous trickster god.

FREYJA was the goddess of love, beauty and fertility. She herself was very beautiful and wept tears of gold and amber.

FREY was the god of fertility and Freyja's brother.

The Vikings and Christianity
England, Scotland and Wales had been Christian countries for a long time. As the years went by, most Vikings living in Britain also became Christians. However, some continued to follow their old religion at the same time.

Many Viking lords founded new churches. They also put up stone crosses in churchyards all over Britain.

Viking ships
The Vikings were brilliant ship builders. Their ships were strong, lightweight and beautifully shaped to skim quickly through the water. Warships and raiding ships were designed to come right up on the beach so that men could jump out and start fighting straight away.

The ships were built of wood and made waterproof with tar from pine trees. The square sails were made of woven wool and were often brightly coloured. When the wind was wrong for sailing, they were rowed by teams of oarsmen. Many ships were decorated with carvings on their curved ends.

Trading
The Vikings traded all over Europe, as far east as Central Asia. They bought goods and materials such as silver, silk, spices, wine, jewellery, glass and pottery. In return, they sold items such as honey, tin, wheat, wool, wood, iron, fur, leather, fish and walrus ivory. Everywhere they went the Vikings bought and sold slaves.

They paid for their goods using silver coins, or pieces of silver or jewellery. The value of the silver depended on its weight, so many traders carried round a set of scales.
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Discovering new lands
The Vikings were brave sailors and explorers. They thought nothing of taking their families on long, dangerous journeys across the sea. They discovered and settled in several remote countries that lay to the west of Britain in the north Atlantic Ocean: the Faeroe Islands, Iceland and Greenland.

A Viking man called Bjarni Herjolfsson discovered America by accident in the year 985, when his ship was blown off course on the way to Greenland. A few years later, in 1001, Leif Eriksson 'the Lucky' sailed there to take a proper look at it. He was the first European to land in America.

The end of the Viking age
Throughout the Viking Age, there were many conflicts and battles between the Vikings and the English.
In the 9th century, the English king, Alfred the Great forced the Vikings to leave the whole of western England. During the 10th Century the English reconquered many Viking areas. But in the early 11th century the whole of England was ruled by the Viking King Knut.

In 1066 England was conquered by William, the Duke of Normandy. This was the end of the Viking Age in England.
In Scotland, powerful Viking earls continued to rule the islands and some of the mainland for hundreds of years. They were driven from the mainland in the mid-12th century, but remained in the northern islands for another 300 years.

What the Vikings left behind
Archaeological remains
Archaeological remains can be found all over Britain. They include the remains of houses, burial sites, treasure hoards, stone sculptures and writing carved in 'runes'. 

Language
Many familiar words such as 'husband', 'egg', 'law', 'knife' and 'window' originally came from the Vikings' language. Some days of the week are named after their gods: for example, Thursday is 'Thor's Day'. 

Place names
Any place with a name ending in -by, -thorpe, or -ay was originally settled by the Vikings.

Stories
The Norse myths are still regularly retold today. The Vikings also left behind many stories about real people: these are called 'sagas'.

	

	[image: image1.png]




	[image: image2.png]Viking ‘Great A Vikings settle in western
g Sreatarmy captures in le

Yor fers and and norther isles, Calthness
settiers selze farm land in ‘and Sutheriand.
‘many parts of England.

Late 800s

Earls of Orkney rule
‘much of N






	[image: image3.png]e 978-1016

Daniah Vikings force

e

1016-1035

Vg i Kot Canue





	[image: image4.png]10508

s Griny. Sheang,
th Hbrices'and pats 1
Seotand and s,

1066





	[image: image5.png]Norman Conquest:
end of Viking Age In England.

W  Seos dave i
o ot





	[image: image6.png]1468

End of Scandinavian rule
in Scottish islands.






