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Praise

‘Cat Jarman will transform the way you think about the Vikings’

Dan Snow

‘A bead was discovered in a Viking warrior’s grave, and that discovery led Cat Jarman on an amazing journey which is described in this extraordinary story. That bead, in Cat Jarman’s hands, taught me more about the Vikings than a score of history books. River Kings is an astonishing and compelling triumph’

Bernard Cornwell

‘This fresh look at the Vikings is a thrilling read … Cat Jarman’s brilliant forensic deductions take us from a burial ground in England’s Midlands, along the Silk Road to Baghdad and on to India, in a voyage of discovery that illuminates Viking culture in an utterly intriguing new light’

Charles Spencer

‘An extraordinarily imaginative conjuring of the Viking world … This is not archaeology as dry stones and bones, but as the lived lives of the people of the past brought to life with verve, style and sympathetic imagination. Beautifully written … You’ll never see the Viking Age in the same way again’

Michael Wood

‘Starting with an enigmatic carnelian bead, Cat Jarman reveals how her own research has contributed to a completely new understanding of the Vikings … A brilliantly, beautifully told story’

Alice Roberts

‘Will cast a spell on any reader who enjoys their history well-written and clearly argued. Just as Antony Beevor’s Stalingrad reminded us that the eastern front of WW2 was of far greater consequence than its western theatre, so Jarman shows how the westward trading and slaving voyages of the Vikings were only half the story. The real source of Viking wealth lay far to the east’

William Dalrymple, Financial Times

‘A masterly history … River Kings is a mystery and an adventure, the tale of a quest that took Jarman from Repton to Scandinavia, across the Baltic Sea, over to Baghdad and finally to India. I was held captive … In addition to being a wonderful writer, Jarman is a skilled bioarchaeologist … River Kings is like a classical symphony, perfectly composed and exquisitely performed. Tiny trills of detail give way to pounding drums of drama’

Gerard deGroot, The Times

‘Vikings, both fictional and historical, seem to be everywhere at the moment … It is thus quite an achievement for Cat Jarman to have written a book which not only has new things to say to those who have read many other books about Vikings, but also provides an engaging introduction to the study of the Vikings for those who are new to the subject … a very personal narrative of how Jarman followed the eastern adventures of the Vikings … Using up-to-date research, Jarman makes a good case for the Viking Age actually beginning in the east, rather than at Lindisfarne in 793 … [A] rich tale of discovery’

TLS

‘Fascinating … Spins a global history of the Vikings out of a single carnelian bead found in a grave in Repton’

Spectator

‘A brilliant detective story deep into the past – and across half the world … A rich and revelatory portrayal of this restless and extraordinary people’

Daily Mail, Book of the Week

‘The reason that Jarman can do this, and do this so well, is that her written style is wonderful. As well as taking the reader on the bead’s journey, she takes the reader on the adventures of the Vikings, from tentative first steps in new areas, gathering intelligence and discovering local practices and customs, through their victories and defeats in daring raids, to their settling down, their involvement in politics, and their establishment as farmers and traders. Even more than this, Jarman shares her own personal journey … If ever I’ve wanted to be an archaeologist, it’s been when I’m reading this book’

Get History
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PROLOGUE

CARNELIAN

In 1982, during the summer that I was born, archaeologists excavating a Viking winter camp in the sleepy Derbyshire village of Repton found a small orange bead among the jumbled-up bones of nearly three hundred people buried there in a mass grave. For the next thirty-five years, the bead’s existence was all but forgotten. Tucked away in a plastic box, it waited to be deposited in the depths of a museum archive or displayed in a brightly lit cabinet: to be marvelled at by curious children and hassled parents on a rainy Sunday afternoon. In 2017, that bead found its way into my temporary possession. At that point the task of disentangling the stories of the Repton dead had become a significant part of my life: I had spent over half a decade forensically examining their bones, piecing together fragmented information from pathology reports and chemical analyses, attempting to understand who they were and where they came from. I didn’t know it at the time, but this bead would take my search for the Vikings in a whole new direction and radically change my understanding of the Viking Age.

I found it in a large Tupperware tub, nestled among hundreds of bags, boxes and envelopes in the Repton artefact archives. A colleague had lugged all of this to my house the evening before, and on that morning I was gradually working my way through the boxes to get an overview of the work to be done. Four decades’ worth of specialist reports, illustrations, and the records of more than nine thousand objects uncovered during excavations in the 1970s and 1980s had been passed over to me so that I could help to bring the archives to publication. Along with them were a large number of artefacts that had yet to be fully analysed, drawn and photographed before being sent to Derby Museum. The excavations in Repton covered more than 1300 years of history, representing a real-life journey through time: from the site’s prehistoric and Roman origins, and its Anglo-Saxon monastery desecrated by the Vikings, stopping briefly at its Norman castle and Augustinian priory, to its present vicarage, church and well-known public school. The objects in those boxes stemmed from each and every one of these periods: there were Roman enamel brooches lying next to fragments of decorated medieval window glass, and a nineteenth-century bone toothbrush alongside an Anglo-Saxon comb. I felt like a child let loose in a toy shop after hours.

The bead itself was carefully wrapped in tissue paper within a clear polythene bag. Its orange colour bordered on brown; it was approximately a centimetre long and half a centimetre wide, with neatly cut, faceted corners and a polished and shiny surface. Apart from a few scars on one side, and some dirt still stuck in the hole bored through it, the bead was in perfect condition. Nothing about its appearance revealed its age: you’d be forgiven for thinking it a piece of twentieth-century costume jewellery. I couldn’t tell how old it was just by looking at it. I took out its cardboard tag from the bag, which included a series of numbers, words and letters decipherable only to the initiated. On an archaeological excavation, every single object is meticulously recorded, its context documented with military precision so that its final circumstances can be reconstructed decades or even centuries later. 

29.8.82, Tr8. 3710, 703 [circled], very dark black

Translating these codes into plain English told me that the bead had been found in the late summer of 1982, in the same trench as the mass grave: the grave that I had dedicated six years of my life to analysing. The circled number 703 referred to the specific context or layer in which it was discovered; the description to the colour of the soil – a very dark colour indicated a high organic content or, in other words, an area rich in human activity. I turned to the eight-volume list of finds from the excavations to check if the bead had been found alongside the Victorians, the Vikings or the Romans. The same layer had yielded a variety of finds, including a fragment of Anglo-Saxon window glass, a finely lattice-carved piece of bone that had probably come from a Saxon book cover, metalworking waste, and nondescript fragments of iron, but nothing dating to more recently than the ninth century. In other words, the bead had been found within the detritus of a Viking terror attack, alongside the remains of the 264 people I believe were some of the Viking Great Army war dead. Why had I never heard of this bead before? 

Looking more closely, I could see the word ‘carnelian’ written faintly in pen across the top of the bag. My knowledge of this material was a little sketchy, but the word alone seemed exotic and enticing. Searching online, I learned that carnelian is a mineral commonly used as a semiprecious gemstone, a variety of the silica mineral chalcedony. It had been fashionable among Vikings in the late ninth and early tenth centuries but would originally have come from India or the areas that are now Iran and Iraq. As such, beads like this provide evidence of contact with the Islamic caliphate and the trading routes that formed part of the Silk Roads, the ancient trading networks that stretched like spidery veins across large parts of Asia and central Europe. This was a world I knew little of but one that felt deeply alluring. While Viking expansion through eastern Europe and along trading routes bringing goods back to Scandinavia is well known, the Vikings who arrived in England have typically been considered a distinct movement. In history books, maps illustrate this spread with bold arrows: eastwards from Sweden, westwards from Denmark and Norway. Repton was no different – the accepted interpretation of the bones that I’d been working on seemed to fit neatly into the traditional Viking Age narrative: that of the Norsemen and Danes who travelled west[fn1] in the late eighth century, launching a savage attack on unsuspecting monks at Lindisfarne in 793 and kick-starting the Viking Age in the process; and that of the hit-and-run raids of the succeeding decades that eventually, in the ninth century, led to ambitions of political conquest and settlement. This, it had been agreed, is what brought a certain Great Army – a military force active in England between 865 and the late 870s – to conquer Repton and the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Mercia in 873. A neat story, but this small piece of carnelian was beginning to make me wonder if it painted the entire picture. The general consensus has been that the eastern trade routes played little part in the western Viking tale. So what was a Middle Eastern or Asian carnelian bead doing in rural Derbyshire in the ninth century? 

My part in this story had begun five years earlier on a crisp, wintry morning in January 2012, when I travelled to Oxford in a borrowed Land Rover Defender built for far more adventurous journeys than a trip down the motorway. I had come to meet two renowned men. The first was one of the UK’s most eminent professors of archaeology, whose accolades include a CBE for services to British archaeology, and whose record of excavations reads like a gazetteer of the greatest archaeological sites. The other was one of the most infamous Viking warriors in England. 

I was coming to the end of my Master’s degree at the University of Oslo, where I had been studying the diet and migration patterns of Norwegian Vikings by analysing their skeletons (concluding that they (a) often ate a lot of fish and (b) were pretty mobile, neither of which was particularly surprising). A few months before, while I was looking for a suitable PhD research topic, one of my old undergraduate professors had introduced me to Professor Martin Biddle and to the Repton Viking camp. Maybe, he suggested, I could apply my newly learnt forensic skills to the unresolved questions surrounding the Repton dead that Martin and his late wife, Birthe Kjølbye-Biddle, had excavated in the 1970s and 1980s. Martin, in his Oxford office, was everything I, as a child in Norway, had imagined England to be (although disappointingly it was not in a Hogwarts-style wood-panelled college but a 1970s concrete block in Summertown). Fast forward five years and my PhD was coming to an end, with the analyses of the Repton dead nearly complete, when the carnelian bead came into my possession. 

To me, there was something compelling about that tiny bead. The smooth, almost translucent material; the sharply cut corners; the faceted shape with angles that looked so perfect and so modern. I couldn’t help but obsess over all the hands, all the lives, that it had intersected with over more than a millennium including, now, my own. Who had it belonged to? Was it dropped accidentally, or placed in the mass grave deliberately? How did it end up in Repton and were there other links to the east there that we had not previously considered – could this be a major new discovery? Certain parts of my research into the bones from Repton didn’t quite fit into the traditional picture. And in the past few years our knowledge of the Vikings in England had started to increase radically, especially through the discoveries made by metal detectorists painstakingly searching muddy fields at the weekends; finds like ninth-century Islamic coins turning up in the middle of nowhere. Along with such discoveries, could this tiny bead demonstrate a greater connection between the eastern and the western worlds in the Viking Age than we previously thought? But this was, after all, only a single bead. Surely an object like this did not have the power to retell a major narrative? It is unlikely (albeit not impossible) that the bead travelled with one person all the way from Asia to Repton. So what was the connection, the common thread that had brought it to England?

In this book I retrace the journey I believe the carnelian bead travelled to get to its final resting place in Derbyshire, going back to its likely origin in Gujarat, India. Following the trail of the bead deliberately misses out parts of the Viking phenomenon, such as the Vikings’ exploration of the North Atlantic towards North America, and the elaborate political dynamics of Viking Age Britain, Ireland and France. Those stories have been told extensively before, but the stepwise movement eastwards, searching for specific connections between east and west, enables a different perspective on the Vikings. My approach here is that of an archaeologist, first and foremost working from the objects and remains left behind, focusing especially on the new, scientific methods that are revolutionising our knowledge. From these, the stories uncovered can be woven into the rich narratives we have from other forms of evidence, to search for traces of the people who migrated in and out of Scandinavia more than a millennium ago in search of riches, power, adventure, or simply a new life; some willingly and some who had no choice. It was this line of thinking that led me to the world of the River Kings. Along the way, a series of objects act as stepping stones, with each representing a particular aspect of the narrative. For every object, I start with a scenario of someone whose life might have interacted with it: some real, some imagined. I will leave it to the reader to decide which is which.
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[image: Image Missing]




THE VIKING WARRIOR

According to the traditional narrative, the Viking Age began when a band of Vikings attacked the wealthy monastery at Lindisfarne in Northumbria on 8 June 793. The attack, technically not the first accounted Viking raid on English soil, was described in a letter to Ethelred, king of Northumbria, by Alcuin of York, a scholar living in what is now Germany: ‘Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor is it thought that such an inroad from the sea could be made.’ 

The Viking attacks are typically thought to have been brought about by a combination of pulls and pushes: the lure of undefended Saxon monastic riches coupled with the pressures of Scandinavian population growth, poor agricultural land in Norway, political disputes and perhaps even a lack of marriageable women back home.[1] As a result, a new era emerged. Records like the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle[fn1] describe the toils of the Angles and Saxons over the next centuries, focusing largely on the royal families and the ongoing battles for control of the numerous kingdoms making up what was to become modern-day England. The narrative presented in the Chronicle fits well within the established tale of the Vikings who turned from their Norwegian and Danish homelands and travelled west to raid, pillage and conquer throughout Britain and Ireland, wreaking havoc both there and elsewhere on the continent of Europe. By the end of the Viking Age, in the mid-eleventh century, the Scandinavians’ impact on Britain would be profound, affecting everything from the development of towns to the currency, culture, language and art.

By the time we get to Repton and the Great Army in 873, the Vikings were old news. In the 850s, Viking raiders had begun overwintering in England rather than travelling back home to Scandinavia at the end of the raiding season. According to the narrative in the Chronicle, the Great Army first appeared on English soil in the winter of 865. That year this large force landed in East Anglia, where they were provided with horses by the king in return for peace, overwintering in Thetford. Over the next thirteen years, the army would move across the country, capturing York in 866 and East Anglia in 868. The campaign was a step up for the Vikings, with smaller, hit-and-run raids having been replaced by a thirst for something entirely different, namely long-term political conquest. By the 870s, the pattern of seasonal raiding had become an established military strategy and one that seemed to be successful. 

The Viking camp at Repton has remained one of the most significant Viking sites in England for more than forty years. The excavations carried out by Martin and Birthe initially focused on the village’s Anglo-Saxon church, St Wystan’s[2] – one of the best surviving examples of early medieval architecture in England. In the 1970s, little was known about the Great Army’s presence in Repton beyond an entry in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the year 873 stating that ‘here the raiding army went from Lindsey to Repton and took winter-quarters there, and drove the King Burghred across the sea twenty-two years after he had the kingdom, and conquered all that land’. This overwintering was to become a turning point in the story of the Vikings in England. 

While excavating the cemeteries around the church, the team came across a large ditch, cutting through earlier graves and abutting the church wall. Nearby, they found several distinctly Scandinavian-style burials, as well as the broken pieces of a finely carved Anglo-Saxon cross head and a buried sculpture of a mounted Mercian warrior. The ditch was interpreted to be part of a defensive enclosure, showing that with little doubt here was the historically attested winter camp of the Great Army. 

Prior to these excavations, nobody had looked for the Viking winter camp at Repton. Nor, for that matter, had anyone known what it would look like or how to find it. At the time this was quite a common story: despite a wide range of written sources relating to Viking Age England, surprisingly little physical evidence of the Vikings’ presence remained and for the most part this is still the case. Historical records like the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle give detailed, blow-by-blow accounts of battles against the invaders, detailing casualties and lamenting the threat the heathens imposed on the natives. It can be argued that the development of major towns and the unification of England as a country happened in response to Viking incursions, but because there has been a relative dearth of archaeological evidence, the written records have often been used as our primary source of knowledge. 

The archaeological discoveries around St Wystan’s fitted well within this familiar picture of the Vikings. The defensive ditch was thought to represent a D-shaped enclosure similar to examples in Scandinavia, incorporating the desecrated church as a gatehouse, allowing the marauding army time to regroup safely over winter and plan their next attack. The church itself had formed part of a wealthy monastery and was the most sacred burial place of the Mercian royal family. Several noteworthy kings had been buried there and its crypt had become a site of pilgrimage to visit the bones of the sainted Wigstan, a ninth-century Mercian king later known as Wystan. This reveals that the Viking takeover was not only a way to grab the wealth and supplies that would have been found in a monastery, but also a statement of political power. Thanks to the attack, the Mercian king Burghred had been driven into exile in Rome with his wife, never to return. In his place was installed Ceolwulf, described by the Chronicle as ‘a foolish king’s thegn’ – a puppet king. Ceolwulf apparently promised allegiance to the Vikings, guaranteeing to make himself and the kingdom of Mercia available to them whenever they needed it. 

After that winter of 873–4, the Great Army split, with one part moving north into Northumbria, and the other south to fight against Alfred the Great, the king of Wessex. At Repton, the graves with Scandinavian artefacts were placed in prominent positions around the church, perhaps with the aim of legitimising the rule of those leaders who had ‘conquered all that land’, and to claim a more long-term presence. The association with a former ruling elite was a common tactic of the Vikings to emphasise their political and territorial claims. 

When I first visited Oxford that day in 2012, Martin Biddle introduced me to the so-called Repton warrior, also known as Grave 511. His remains had been carefully placed in three beige cardboard boxes, stacked neatly in a corner of the office: a smaller box for his skull, and two larger, rectangular ones for his remaining bones. I have seen thousands of boxes identical to this, each containing an excavated skeleton that has been removed from the ground for storage in a museum collection. I’d read all the reports I could find about G511 and knew all there was to know about his injuries. Often the evidence that remains of traumatic injury is subtle: by the time a blade has cut through skin, flesh and muscle, its momentum has been lost and the energy remaining has only been sufficient to make a small scratch on the surface of the bone. So as horrific and lethal as an injury might have been to a victim, the bones frequently escape relatively unscathed, leaving us unaware of the cause of death. But in this case the injuries were almost impossible to miss. As I lifted his well-preserved left femur out of the box, I could see the deep cut where the axe had sliced through his hip, the angle of the blade clearly defined, leaving no doubt as to its gruesome impact. 

This man had been thought of as a stereotypical Viking with a capital ‘V’: tall, strong, blond-haired and blue-eyed (although those particular details would not be revealed until several years later). He had been buried with a sword of a Scandinavian type by his side and he wore a silver Thor’s hammer pendant around his neck; artefacts that made his affiliation with the Viking world immediately apparent to his excavators, the hammer being considered by many the ultimate symbol of a traditional Viking warrior. Whoever buried him had placed several other items around him, presumably for use in the afterlife: a key, two iron knives and several buckles and fasteners for clothes. Either side of the Thor’s hammer was a brightly coloured glass bead. Between his legs, a rectangular patch of softer soil may have been all that remained of a wooden box; inside it, a bone from a jackdaw, perhaps symbolic of the god Odin’s two ravens Hugin and Munin. Near his pelvis lay a boar’s tusk. 

Later, when the bones had been taken out of the ground and cleaned, it was discovered that G511 had received a number of gruesome and fatal injuries. He had wounds to his skull, with scars suggesting he may have been wearing a helmet when he died, and a cut into his eye socket. On his vertebrae were cut marks that are consistent with evisceration, i.e. the removal of his guts or internal organs. The most severe injury was the deep, diagonal cut into his left thigh, caused by an axe slicing downwards through the hip joint and thigh bone. Somewhere along the line, it has been suggested that this would have cut through his penis, rendering him emasculated. The boar’s tusk found between his legs, therefore, may have been put there as a replacement to ensure he was complete upon arrival in Valhalla, Odin’s hall where fallen warriors could feast at night, and where a penis would surely be needed. 

Perhaps this is a little creative but, in any case, the grave bears all the hallmarks of that of a warrior,[3] and G511’s grave is significant because his is the only such Viking warrior grave in the whole of England that has been properly excavated. There are no comparative graves with the bones intact, despite historical records informing us that such warriors died here in the hundreds or even thousands. Much about the grave suggests that he was a man of high status, perhaps even one of the leaders of the Great Army. His burial, right next to what was once the mausoleum of a whole dynasty of Mercian kings, demonstrates that those who buried him wanted to assert his (and, by extension, their) power and legitimacy over this territory. 

For my PhD research, I was re-investigating the Vikings at Repton and a key part of this new research on G511 and the Repton dead was to take samples from several of the skeletons in order to use one of the latest forensic techniques – isotope analysis – to learn as much as I could about who they were and where they came from. In archaeology, isotope analysis has become one of the primary methods used to retrace a person’s geographical origins and background. Traditionally, this would have been done by identifying the origins of grave goods – objects buried with a body – if present. That method has some obvious flaws. For one thing, burying the dead with artefacts was not always common practice, leaving us with very little to attempt to reconstruct a past life. And even when grave goods do exist, the objects a person has been buried with – like a Viking sword or a carnelian bead – could have been traded or exchanged, arriving at the burial destination separately from their final owners. The graves we find are multifaceted: we have no way of knowing whether those items even belonged to the deceased or whether they were gifts placed there by the mourners. They may not even reflect much about the person’s life. As one archaeologist noted: ‘The dead do not bury themselves.’ 

Isotope analysis, on the other hand, allows us to study the skeletons directly, in an attempt to discover aspects of their individual life histories. Although DNA has the potential to do this too, it largely provides information about someone’s inherited markers, not their unique circumstances. If I am buried in the south-west of England when I die, a DNA analysis of my bones would reveal Scandinavian ancestry, which might give you a clue to my immigration history. But you would find the same genes in the bones of my children, who were born and raised in the UK. In other words, DNA analysis cannot discriminate between first and subsequent generation immigrants. Even so, DNA can give us the bigger picture: how we have spread across the globe, how our ancestors have migrated over thousands of years. It can also tell us about family relationships, or help you find long-lost cousins and reveal markers of illness and disease. In the case of the Repton graves, I was interested in whether, like we thought, we could prove that they were immigrant Vikings from Scandinavia. 

We are, quite literally, what we eat. While you are reading this, your body is digesting your latest meal and is taking all the building blocks it can from it to create new cells, new blood and new skin. Since you started the book, that process of change has been taking place throughout your body so that by now even your bones have begun to change subtly: new bone gets laid down to replace fragments of the old, to maintain strength and structure. This is true for practically everything in your body, with one exception: the enamel in your teeth. Once it has formed during childhood, enamel remains unaltered and it’s even strong enough to stay intact in very poor conditions in the ground for thousands of years. For this reason, teeth are the bioarchaeologist’s best friend. 

Because all tissues, while they are forming, are constantly taking up nutrients from your diet, they also absorb traces of substances that can tell us something about what you ate and, crucially, for my purposes: where you ate it. When, as a child, your teeth form, the food and water you have consumed are their building blocks. That food and drink, again, carries with it markers, or chemical variations, that are particular to the environment in which it was produced. Plants, for instance, get most of their nutrients from the soils in which they grow. These soils get their characteristics from the underlying geology. So, in other words, a loaf of bread made from wheat grown in Derbyshire will have subtly different chemical characteristics from a loaf made from wheat grown in Denmark. 

A way to detect this is through an element called strontium that occurs naturally in pretty much everything. Strontium has several isotopes, which are different forms of the same element. The ratio of one of these in relation to another is what varies in different types of geology and therefore in different soils. And that ratio remains the same as the strontium passes up the food chain: from soil to wheat to bread to Viking. And when the strontium ratio becomes a part of the newly formed enamel in a child’s tooth, it is locked in for the rest of his or her life – and beyond. Returning to the Repton warrior, then, it should be possible to discover whether he really was an invading Viking, or if, instead, he had grown up locally. 

I should add here that the issue of identity is a complex one and despite all the incredible promise of these methods, it’s not one that science alone can answer. Even if the isotope data strongly suggest that someone grew up in Scandinavia, that doesn’t make them a ‘Viking’; in fact, there is no such defined identity that scientific methods can conclusively reveal. Equally, seemingly local origins wouldn’t automatically make someone an ‘Anglo-Saxon’.[fn2] Our identities are multifaceted, and we change and manipulate them throughout our lives. I am an archaeologist, scientist, writer, mother and immigrant, but apart from my migration history, none of these identities would be apparent in my bones. So however we interpret the scientific results, we must do so with caution, and always in the context of as many different sources of evidence as possible. Nevertheless, these new techniques have provided us with opportunities to study past lives that we could only dream of a few decades ago. 

While the methods sound straightforward, it takes months of lab work to get all the necessary data, followed by even more months of wrangling said data into spreadsheets, databases, charts and comparative maps. But the strontium results from G511 were relatively easy to interpret: he definitely could not have grown up in or near Repton. The values from his teeth were consistent with an origin in southern Scandinavia, most likely Denmark, which fitted perfectly with the archaeological interpretation. Yet there was another result from the isotope analysis that was notable too: that of the man he was buried next to. G511 had not been buried alone, but right next to another, younger man, G295. While the actual bodies had been interred separately – the younger man’s body was put in the ground very shortly after G511’s – their graves had been covered by a joint, rectangular stone setting – including a broken-up, finely carved Anglo-Saxon sculpture – which made it clear that they were associated with each other. Double graves like this are common in Viking Age Scandinavia: sometimes couples were buried together and other times two people of the same sex, almost always men. In the latter case, nobody has been able to determine what the relationship was between the two. 

What the isotope results could add was that the younger man had grown up in a location that was almost identical to that of the warrior, isotopically speaking. He too had sustained violent injuries, and may well have been killed in battle, but he had none of the wealthy grave goods of G511 – only a single knife. It seemed likely that these two men came from the same place, quite possibly Denmark. New radiocarbon dates provided a narrow window for their deaths, between the years 873 and 886. This made their association with the Great Army even more likely. It has been suggested that this was the grave of a leader and his weapon-bearer, and even that the younger man was deliberately murdered to accompany his master. Several years later, the reason they were buried together was revealed. 

In a collaboration with geneticist Dr Lars Fehren-Schmitz at the University of California Santa Cruz, we wanted to try to extract ancient DNA from the Repton samples. The aim was to find more proof that these men really were of Scandinavian descent, but also to investigate any possible family relationships, especially to look for a link between the warrior and his companion. Over a decade earlier, other geneticists had tried to do the same, but they had been unsuccessful. Using the methods available at the time, it had not been possible to separate the original DNA in the bones from external contamination by the DNA of all those people who had excavated, cleaned and examined the bones previously. By 2016, technology had moved on so far that not only was it possible to access the uncontaminated DNA, it was also possible to investigate both maternal and paternal ancestry (mtDNA and Y-DNA respectively), as well as autosomal DNA, which is the unique combination of chromosomes that someone inherits from their parents. Lars and his colleagues discovered that there was a direct, first-degree family relationship between the two men on the paternal side, meaning that they could be either half-brothers or father and son. With the age difference in mind, the latter is more likely. In addition, they had discovered that G511’s eye colour was most likely blue and his hair most likely blond. So, G511 really did live up to the stereotypical image of the tall blond Viking. Perhaps with one exception; the genetic data also told us that he was most likely bald.

Knowing the family relationship between G511 and his son is important – and exciting – for several reasons, especially that of understanding the dynamics of the Viking world on a broader scale. Historical records and saga literature – prose stories about the Vikings written down largely in Iceland in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries – often deal with specific characters: people who were the actors and antagonists in the stories that make up much of our knowledge of the Vikings. But these sources must be used with some caution. Not only is there a bias in what has been preserved and what hasn’t, but the writer’s motivations also need to be taken into account. The sagas are especially tempting to use as evidence for historical events in the Viking Age. The story of the semi-legendary Ragnar Lothbrok, for example, has enjoyed a popular legacy in England.[4] According to the sagas, Ragnar fought here himself, while his fierce warrior sons are credited as having been significant Viking leaders, even some of those who led the Great Army. However, Ragnar’s story has been patched together from numerous sources, many of which are not even contemporary, and there is no proof that he was the father of the Vikings who captured Repton in 873. 

Knowledge gained from other sources, like objects and bones, can provide a different kind of information (albeit one that is not necessarily more objective), which may serve to verify the historical records. In the case of G511 and his son, the new bioarchaeological evidence verified the sources that describe the significance of patriarchal connections and male descent in Viking society. It also showed that this was a vital element in the movements outside Scandinavia and the taking of new territories. Finally, it demonstrated that these customs were often ultimately expressed through burial rites, as here; a son was brought to Repton to be buried alongside his father, with a monument placed on top of them to show not only their status but also their connection to each other. 

The question of Scandinavian ancestry is more complex; as was the question of whether we could further narrow down their identities. A big problem is that we still haven’t found a way to conclusively separate Viking Age migrants from Scandinavia from those who came across from north-western, continental Europe (Angles, Saxons and Jutes) just a few centuries earlier. It is for this reason that we haven’t yet been able to use DNA analysis to accurately estimate the size of the Scandinavian settlement in England. A few years ago, a large-scale survey of modern DNA from Britain analysed genetic clusters in order to identify past migration events. The researchers concluded that they couldn’t find any clear genetic evidence of a Danish Viking occupation of large parts of England. This, they said, meant that Viking migrants had left very little of a genetic legacy, and could therefore have arrived only in very small numbers. 

This presented a problem: the result was at odds with so much other evidence, like the impact of the Vikings on Britain’s language, place names and much of the archaeology: these sources all suggested that the Vikings had had a considerable influence that could only have come from a sizeable migration. The issue was that the researchers hadn’t adequately taken into account the fact that many of those they defined as Danish Vikings came from exactly the same region as those they defined as Anglo-Saxons migrating before them, and the statistical modelling had not been able to separate the two. When other researchers took the overlap into account with the same dataset, they were able to estimate a much more realistic total settlement of 20,000–35,000 people, which was consistent with other forms of evidence.[5]

The size of the Great Army has been debated too, with estimates ranging from it being comparatively tiny to many thousands strong. Part of this relates to terminology. In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the words used to describe it are the micel here – where micel means ‘great’ and here is translated as ‘army’. This may be a bit imprecise because, according to a seventh-century law code, technically the word here was used to mean any group bigger than thirty-five men that was involved in some kind of violent raid or robbery. It’s possible that this word was used deliberately by the chroniclers as a way to belittle the invading forces, making them sound more like violent thugs than organised military units. Getting a sense of the scale of the Great Army is important because soon after Repton raiding turned to settlement: from the late 870s those who had formed part of the marauding armies divided out land and started farming for themselves. It’s very possible that some of them settled near Repton itself. Only a few miles away, there is a large-scale cemetery at a site called Heath Wood. Here almost sixty burial mounds sit on top of a hill, each containing one or more cremation burials. Many of them included Viking type grave goods and animal offerings; it is possibly the cemetery of a nearby Scandinavian settlement.

In the case of Grave 511 and his companion the DNA evidence could not help directly. There are no known, living relatives to compare them to, and with more than eleven hundred years having passed since their deaths, if they have descendants at all, these would count in the tens of thousands if not more.[6] At present the only way to narrow down the alternatives is to look for individuals named in the historical records who might be a good fit. 

In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, four leaders are named as having been at Repton: Halfdan, Guthrum, Anund and Oscatel. We know that Halfdan and Guthrum survived that winter and for many years beyond, so they are unlikely candidates. Anund and Oscatel disappeared from the records and are not heard of anywhere else, meaning that they could be a fit. Yet there are other intriguing possibilities. Searching through all the named Vikings in historical documents for fathers and sons who fit the timeframe and the ages at death, leaves us with a good match. The Annals of Ulster describe a man named Amlaib (usually identified as Olaf) as one of the foreign, Viking kings active in Ireland and Britain from 853 onwards. He is described as ‘the son of the King of Lochlann’ (a location that hasn’t been pinned down, thought to be either Norway or somewhere in Scotland or the Northern Isles) and became a dominant person in Irish affairs during the 850s and 860s, essentially establishing himself as the Viking ruler of Dublin. This Olaf frequently raided alongside Ivar (sometimes identified as the semi-legendary Ivar the Boneless, son of Ragnar Lothbrok). The two may have been brothers. 

In 874, Olaf was killed in what is now Scotland by Constantin, King of the Picts. There is no evidence for what happened to his body, but the timeline fits with the Repton burial. Having first arrived in Ireland in 853, he was likely in his forties or a little older by the time he died. This matches the forensic analysis of G511. But what makes the identification more compelling is that Olaf had a son named Eysteinn, about whom the Annals of Ulster state, for the year 875: ‘Eysteinn son of Óláfr, king of the Northmen, was deceitfully killed by Hálfdann.’ This Halfdan is believed to be none other than the Halfdan who was at Repton in 873 and, incidentally, Eysteinn’s own uncle. 

These sources, then, give us a father–son pair of the right age, dating to precisely the right time. The overwintering at Repton would have lasted until 874 and the archaeology shows that the younger man was buried slightly later than the father, which could conceivably have been the year after. While neither Olaf nor Eysteinn can be linked directly to Repton, other than by the presence of Halfdan, it is very possible that Olaf’s body was moved there after his death in Scotland. In 874, Repton lay in Scandinavian hands and would have been a fitting location for a former Viking ruler. The forensic evidence might support this, as the osteological analysis carried out by forensic pathologist Dr Bob Stoddart showed that G511 had been disembowelled around the time of his death. This was something that was often carried out in the early medieval period in order to move a corpse, because it would stop the body from decomposing so rapidly. For example, Charles the Bald, emperor of the Carolingian Empire who died in the Alps in 877, had his entrails removed and buried on the spot to stop his body from rotting before it was moved to Paris for burial. This possible identification – while unprovable – is potentially a really exciting discovery as it provides a link between the Great Army and the early Viking rulers of the Irish Sea region. 

A HOUSE FOR THE DEAD

Important as he was, G511 didn’t represent the most remarkable discovery in Repton. Next to the church, in the vicarage garden, a shallow mound had perplexed the locals for centuries. In an account from the seventeenth century, antiquarian Simon Degg described a workman digging into a ‘hillock’ somewhere near St Wystan’s church, finding inside it a large stone coffin containing the ‘skeleton of a humane body nine foot long’. Around the body lay ‘one hundred humane skeletons, with their feet pointing to the stone coffin’. After removing the skull of the central figure, the workman swiftly covered the grave over at the instruction of the lady of the manor, who was clearly shocked at the horrors that had been found at the bottom of her garden and stated that she could not bear to have this charnel exposed. Later, in the nineteenth century, others had dug into it again, discovering not only bones but also ancient weapons, yet apparently leaving most of the deposit in place. 

It was Martin and Birthe’s excavations in the 1980s that were the first to suggest a link to the Vikings. Excavating the mound, they found a partially destroyed two-roomed Anglo-Saxon building underneath that likely dated to the time of the Anglo-Saxon monastery. Inside one of the rooms, they found exactly what those antiquarians had uncovered centuries before: a large mass of jumbled up human remains. At first, there was no way of knowing how old the bones were. But among them, they found artefacts: numerous corroded fragments of metal, some of which they immediately recognised as weapons, including several knives and, crucially, an axe head. The latter could be identified as being of a specific Viking type. But it was the discovery of five silver pennies found together that provided the conclusive evidence. The coins were taken away to be identified by a numismatist, who placed their date between 872 and 875 – precisely the time when the Great Army had camped in Repton. The whole context of the burial fitted with this Viking association and slowly the pieces fell into place. Who else would tear down and desecrate what was likely a high-status, religious Anglo-Saxon building and convert it into a mortuary chamber, covered by an elaborately formed mound? 

It seemed that there had been two phases to the use of the building. First, it had been ravaged and used as part of the Viking camp: there were fragments of decorative plaster, broken window glass, traces of metalworking waste and the remains of butchered animals, the likely leftovers of someone’s lunch. At the time, the excavators referred to this as the ‘squatters’ deposit’. It was mostly discovered in the first room you came into, which had steps going down to it from the outside. In a second stage, the second room had been turned into a burial chamber. Here the squatters’ detritus had been swept away and a layer of clean, red sand laid down as a surface on which the bones were placed. This suggests that they were put there at a single point in time, in a deliberate, ceremonial act. Somewhere among all this, one of the excavators, whose identity is now as lost as those to whom the bones belong, discovered my tiny orange bead, though it would not come into my possession for almost four decades. 

During that summer of 1982, when the Repton charnel deposit was discovered, considerable work was carried out on analysing the bones to try to understand whose bodies they belonged to. Each bone was taken out and cleaned in a large tent set up on the vicarage lawn. There, volunteers washed every fragment carefully and laid out thousands of remains to dry on egg cartons. Local doctors and dentists joined the team to count and understand the remains. In the end it was determined that the room had contained no fewer than 264 individuals, based on a count of adult left femurs (as we each have only one left thigh) and a smaller number of juvenile
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