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“Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race. Behold the church of St Cuthbert, spattered with the blood of the priests of God.”

— Alcuin of York, on the sack of Lindisfarne, 793




“Cattle die, kinsmen die, the self must also die; but glory never dies, for the man who is able to achieve it.”

— Hávamál, the Sayings of the High One





A Note Before We Begin

For three centuries, from a single shocking summer in 793 to a single bloody autumn in 1066, a scattering of seafaring peoples from the cold rim of northern Europe did something out of all proportion to their numbers. They were never more than a few hundred thousand souls, divided among themselves, possessing neither cities nor a written literature nor a unified state. Yet they raided and traded and settled across a quarter of the world — from the monasteries of Ireland to the markets of Baghdad, from the fjords of Norway to the shores of North America five centuries before Columbus — and they left their language, their blood, and their dynasties in England, in France, in Russia, and across the islands of the North Atlantic. We call them the Vikings, and almost everything most people think they know about them is partly wrong.

They did not wear horned helmets; that image was invented by nineteenth-century costume designers and Romantic painters. They were not a race or a nation: “Viking” was originally a thing a man did — a raiding voyage — and not a people he was born into, so that a Dane, a Norwegian, a Swede, or even a recruited foreigner might “go viking” for a season and then return to the plough. They were not uniquely violent in an age that was violent everywhere; the difference was that their victims could write, and wrote in horror. And they were not, for the most part, the bearded berserkers of legend. They were farmers and fishermen, traders and craftworkers, poets and lawyers and shipwrights, whose genius for the sea happened to coincide with a moment when the wealthy, undefended coasts of Christian Europe lay open to anyone bold enough to take them.

This book tries to hold both pictures at once: the terror and the trade, the raider and the settler, the pagan and the convert. It follows the whole arc — the northern homelands and the strange, brilliant world of their gods; the explosion of the raids and the conquest of half of England; the founding of Dublin and of Normandy; the astonishing eastern adventure that carried Swedish “Rus” down the Russian rivers to Constantinople and the Caspian and gave Russia its name; the great leap across the open Atlantic to Iceland, Greenland, and Vinland; and the slow closing of the Age as the Northmen became Christians, built kingdoms, and were folded into the Europe they had terrorized.

It also tries to keep in view the people the legends leave out. The glittering hoards of Arab silver in Swedish soil were paid, in large part, for human beings: the Viking economy ran on slavery, on the thralls taken in raids and sold down the rivers of the east, and no honest history of the Age can look away from that. The women of the North — who could own property, run farms, divorce their husbands, and on rare and contested occasion be buried with weapons — were not the passive figures of the saga sagas-as-soap-opera, but neither were they the warrior queens of modern fantasy; the truth, as usual, is more interesting than either. And the picture itself is uncertain: we see the Vikings mostly through the eyes of their enemies and, later, through the eyes of their own Christian great-grandchildren writing in Iceland, and the reader will find many famous stories — Ragnar Lodbrok in the snake-pit, the blood-eagle, the exact size of the Great Army — set gently in the context of what we can and cannot actually know.

A word on names and numbers. Old Norse names come down to us in many spellings, and the same king may be Cnut, Knut, or Canute; I have chosen the most familiar English forms and noted alternatives where it helps. Figures for armies, fleets, casualties, and populations are almost all estimates derived from sources that had every reason to exaggerate, and they are flagged as such. What is not in doubt is the scale of what these people did, or the length of the shadow they still cast — in the words we speak, the places we name, the nations they helped to found, and the enduring, half-true legend of the men who came from the sea.





Chapter 1: The Edge of the Map

To the geographers of the Mediterranean world, the lands of the North were where knowledge ran out. Beyond the Rhine and the cold German forests, beyond the amber coasts of the Baltic, the maps of the ancients dissolved into rumor: a frozen sea, a midnight sun, an island called Thule six days’ sail north of Britain where, the Greek explorer Pytheas had reported around 320 BC, the line between sea and sky and air seemed to blur into a single jellyfish-like substance through which a ship could not pass. Pytheas of Massalia — modern Marseille — had sailed from the Mediterranean out through the Pillars of Hercules and up the whole Atlantic face of Europe, and when he came home and wrote it down, hardly anyone believed him; the geographer Strabo, three centuries later, still dismissed him flatly as a liar. Yet Pytheas had almost certainly seen the real thing: the pack ice of the far North, the short summer nights where the sun barely sets, perhaps the coast of Norway or Iceland itself. His account is, in a sense, the first European description of the northern world, and it set the tone for everything that followed. For a thousand years after Pytheas, the North remained a place of report rather than knowledge — a margin, an edge, the rim beyond the rim. The Romans, who conquered as far as the Scottish lowlands and the mouth of the Rhine, never seriously tried to take it. There was little there they wanted, and the men who lived there were not worth the cost of the legions it would take to subdue them.

And then, quite suddenly, at the end of the eighth century after Christ, the edge of the map came alive. Out of those misremembered coasts came ships — long, low, beautiful, and fast — crewed by men who knew the sea as no Europeans had known it since the Phoenicians, and who wanted, very much, what the rest of Europe had. For the next three hundred years the people of the North would be the most mobile, the most feared, and in many ways the most consequential force in the Western world. They would topple kingdoms and found new ones; they would give their blood to the English and the Irish, their dukes to the French, and their very name to the Russians; they would cross an ocean no one else dared and stand on a continent the rest of Europe did not know existed. Their enemies, who were also their chroniclers, called them many things — Northmen, Danes, pagans, the heathen, the wrath of God — but the word that has stuck, the word that now conjures the whole astonishing phenomenon, is one the Northmen sometimes used of themselves: Viking.

We should be careful with that word from the start, because most of what it now carries is a later invention. In the Old Norse tongue, víkingr meant something like “raider” or “sea-rover,” and víking was the raid itself — a voyage you went on, an activity, a verb more than a noun. A man “went viking” the way a later man might go to sea or go to war, and having gone, he came home to his farm and his family and ceased, for the season, to be a viking at all. Where the word itself came from, scholars still argue. The old favorite tied it to vík, a bay or inlet — the viking being the man who lurked in the coves waiting for prey. But a rival theory that gained ground in the early twenty-first century links it instead to the Old Norse vika, a “sea-mile,” the distance rowed between shifts at the oars; on this reading a viking is simply a man who makes long sea-passages, a word born in the rhythm of rowing itself, and older than the sail. Whichever is right, one thing is clear: it was not a nationality. It did not describe the whole population of Scandinavia, the great majority of whom never raided anyone and spent their lives growing barley, herding cattle, fishing the cold rich waters, forging iron, and arguing about boundaries at the local assembly. When modern people say “the Vikings” they usually mean the entire civilization of early-medieval Scandinavia, and that is a useful shorthand — it is the one this book will mostly use — but it is worth remembering that we are naming a whole people after the most violent thing a minority of them sometimes did. It is rather as if a future age were to call all the seafaring English of the eighteenth century “the Pirates.”

The image is wrong in its details, too, and the details matter because they reveal how much of the Viking we carry in our heads is theatrical scenery. The horned helmet, that indispensable prop of every cartoon and football mascot, has no basis in the Viking Age whatsoever. No horned helmet has ever been found in a Viking grave; horns on a helmet are worse than useless in a real fight, offering an enemy’s axe something to catch. Contrary to the popular image, in fact, only one reasonably complete Viking helmet has ever been recovered at all — the so-called Gjermundbu helmet, dug from a burial mound in Norway in 1943, a plain rounded cap of iron with a spectacled guard for the eyes and not a horn in sight. The horns came from the nineteenth century — from the imagination of a costume designer named Carl Emil Doepler, who dressed the warriors for the 1876 premiere of Wagner’s Ring cycle at Bayreuth and gave them horns to look suitably primeval, and from the Romantic painters and nationalist artists who wanted their Norsemen to seem barbaric and ancient. The image proved irresistible; it crossed the Atlantic with Wagner’s operas, marched through a century of illustrated histories and comic books, and finally settled onto the helmet of a Minnesota football team, where it remains to this day. The real Viking, when he could afford a helmet at all, wore that plain rounded iron cap, sometimes with a guard for the nose or the eyes; most men wore no helmet and no armor, only a thick leather or padded garment and a round wooden shield. The reality is at once humbler and more impressive than the myth.

So who were they, these people from the edge of the map? They were the inhabitants of the three lands we now call Denmark, Norway, and Sweden — though in the eighth century none of those countries existed as a unified kingdom, and the people themselves would not have used those names for political units. They spoke dialects of a single language, Old Norse, close enough that a Dane and a Norwegian and a Swede could understand one another easily, and they shared a religion, a body of myth and poetry, a style of art, and a way of building ships and houses that marked them off clearly from the Christian, Latin-using peoples to the south. They called themselves, when they needed a collective word, the Norðmenn — the men of the North — and their language dǫnsk tunga, “the Danish tongue,” regardless of which fjord they came from. It is from Norðmenn that we get both “Norman” and “Norse,” and the family resemblance is exact: these were a northern people, defined by the cold sea that surrounded them, the iron they dug from their bogs, and the boats they built to escape the poverty of their stony land. They were, for the time, a substantial people but not a numerous one. Estimates are necessarily rough, but scholars reckon the whole of Scandinavia at the dawn of the Viking Age held perhaps three-quarters of a million souls — around half a million in fertile Denmark, some 175,000 in Norway, and 100,000 in Sweden — fewer people, across three modern nations, than live in a single mid-sized city today. That so small a population reshaped so much of the world is one of the enduring astonishments of the age.

For poverty, or at least scarcity, is the necessary backdrop to everything that follows. Scandinavia is a hard place to make a living. Norway is a thin ribbon of habitable land pinned between high mountains and a fjord-fretted coast, with only pockets of arable ground at the heads of the fjords and in the few broad valleys; the rest is rock, forest, and ice. Sweden is gentler in the south but turns quickly to deep forest and lake and then to the vast empty north of the Sami and the reindeer. Only Denmark — low, fertile, made of islands and the flat Jutland peninsula — offered the kind of grain-growing land that could support a dense population, and even Denmark was small. A people hemmed into such a landscape, with more sons than there were farms to inherit, has always faced the same choices: stay poor, fight your neighbors for what little there is, or take to the sea and find your fortune elsewhere. The Northmen, when their moment came, chose the sea.

What made the moment possible was a single piece of technology, perfected just before the Age began: the sail. Scandinavians had built superb rowing boats for centuries — the great Nydam boat from around AD 320 shows the long, clinker-built, double-ended form already mature — but a rowed boat is limited by the endurance of its crew, and the open sea is too wide to cross by muscle alone. Sometime in the seventh or early eighth century the Norse fitted the mast and the broad square sail to their hulls, and the combination of sail and oar produced the most versatile vessel in the medieval world: a ship that could cross open ocean before the wind, then drop its mast and row up a shallow river or run straight onto a beach, fast enough to outrun anything afloat and shallow enough to appear where no one expected it. With that ship in their hands, the men of the edge of the map could reach anywhere there was water — and in early-medieval Europe, where the Roman roads had crumbled and the rivers were the highways, that meant almost everywhere worth reaching.

It is worth pausing on how strange all this looked to the people on the receiving end, for the shock of the Vikings is half the story. The Christian West of the eighth century was not defenseless — it had walled towns, mounted warriors, and the beginnings of the mighty Frankish empire of Charlemagne — but it had grown used to threats that came overland, slowly, along known roads, giving time to muster and to flee. The Vikings came the other way. They came by water, from a direction no one guarded, appearing without warning off a quiet coast on a summer morning and vanishing again before nightfall. To a monk on a windswept island or a merchant in a river town, it was as if the sea itself had turned hostile; the horizon, once empty, now had to be watched. A famous prayer of the age — “From the fury of the Northmen, O Lord, deliver us” — may be a later embellishment rather than a genuine liturgical line, but it captures exactly the new and disorienting terror of an enemy who could strike anywhere the water reached and could not be caught. For three centuries the whole of maritime Europe would live with one eye on the sea.

There is a puzzle here that historians have chewed over for generations: why then? The sail alone does not explain the timing, for it was surely in use for decades before the raids began. Something changed at the close of the eighth century to tip a seafaring, restless people into three centuries of expansion. Several pressures seem to have combined. Populations were rising and good farmland was finite, so that ambitious younger sons had every incentive to look abroad. New markets were opening: the towns of Christian Europe and the silver of the Islamic caliphate to the east created, for the first time, places worth robbing and worth trading with, and archaeologists have traced hundreds of thousands of Arab silver coins that flowed north into Scandinavian hoards. And there was politics. As petty kings fought to consolidate power at home — the long, violent process that would eventually forge the three kingdoms — the losers, the exiles, and the men who would not bend the knee had reason to seek their fortunes over the horizon. The Viking Age was not a sudden madness but the meeting of opportunity, technology, and ambition, all breaking at once.

The men and women of the North have never entirely left us, and you meet them today in more places than the museums. They are in the language you are reading: the everyday English words sky, knife, egg, window (from vindauga, “wind-eye”), husband, law, anger, and even the humble pronoun they are Norse inheritances, bedded down in English during the centuries when Danes and English lived side by side. They are on the map — in every English place-name ending in -by or -thorpe, in Normandy across the Channel, in the Rus who gave their name to Russia. They are in the calendar: Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday still carry the names of the gods Tyr, Odin, Thor, and Frigg. And in the twenty-first century they have turned up, unexpectedly, in our own cells — for in 2020 a landmark genetic study published in Nature sequenced the DNA of 442 Viking-Age skeletons and found the Viking world far more mixed and cosmopolitan than the blond stereotype allows, with ancestry reaching to Ireland, southern Europe, and Asia buried alongside the Scandinavians. The edge of the map, it turns out, was never as isolated as the ancients imagined.

They reached it. But to understand why they came, and what they did when they arrived, we must first go to the lands they came from, and to the strange, harsh, and beautiful world that made them — the world of mountain and fjord and forest, of the longhouse and the law-thing, of Odin and Thor and the doom of the gods. We must, in other words, go north.




Chapter 2: Land of Mountains and Fjords

Stand at the head of a Norwegian fjord on a clear morning in early summer and you can read the whole logic of the Viking Age in the land itself. Behind you the valley climbs steeply toward snow that lingers into June; the slopes are too sheer to plough, good only for the goats and the summer pasture. Around the few flat acres at the water’s edge stand the turf-roofed buildings of a farm, and below them the water — not a river or a lake but a finger of the sea, deep enough to float any ship, reaching inland for fifty miles between walls of rock a thousand feet high. The mountains shut you off from your neighbors in the next valley as effectively as a national border; to visit them you would climb for two days or, far more easily, step into a boat. The sea is not a barrier here. The sea is the only road.

This is the first thing to understand about the homelands of the Northmen: that geography pushed them onto the water and kept them there. The three regions of Viking Scandinavia each shaped their people differently, and the differences echo through everything the Vikings did abroad. Norway — the name means “the north way,” the sheltered shipping lane that runs up the coast inside the screen of offshore islands — was a country of the sea by necessity. Its arable land was scattered in tiny pockets, its interior was mountain and forest, and its people lived strung out along the coast and the fjords, each district half-isolated, each looking outward to the water. The Norwegians became the supreme deep-sea sailors of the Age, the ones who would leap across the open Atlantic to the Faroes, Iceland, Greenland, and the edge of America, and the ones who fell hardest on the exposed coasts and islands of Scotland and Ireland, which lay directly across the North Sea from their harbors.

Denmark was another world. Low and green, made of the Jutland peninsula and a scatter of fertile islands commanding the straits between the North Sea and the Baltic, Denmark had the best farmland in Scandinavia and, with it, the densest population and the earliest strong kings. It controlled the great trade artery where the Baltic meets the western seas, and its merchants grew rich on the traffic that passed through. The Danes were the Vikings of the south and west — the people who built the trading town of Hedeby and the rampart of the Danevirke, who raided the rich coasts of Frisia, Francia, and England, who sent the Great Army that nearly conquered England outright, and whose kings would, in Cnut the Great, briefly rule an empire spanning the North Sea. Because Denmark was rich and organized, it could mount the largest and most political of the Viking ventures: not the raid of a single ship’s crew but the campaign of a royal fleet.

Sweden faced the other way. Its heartland lay around the great lakes Mälaren and Vänern and the eastern coast that looks across the Baltic toward the lands of the Finns, the Balts, and the Slavs. Where the Norwegians and Danes looked west toward the wealth of Christian Europe, the Swedes looked east toward the rivers that drained the vast Russian plain — the Volga and the Dnieper, which a determined crew could follow, with much portaging and hardship, all the way to the Caspian Sea and the Black, to the markets of the Caliph in Baghdad and the Emperor in Constantinople. The Swedish Vikings, known in the east as the Rus, would be traders first and raiders second, dealers in furs and slaves and the silver that flowed north to pay for them, and they would leave behind not ravaged monasteries but a new state and a new people that took its name from them: Russia.

These were the three great currents of the Viking outpouring — Norwegian west and north across the ocean, Danish south and west against the heartlands of Christendom, Swedish east down the rivers — and they followed the lie of the land as water follows a slope. But the people who rode these currents shared a single way of life, rooted in the farm. For all the drama of the raids, the Viking was at bottom a farmer, and the farm was the foundation of Norse society and of a Norseman’s identity. To own land was to be a full man; to be landless was to be diminished, dependent, only half free. The typical farmstead was built around the longhouse, a single great hall of timber or, where wood was scarce, of stone and turf, sometimes a hundred feet long and more, with a hearth running down the center, benches along the walls for sleeping and sitting, and, often under the same roof, a byre for the cattle whose warmth helped heat the building through the long northern winter. It was a smoky place — there was rarely a chimney, only a smoke-hole in the roof — dim, close, and full of the mingled breath of family, servants, and beasts, but it was warm, and in a Scandinavian January warmth was worth more than air.

Cattle were the measure of everything. This is not a figure of speech: in Old Norse the same word, fé, meant both “cattle” and “wealth,” “money,” “property” — the way our own word “fee” descends from the same ancient root. A man’s herds were his bank account, and the great archaeological digs bear this out with startling extravagance. At a chieftain’s hall on Sweden’s Lake Vänern, excavators found the butchered bones of cattle slaughtered so young, and in such numbers, that the beef could only have been meant for enormous political feasts — a display of raw power that made no economic sense at all, a Viking lord quite literally eating his wealth to prove he could. Beer, beef, and politics went together; to feed hundreds of guests on prime meat and flowing ale was to broadcast, more loudly than any words, that here was a man whose friendship was worth having and whose enmity was worth fearing.

Nor was Scandinavia the closed and isolated backwater the word “barbarian” might suggest. Long before the raids began, the amber of the Baltic and the furs of the far North had traveled south along ancient trade routes to reach the Roman world, and Roman glass, wine, and gold flowed back in return; the great war-booty deposits of the Danish bogs, where defeated armies’ weapons were flung as offerings, are full of Roman blades and fittings. By the eighth century the Norse were plugged into a web of exchange that reached from the Frankish Rhineland to the steppe. The trading town of Ribe on the Jutland coast, founded around 700, is now reckoned the oldest town in Scandinavia, and its excavated layers are thick with imported glass beads, Rhenish pottery, and the debris of craftsmen working amber, bronze, and bone for a market. When the Vikings burst upon Europe, in other words, they were not naive savages stumbling out of the woods; they already knew, through trade, exactly how rich the lands to the south were, and exactly where that wealth was kept.

That winter dominated everything. For months the days shrank to a few grey hours, the ground froze, and survival depended on what had been stored in the autumn: the dried fish and salted meat, the grain in the storehouse, the hay that kept the precious cattle alive until spring. The Norse raised barley, oats, and rye where they could — barley above all, hardy enough for the short cold summers and doing double duty as bread grain and the raw stuff of ale — and kept cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and horses, fished the rivers and the sea, and hunted seal, whale, walrus, reindeer, and the wild birds of the cliffs. They ate, as a rule, twice a day: the dagmál or day-meal an hour or so after waking, and the náttmál or night-meal at the end of the working day. They made butter and cheese, brewed ale and mead, wove wool into the cloth that was one of their great exports, and worked the iron they smelted from the bog ore that lay, conveniently, in the marshes of their own country — the same humble bog iron, smelted in small clay furnaces on countless farms, that armed the raiders with swords and axes and supplied the thousands of rivets that held a longship’s planks together. It was a life of hard, skilled, unremitting work, and it bred a people who were tough, practical, self-reliant, and intensely concerned with reputation and property — because in a world without strong central authority, your standing and your possessions were defended chiefly by your own strength and the loyalty of your kin.

There was, too, a stroke of luck in the timing that the Norse themselves could never have understood. The Viking Age coincided almost exactly with a spell of gentler weather that climatologists call the Medieval Warm Period, running roughly from the ninth century to the thirteenth, when average temperatures across the North Atlantic crept up by perhaps a degree or so. It sounds trivial, but at those latitudes a single degree is the difference between a barley crop that ripens and one that rots; it lengthened the growing season, pushed the tree line and the farm-line a little higher up the valleys, and softened the sea ice that had always guarded the far North. This modest warming helped feed the rising population that pushed young men to sea in the first place, and it opened the ocean roads west — for it was into a briefly hospitable North Atlantic that the Norse sailed to settle the Faroes, Iceland, and green Greenland. When the warmth ebbed away centuries later, the Greenland colony would wither and die; but at the dawn of the Age the climate was, quietly and invisibly, on the Vikings’ side.

The rhythm of the year governed everything, and it was a rhythm of dramatic extremes. In the far north the summer brought the midnight sun, weeks when the light never fully failed and a farmer could work the fields at any hour; the winter brought the answering darkness, the polar night, when the sun barely cleared the horizon or did not rise at all. Between them fell the two great hinges of the calendar. In spring, once the ice loosed its grip on the fjords, the ships came out of their winter sheds and the season of travel, trade, and raiding began; through the light months the young men were away over the water while the old, the women, and the thralls tended the farm. In autumn the fleets came home, the harvest was gathered, the surplus beasts were slaughtered — for there was never hay enough to keep them all through the winter — and the meat was salted and smoked and hung against the lean months. Then came the long dark, the drinking of the winter ale, the telling of tales by the hearth, the working of wood and iron and wool, and the waiting. This seasonal pulse — outward in summer, inward in winter, feast at the turning-points — shaped Norse life as surely as the tides, and it meant that a “Viking” was, for most of the year, simply a farmer waiting for the ice to break.

For there was, as yet, almost no state. At the dawn of the Viking Age, Scandinavia was a patchwork of small territories ruled by petty kings and chieftains, with the free farmers gathering in local assemblies to settle disputes and make law. A “king” might rule no more than a district or a cluster of islands; his power rested on his wealth, his war-band of sworn followers, his skill at gift-giving and feasting, and his luck in war. There was no machinery of taxation, no professional army, no written law, no cities in the southern sense — only farms, trading places, and the assemblies where the community governed itself. Even the greatest of the Viking towns was tiny by the measure of the wider world: Hedeby, the bustling Danish emporium at the neck of the Jutland peninsula, was the largest urban place in all of Scandinavia, and it held perhaps fifteen hundred to two thousand souls, a village by the standards of Baghdad or Constantinople. This very weakness of central power, paradoxically, was part of what unleashed the Vikings on the world: there was no king strong enough to forbid an ambitious chieftain from gathering a crew and a ship and sailing off to make his fortune, and a great deal of glory and silver to be won by the man who dared.

Over the three centuries of the Viking Age this would slowly change. The wealth, the experience, and the ambition generated by the raids and the trade flowed back into Scandinavia and helped a few powerful families consolidate the petty kingdoms into the three realms of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden — a process bound up, as we shall see, with the coming of Christianity and the kind of organized, tax-gathering, church-backed monarchy that the Vikings had first encountered abroad. In a sense the Vikings raided the kingdoms of Europe and brought home the idea of the kingdom. You can still walk into this world today, or something close to it: the reconstructed longhouses at Lofotr in Norway or at the Ribe and Hedeby sites in Denmark, where fires smoke under turf roofs and sheep graze the yard, let a modern visitor feel the dim warmth and the animal closeness that a Norse family knew every winter of its life. But that lay in the future. At the beginning there were only the mountains and the fjords, the longhouses by the cold water, the free farmers with their cattle and their feuds, and the slender ships drawn up on the beach — and a society whose every rank, from the proud chieftain to the bound slave, we must now come to know.




Chapter 3: Jarls, Karls, and Thralls

There is an Old Norse poem, the Rígsþula, that tells how the social order of the North came to be. The god Heimdall, traveling under the name Ríg, visits three households in turn. At the first, a poor hovel, he is given coarse bread and broth, and nine months later the woman of the house bears a swarthy, gnarled, hard-working son named Thrall, from whom descend all the slaves, with their bent backs and their endless labor. At the second house, a comfortable farm, the well-made wife bears a ruddy, clear-eyed son named Karl, who learns to break oxen, build, and farm, and from whom descend the free men. At the third, a fine hall, the lady in fine linen bears a fair, sharp-eyed son named Jarl, who learns to ride, to swim, to wield weapons and read runes, and from whom descend the warriors and lords. The poem is propaganda, of course — a tidy myth that makes the steep inequalities of Norse society look like the natural order of creation — but it names, with brutal clarity, the three ranks into which that society was divided: thralls, karls, and jarls. The slave, the free farmer, and the aristocrat. To understand the Vikings, you have to understand all three.

At the top stood the jarls and the kings — the aristocracy of birth, wealth, and war. A jarl (the word becomes the English “earl”) was a great landowner and chieftain, the head of a powerful family, surrounded by a retinue of armed followers who ate at his table and fought at his command. Above the jarls, in theory, stood the kings, but the line between a powerful jarl and a petty king was often blurry, and many a king was simply the jarl who had managed to make the others obey him. The power of these men rested on three things: land, which gave them the food and the followers to be a force; treasure, the silver and gold that they used to reward and bind their men; and reputation, the priceless, fragile thing that made other men willing to follow and fight and die. A lord was expected to be open-handed — the “ring-giver,” the “breaker of arm-rings,” who distributed plunder and gifts with a generous hand and so attached warriors to himself by bonds of gratitude and obligation. A stingy lord was a contemptible lord, and a lord whose luck and generosity failed would soon find his hall empty. Archaeology has even hinted that the ranks kept physically apart at the great gatherings: the medievalist Stefan Brink has suggested that a lord’s estate might contain separate halls for separate stations — the banqueting hall of the nobleman, the humbler feasting-house of the free peasant, and the quarters of the thrall — so that the hierarchy of the Rígsþula was written not just into myth but into the very timbers of the farmstead.

The bond between a lord and his sworn warriors — his hird, his household troop — was the steel frame of the Viking war-band and one of the most powerful relationships in the culture. A man who took service with a lord swore loyalty and received in return weapons, gifts, feasting, and a share of the plunder; the supreme disgrace was to survive a battle in which one’s lord had fallen. This ethic of loyalty unto death, of the comitatus, the Norse shared with the other Germanic peoples and with their Anglo-Saxon cousins, and it animated the war-bands that crewed the Viking ships. The men who sacked Lindisfarne and stormed the walls of Paris and rowed down the Russian rivers were not a rabble but, at their core, sworn companies bound to a leader by oath, honor, and the hope of gain.

Beneath the jarls and their warriors stood the great middle mass of Norse society: the karls, the free men, and above all the free farmers — the bændr, the landowning householders who were the backbone of the population. The karl owned his farm, bore arms, attended the assembly, and answered to no man as a master. He might be poor or comfortable, the master of a single struggling holding or of a substantial estate with thralls to work it, but his freedom and his land made him a full member of the community with a voice in its affairs and a stake in its quarrels. It was the karls who filled the benches at the local thing, who served on the juries and witnessed the deals, who manned the levy when the district was threatened, and who, often enough, gathered a few neighbors and a ship and went off raiding or trading on their own account. The Viking phenomenon was so explosive precisely because it was not confined to a warrior aristocracy: an ordinary free farmer, with a share in a ship and a taste for adventure, could go viking, and a successful voyage could make a poor man rich and a rich man a chieftain. Between karl and jarl, moreover, ran finer gradations than the poem admits — wealthy landholders, war-leaders, priests of the old gods, skilled smiths and shipwrights — so that the middle rank was less a single class than a broad and jostling spectrum of the free.

And at the bottom, supporting the whole structure with their unfree labor, were the thralls — the slaves. This is the part of the Viking world that the romantic legend most thoroughly suppresses, and it cannot be suppressed in any honest account, because slavery was not incidental to Viking society but fundamental to it. The thrall was property. He or she could be bought and sold, given as a gift, worked without pay, and killed by a master with relative impunity; the children of a slave were slaves. Thralls did the heavy and degrading labor of the farm and the household — the dung-spreading, the grinding of grain, the herding, the drudgery — freeing their owners for war, trade, and the management of their affairs. Just how many there were we cannot say for certain, but scholarly estimates put the enslaved at somewhere between a tenth and a third of the whole population of Viking-Age Scandinavia — not a marginal underclass but a foundational one, without whose sweat the farms could not have run and the men could not have sailed. Where did they come from? Some were born into slavery, some fell into it through debt or as punishment, but a great many were captives — and it was the seizing and selling of captives that made slavery one of the central engines of the Viking economy.

This is the dark reality behind the silver. When a Viking crew fell on a coastal village or a monastery, they took not only its treasure but its people: the young men and women who could be carried off, kept as laborers and concubines, or — more profitably — sold. A thriving slave trade ran through the Viking world, and Dublin, founded by the Norse in 841, grew into the greatest slave market in western Europe, funneling captives seized in Ireland and Britain to buyers as distant as Muslim Spain, Iceland, and the eastern Mediterranean; so many Gaelic captives were shipped to Iceland that studies of the founding population reckon Gaels at close to forty percent of it. The trade ran east as well, where Slavic, Baltic, and other captives were driven down the Russian rivers to the wealthy buyers of the Islamic world. It is no accident that the very word “slave” in several European languages descends from “Slav,” because so many of the human beings sold in this period were Slavic captives, and the Norse were among the principal traders. The scale of the payment is staggering: archaeologists have catalogued more than seventy-five thousand Islamic silver dirhams buried in Scandinavian soil, with the single island of Gotland yielding over three hundred and fifty separate hoards, and a recent study estimated that close to half a million such coins were once buried across the region. A great part of that silver river was, quite simply, the price of human beings.

How the enslaved were treated we glimpse, chillingly, in both text and bone. The Arab diplomat Ibn Fadlan, who met a party of Rus on the Volga around the year 922, left a famous eyewitness account of a chieftain’s funeral in which an enslaved girl, having “volunteered” to accompany her dead master, was plied with drink, passed among the men, and then stabbed and strangled to be burned in his ship. The spade has confirmed that such horrors were not mere travelers’ tales. At Flakstad in northern Norway, archaeologists excavated multiple burials holding two and three bodies together, and several of the dead had been decapitated, their hands and feet bound. Isotope analysis of their bones told the story: those buried whole had lived on land food — milk, beef, the diet of the free — while the beheaded had eaten chiefly fish, the fare of the poor and unfree. The conclusion is grim and hard to escape: these were thralls, killed to be buried as grave-goods alongside the masters they had served in life, following them into death as an ox or a cauldron might.

Where in all this stood the women of the North? The Rígsþula, tellingly, defines its three ranks by their sons but pairs each with a mother, and a Norse woman’s status followed that of her family: the wife of a jarl was a great lady, the wife of a karl a free householder, and a thrall-woman the most exploited of all, worked in the fields and dairy and taken to her master’s bed at will. Yet within the free ranks women held a stronger position than in much of contemporary Christendom. A wife carried the keys to the household stores at her belt — a badge of her authority over the farm’s wealth — and archaeology finds those keys buried with her. She could own property, inherit, and instigate a divorce, simply by declaring it before witnesses; the sagas show wives who divorced husbands for offenses as small as wearing a shirt cut too low at the neck. When her husband was away trading or raiding, sometimes for years, she ran the estate alone, and the memorial rune-stones that dot the Swedish countryside were frequently raised by widows and mothers, their commissioning of these public monuments a mark of real standing. The women of the North were not the free-wielding shield-maidens of modern fantasy, but neither were they silent chattels; they were, at their best, formidable managers of property and honor in their own right.

A reader who wants to admire the Vikings — their courage, their seamanship, their art, their poetry, and there is much to admire — must also reckon with the fact that their world was built, like so many others, on the backs of the unfree, and that the taking and selling of slaves was for them not a shameful secret but ordinary, profitable business. One thread ran through every rank and bound the whole society together more tightly than any law: kinship. A Norseman was scarcely an individual at all in the modern sense; he was a node in a web of blood and marriage that defined who he was, who would stand with him, and who would avenge him. Your kin were your insurance, your army, and your court of appeal all at once. When a man was slain, it was his kin who claimed the wergild or took the blood; when he prospered, it was his kin who shared the glory; and a man without living relatives was dangerously exposed, for no one was bound to see him righted. This is why the sagas open, so often, with long recitations of ancestry — “he was the son of so-and-so, who was the son of so-and-so” — that strike a modern reader as tedious but were, to the audience, the very definition of a person, the map of his alliances and his worth. Marriage was therefore a matter far too important to leave to the young; it was a treaty between families, arranged by elders to knit kin-groups together, seal peace after a feud, or bind a rising family to an established one. The bride brought a dowry, the groom’s family paid a bride-price, and the union created obligations that reached far beyond the couple themselves. To wrong a man was to wrong his kin, and to befriend him was to gain them; in the stateless world of the North, blood was the strongest bond there was.

Between these ranks there was some movement, though not much. A freed slave — a freedman — occupied an inferior, half-free position, still owing duties to his former master, and it might take generations for his descendants to be reckoned fully free. A successful karl could rise toward the status of a chieftain; a chieftain who lost his wealth and luck could sink. A king’s son who lost the contest for power might end as an exile and a sea-rover. But the broad structure — slave below, free farmer in the middle, lord and king above — was stable and taken for granted, sanctified by the myth of Ríg’s three sons, and it traveled with the Vikings wherever they went. When they settled Iceland, they recreated it. When they founded Dublin and Jorvik, they ran them on it. It was the social DNA of the Northmen.

That the trade eventually faltered owed less to conscience than to law and faith: as Christianity spread and kingdoms strengthened, the buying and selling of Christians came under attack, and an English statute of 1102 banning the slave trade struck hard at Dublin’s business. You meet the memory of all this today in unexpected corners — in the English word “thrall,” which survives only in the phrase “in thrall to,” meaning helplessly enslaved; in “earl,” the plain descendant of jarl; and in the museums of Dublin, York, and Stockholm, where the dirham hoards glitter in their cases, beautiful and terrible at once, the wages of a trade in human lives. Holding this unequal society together, in the absence of any strong state to enforce order, was a remarkable apparatus of law and assembly — the thing, the wergild, the feud, and the lawspeaker’s memory — by which free men governed themselves, settled their quarrels, and tried, with mixed success, to keep their famously touchy honor from tearing the community apart. To that we turn next.




Chapter 4: The Thing and the Law

Once a year, in the long light of the northern summer, the free men of a district would leave their farms and travel — on foot, on horseback, by boat — to a customary meeting place: a flat field, a hillside, a holy spot marked by ancient stones, often near water. They came armed, for a free man went armed everywhere, and they came to do the public business of their community: to make and recite the law, to judge disputes, to witness sales and marriages and divorces, to outlaw the wicked and reconcile the feuding, and to decide the great questions of war, alliance, and, on occasion, the choice of a king. This assembly was the thing — in Old Norse the þing — and it was one of the most distinctive and important institutions of the Norse world. In a society with no police, no standing army, no salaried officials, and for most of the Age no written law, the thing was the machinery by which order was maintained and the will of the community expressed. It was, in its rough way, government by the governed.

The thing has a strong claim to be the Vikings’ most enduring political legacy, more lasting than any of their conquests. The word survives in the Norwegian Storting, the Danish Folketing, and the Manx Tynwald, whose annual open-air ceremony on the Isle of Man descends in unbroken line from the Norse assembly and is among the oldest continuous parliaments on earth. And the grandest of all the Viking assemblies, the Icelandic Althing, founded around the year 930 on the dramatic lava plain of Thingvellir, was nothing less than a national parliament for an entire commonwealth — a yearly gathering where the law of all Iceland was recited, the courts sat, and the chieftains thrashed out the affairs of the island. It was no accident that Thingvellir was chosen: the site sat roughly midway between the main early settlements of the southwest, reachable by horse from every quarter, and offered flat ground for a great crowd, fresh water close at hand, and towering walls of black lava that formed a natural amphitheatre in which a single reciting voice could carry over thousands of listeners. There, for a fortnight each summer, an island the size of a small European kingdom governed itself without a king, and it went on doing so, in one form or another, for more than eight and a half centuries — the Althing met at Thingvellir until 1798 and survives, transplanted to Reykjavík, as the parliament of Iceland today. The point to grasp now is that the Norse, for all their violence, were also an intensely legalistic people, fascinated by law and procedure, and that the assembly stood at the center of their public life.

What did the thing actually do? First and foremost, it preserved and declared the law. Before writing, the law existed only in human memory, and that memory was the charge of a special officer, the lawspeaker (lögsögumaðr), whose duty was to know the whole law by heart and to recite a portion of it aloud at each assembly so that it should not be forgotten or altered. In Iceland the lawspeaker was elected for a three-year term and was expected, over those three summers, to recite the entire body of the law from memory — so that in principle the whole legal inheritance of the nation passed through one man’s tongue in the course of his tenure. The image is a powerful one: a man standing on a rock before the assembled people, reciting from memory the accumulated wisdom and rules of the community, the living embodiment of the law in a world that had not yet learned to fix it on parchment. Beside him worked the lögrétta, the law council, made up of the island’s district chieftains, the goðar, who together amended old law and made new. The lawspeaker was not a judge or a ruler; he had no power to enforce anything. He was a memory and an authority, and his recitation was the community reminding itself of who it was and how it had agreed to live. When the Icelanders finally did commit their law to writing in the winter of 1117–18, it filled the great code we call Grágás, the “Grey Goose” — one of the most detailed and remarkable law-books of the medieval world, ranging from homicide and inheritance to a startlingly modern-looking provision that the community must feed and shelter those too poor to fend for themselves.

Second, the thing was a court. When one free man had a grievance against another — a killing, a theft, an insult, a disputed boundary, a broken contract — he could bring his case to the assembly, where it would be heard and judged according to the law. The procedure was elaborate, formal, and demanding; a man had to know the right forms of words, summon the right witnesses, and observe the right steps, and a slip in procedure could lose an otherwise just case. But here we meet the central limitation of Norse justice, and the reason the sagas are so full of bloodshed: the thing could deliver a verdict, but it had no power to carry it out. There was no sheriff to arrest the guilty, no prison to hold them, no executioner on the public payroll. If the court ordered a man to pay compensation and he refused, or if it declared him an outlaw, it was up to the wronged party and his kin to make the judgment stick — by force if necessary. The law set the terms; the family enforced them.

The heaviest weapon the court possessed was not death but exile — outlawry, the casting of a man out of the protection of law altogether. Icelandic law knew two degrees. Lesser outlawry banished the offender from the country for three years; full outlawry was social annihilation. The full outlaw, skóggangsmaðr — “forest-goer” — forfeited all his property, and it became a crime for anyone to feed, shelter, or help him. He could be killed by anyone, anywhere in Iceland, without penalty; the community had, in effect, withdrawn his membership in the human world and declared open season on his life. To be made an outlaw was to be turned into a hunted animal, and the sagas are haunted by such men — most memorably Grettir the Strong, who survived nearly two decades as an outlaw before he was finally run down and killed.

This is why the wergild and the feud loomed so large in the Norse imagination. The wergild — literally “man-price” — was the compensation owed for killing or injuring a person, a sum carefully graded according to the victim’s rank: a jarl was worth far more than a karl, a karl far more than a thrall (whose death was reckoned mainly as damage to his owner’s property). A full free man might be reckoned at a hundred silver aurar, payable in installments to his kin. The whole point of the wergild was to give the kin of a slain man an alternative to vengeance: take the silver, the law urged, and let the matter rest, rather than killing in return and setting off a cycle of retaliation that could consume both families for generations. The Norse also drew a sharp and revealing line between an honest killing and a murder: a man who slew another and then openly announced the deed — declaring himself the killer at the nearest farm or assembly — had committed a killing that the law could weigh and price, whereas the man who killed by stealth and hid the body had committed morð, secret murder, the coward’s crime, and forfeited any hope of settlement. Often the system worked, and a settlement was reached, oaths sworn, and peace restored. But honor was a fierce and brittle thing in this society, and many a family felt that to accept payment for a slain kinsman, rather than blood, was a shame they could not bear. So the feuds ran on, killing answering killing, and the sagas that record them — Njál’s Saga above all — are essentially long, grim case studies in how the machinery of law and the imperative of honor pulled against each other, and how often honor won.

Assemblies came in a tidy hierarchy, from the local up to the national. At the bottom sat the district or “quarter” things, where neighbors settled their everyday quarrels; above them, in the larger regions, met greater assemblies with wider authority; and at the summit, in some lands, stood a supreme assembly for the whole people. Norway had its ancient regional things — the Gulathing on the west coast and the Frostathing in the north among the most venerable — whose laws were remembered and, in time, written down, and whose reach a king ignored at his peril; more than one Norwegian king had to win the consent of the assembled farmers before he could truly rule, and the phrase “with law shall the land be built,” which opens some of these old codes, expressed a genuine conviction that even a king stood beneath the law and not above it. This layering meant that a dispute too large or too stubborn for the local thing could be carried upward, and that the law recited in one valley was, broadly, the law of the whole people — a slow, patient machinery of self-government spread across a whole society, held together not by force from above but by the shared conviction of free men that the law was theirs and must be kept. It was cumbersome, it was slow, and it depended utterly on the willingness of the powerful to abide by it; but where it worked, it gave the North something rare in the early medieval world: a public life in which ordinary landowners had a real and recognized voice.

For honor was the true currency of Norse society, more precious than silver and more dangerous. A man’s worth lay in his reputation — for courage, for generosity, for keeping his word, for avenging insult and protecting his own — and that reputation was constantly at stake, tested in every transaction and exposed to every slight. To be called a coward, or worse, argr (a word implying cowardice and shameful unmanliness together), was a deadly insult that demanded an answer; the law itself recognized certain insults as grave enough to justify killing. One formal channel for settling such matters was the holmgang, the duel — literally “going to the island,” because such combats were sometimes fought on small islets or marked-off squares of ground, by agreed rules, to the death or to first blood. A man who would not defend his honor in person could lose everything; a man too quick to kill could find the whole community ranged against him. The Norse lived, in short, in a perpetual and exhausting reckoning of status, and the wise sayings collected in the poem Hávamál — counsel attributed to Odin himself — are full of shrewd, weary advice about how to navigate it: trust cautiously, watch the doors before you enter a hall, never boast of what you cannot back, and remember, in its most famous stanza, that cattle die and kinsmen die and a man himself must die, but the one thing that never dies is the judgment passed on each of us who is dead.

One should not romanticize the thing into a modern democracy, for it was neither equal nor universal. Women, thralls, and the landless had no voice in it; a great chieftain with a crowd of armed followers at his back could sway a verdict by sheer intimidation, and the sagas are candid about cases lost not on their merits but because one party could muster more spears. Iceland’s proud commonwealth had no executive at all — no king, no army, no way to compel a powerful man who simply refused to obey — and that missing keystone would, in the end, be its undoing: three centuries after the Althing’s founding, the great families fell to open war in the blood-soaked age the Icelanders remember as the Sturlung era, and in 1262, exhausted, they surrendered their independence to the king of Norway in exchange for the order a stateless society could no longer keep for itself. The lesson was not lost on later ages, and it is one reason the Viking assembly fascinates historians of government: it shows both the strength and the fatal limit of law without a state, freedom without a sovereign to guarantee it.

This world of self-help justice, touchy honor, and assembly law sounds anarchic, and it could be. But it was not lawless. It was, rather, a society that took law with deadly seriousness while lacking the centralized power to impose it — and that therefore distributed the work of enforcement across the whole body of free men and their kin. It bred people who were litigious and violent in roughly equal measure, who could spend the winter arguing fine points of procedure at the thing and the summer raiding the coasts of England, and who saw no contradiction in this, because both were ways of asserting and defending one’s standing in a competitive, dangerous world. It was a culture, in the end, that asked a great deal of the individual — courage, cunning, self-control, and the constant management of reputation — and that offered, in return, a freedom and a dignity that the bound peasants of much of the rest of Europe might well have envied. You can still stand today on the Lögberg, the Law Rock at Thingvellir — now a UNESCO World Heritage site where the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates visibly pull apart — and look out over the very ground where a nation once made its law aloud, under the open sky, with no ruler to command it.

But the Norseman did not think he stood alone in this struggle. Around him, behind the visible world, stood the great powers he worshipped and feared and bargained with — the gods of Asgard, the spirits of the land, the implacable Norns who spun the threads of fate. To know the Vikings, we must enter their imagination, and meet their gods.




Chapter 5: The Gods of Asgard

In the beginning, the Norse believed, there was neither earth nor sky nor sea, only a yawning emptiness called Ginnungagap, with a world of fire to the south and a world of ice to the north. Where the fire’s heat met the ice’s cold, the dripping rime quickened into life, and from it came the first being, the giant Ymir, and the primal cow Audhumla, who licked the salty ice and freed from it the ancestor of the gods. The gods, when they came, slew Ymir and made the world from his body: his flesh became the earth, his blood the sea, his bones the mountains, his skull the dome of the sky, held up at its four corners by dwarves named for the points of the compass. The whole creation was thus made out of the corpse of a giant, by violence, and the giants — Ymir’s vast and resentful kin — would forever be the enemies of the gods and the world they had built. It is a creation myth without comfort: the cosmos is a fortress raised on a battlefield, and the war is not over.

Binding this whole creation together was a single vast image, the world-tree Yggdrasil — an immense ash whose branches held up the heavens and whose three great roots reached into three distant places: to a well of wisdom guarded by the giant Mímir, to the icy spring Hvergelmir where a dragon gnawed, and to the well of the Norns, the three women who tended the tree and shaped the fates of gods and men. Around and among its limbs hung the Nine Worlds — Asgard of the gods, Midgard of humankind, Jötunheim of the giants, and the rest — so that the entire universe of the Norse imagination was pictured as a single living organism, forever eaten at by beasts and forever healing, straining against its own decay. It is one of the most haunting cosmic images any people has produced.

This was the imaginative world the Vikings inhabited, and it is preserved for us, imperfectly, in two great medieval Icelandic collections: the Poetic Edda, a gathering of old anonymous mythological and heroic poems, and the Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson, a thirteenth-century chieftain and scholar who set out, around the year 1220, to explain the old myths to a Christian age that was forgetting them. We must use these sources with care, for they were written down two and three centuries after the conversion, by Christians, and they smooth and systematize what was surely in life a varied, local, and untidy set of beliefs. Snorri himself, indeed, prefaces his handbook by explaining the old gods away as merely gifted men later mistaken for divine — a Christian’s apology for preserving pagan lore he clearly loved. But through these books, and through the poetry, the place-names, the carvings, and the reports of outsiders, we can recover the broad shape of the Norse religion — and it is a strange and powerful vision.

At the center of it stood the gods, of whom there were two families. The Æsir were the principal gods, the warlike sky-dwellers of Asgard; the Vanir were an older set of deities associated with fertility, wealth, and the sea, who, the myths say, fought the Æsir to a draw in a primal war and were then joined to them. The greatest of the Æsir was Odin — Óðinn, the Allfather — and he is one of the most complex and disturbing gods in any pantheon. Odin was the god of war, but not of honest open battle so much as of victory by any means: of cunning, treachery, and the frenzy that overtakes men in the killing. He was the god of poetry, who had won the sacred mead of inspiration by seduction and theft. He was the god of wisdom, who had sacrificed an eye at the well of Mímir to drink of its knowledge, and who had hung nine nights on the world-tree, wounded with his own spear, “myself given to myself,” to seize the secret of the runes and pass their power to humankind. He kept two ravens, Huginn and Muninn — Thought and Memory — that flew over the world each day and returned to whisper its news in his ear. He was the god of the dead, the gallows-god, the lord of the slain, who gathered chosen warriors to his hall to prepare for the last battle. He was not a god to love. He was a god to fear and to bargain with — and, notoriously, a god who betrayed his own favorites, granting them victory after victory only to let them fall at last, because he needed the bravest dead for the war that was coming.

If Odin was the god of kings, poets, and the sinister arts, Thor — Þórr — was the god of the common man, and probably the most widely and warmly worshipped deity in the North. Thor was the thunderer, the red-bearded giant-killer, the defender of gods and humans against the forces of chaos. With his belt of strength and his great hammer Mjölnir, which returned to his hand when thrown, he roamed the world smashing giants and trolls, and the rumble of thunder was the rolling of his goat-drawn chariot across the sky. He was enormous, hungry, hot-tempered, and not over-clever, but he was reliable in a way Odin never was: where Odin schemed and betrayed, Thor simply protected, and the ordinary farmer who feared the giants of frost and mountain and storm looked to Thor as his champion. The archaeology bears out his popularity with startling force: more than a thousand tiny hammer amulets have been recovered across the Viking world, worn at the neck for protection, and — contrary to the popular image of Mjölnir as purely a war-god’s weapon — most of them come not from warriors’ graves but from the burials of women and children and from ordinary homes, objects to bless a wedding, a birth, or a funeral. For a long time scholars even argued over what the little T-shaped pendants were meant to be, until in 2014 one dug from the Danish island of Lolland settled the matter, for it carried a runic inscription that reads, plainly, “this is a hammer.” As Christianity advanced, such amulets were sometimes worn in deliberate defiance of the cross, and one enterprising smith is known to have cast crosses and hammers from the very same mould, hedging his bets between the two faiths. When a Norseman swore his most solemn oath, he often swore it on a holy ring in the name of Thor.

Around these two stood a crowd of other powers. Tyr, the one-handed god of war and the law, who had lost his hand binding the monstrous wolf. Baldr, the beautiful and beloved, whose death by a trick would be the first great grief of the gods and an omen of the end. Heimdall, the watchman of the gods, who could hear grass growing and would blow the horn at the last day. Njord of the sea and his children Freyr and Freyja — the Vanir — gods of fertility, prosperity, love, and also, in Freyja’s case, of war and the dead, for she too claimed a share of the slain and, the myths say, took the first pick of the fallen before Odin. Frigg, Odin’s wife, who knew all fates but spoke none. And, most fascinating and dangerous of all, Loki — not quite a god and not
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