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DEDICATION

For King Olaf.

As for “The Last Viking,” Harald Hardrada,

may I be his last and greatest skald.






[image: The title image for An illustration of a carved dragon head from the bow of a ship, overlaid with text reading 'Don Hollway, author of The Last Viking, Hammer of the Gods: King Olaf's Viking Conquest'.]




CONTENTS


	List of Illustrations and Maps

	Author’s Note

	Dramatis Personae

	Prologue: The Return of the Vikings

	PART ONE

	I Murder

	II Hunted

	III Nowhere to Hide

	IV Pirates

	V Slave

	VI Varangians

	VII First Blood

	VIII The Battle of the Danevirke

	IX Warrior

	X Conquest of the Rus

	XI Prima Signatio

	PART TWO

	XII Jomsborg

	XIII The Slavic Revolt

	XIV King of the Wends

	XV Of God and Gods

	XVI The Jomsvikings

	XVII The Prophecy

	XVIII A New Beginning

	XIX To the Death

	XX Ireland

	XXI Maldon

	XXII The Prince of England

	XXIII Crusade

	PART THREE

	XXIV King Olaf I

	XXV Hammer of God

	XXVI God’s Viking

	XXVII Kings and Queens

	XXVIII The Trap

	XXIX The Battle of Svolder

	Epilogue: The Saga of King Olaf

	Sources

	Bibliography

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	Plates






LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS AND MAPS


Plate Section Illustrations

In the 1920s Kung Tryggves Grav on the Swedish coast was rebuilt to resemble the Viking Age tomb, which originally dates from the Bronze Age. (Lise Ivanoff, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

Some Vikings were both pagan and Christian. Viking smiths cast amulets of Thor’s hammer Mjolnir in the shape of a cross. (Photo by Werner Forman/Universal Images Group/Getty Images)

Constantinople’s Hagia Sophia is today Istanbul’s Aya Sofya, an Islamic mosque. Except for the Arabic symbols, the interior is much as Olaf experienced it. (muharremz/iStock)

The hermitage of St. Elidius on St. Helens, Scilly Islands, where Olaf is said to have heard the prophesy of his life, and was also nearly killed. (Des Blenkinsopp, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 2.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)

The beach on Tresco, Scilly Islands. St. Helens in the distance. The Old Blockhouse at left was built circa 1550 to defend against French attack. (David Chapman/Alamy Stock Photo)

Ruins of the old abbey on Tresco. Olaf very likely walked under this arch as he underwent Christian baptism. (Stephen McKay, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 2.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)

The Viking fleet led by Olaf Tryggvason to ravage the English coast in AD 991 was the largest seen in decades. (Classic Image/Alamy Stock Photo)

Statue of Byrhtnoth, the Anglo-Saxon ealdorman who died fighting Olaf’s Vikings at the Battle of Maldon, AD 991. (Oxyman, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

Today the battlefield at Maldon is a tidal bog, but a thousand years ago was solid ground, ideal for Viking Age warfare. (Mick Sharp/Alamy Stock Photo)

At low tide the causeway to Northey Island lies exposed, but at high tide is underwater. (Trevor Harris, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 2.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)

The Battle of Maldon, AD 991. Viking raiders cross the causeway from Northey Island as their front ranks engage the Anglo-Saxon shield wall. (Artwork by Peter Dennis © Osprey Publishing)

Leif Erikson Discovers America by Hans Dahl. Sent by King Olaf to Christianize Greenland, Leif was blown off course and discovered the New World by accident. (IanDagnall Computing/Alamy Stock Photo)

Olaf Tryggvason’s Last Stand at Svolder by Angus McBride. Whether Olaf survived the battle is still disputed and will probably never be resolved. (Artwork by Angus McBride © Osprey Publishing)

The Icelandic Thing by W. G. Collingwood. Icelanders decided to accept Christianity at their thing, which is still survives as the world’s oldest parliament. (© The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved)

England’s King Aethelred II, reviled for paying Vikings danegeld to stop raiding, named Olaf his foster son to defend against other Vikings. (CBW/Alamy Stock Photo)

Statue of Olaf Tryggvason in Trondheim, Norway, where he is revered for bringing Christianity to the Vikings. (Artem Bolshakov/iStock)



Maps

Northern Europe, 10th Century10 



[image: A map of northern Europe in the tenth century, labelled with countries, empires, cities and peoples.]





AUTHOR’S NOTE

As with the first two-thirds of what has become my Viking trilogy, The Last Viking and Battle for the Island Kingdom, I have taken some liberties in translation and spelling. Icelandic, Old Norse and Old English use letters that don’t exist in modern English, such as eth (uppercase Ð, lowercase ð), thorn (uppercase Þ, lowercase þ) and wynn (uppercase Ƿ, lowercase ƿ). I’ve substituted the standard transliterations of d, th and w respectively. I have likewise simplified the extra letters in the modern Scandinavian alphabets – the ogonek O (Ǫ, ǫ), slashed O (Ø, ø), ringed A (Å, å), A-umlaut (Ä, ä) and ligatured AE (Æ, æ) – to their English counterparts. Then there is the Tironian et (⁊), an Old English shorthand used profusely throughout the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as a medieval ampersand, &, as in et cetera. It meant “and,” and was pronounced ond except when following the letter s, when – because otherwise it would be just too simple – it was pronounced sond and meant “water” in the sense of the modern English “sound,” as in Long Island Sound. All this is so that we may read, for example, Gudrod and Aelfwine instead of Guðrøð ⁊ Ælfƿine. 

Also, in old Scandinavian languages many names had a nominative case ending (for example, Sveinn instead of Svein, Olafr instead of Olaf, Freyr instead of Frey), which, as is the usual practice in English translations, I have dropped. Technically the second ‘l’ of ‘Thorkell’ is such an ending, but hardly anybody ever spells it “Thorkel” even in English, so I left that one as is, at my own discretion. And readers of The Last Viking might note that book’s title character, Harald Sigurdsson (as he is commonly but incorrectly known in English) is herein Harald Sigurdarson, a minor character but with a more accurately transliterated surname. I’ve also dropped the “silent” apostrophe from the Russian/Ukrainian Rus’, which signifies the Cyrillic soft sign (Ь, ь) as in Русь, which in English pronunciation is the difference between Roos and Rooss, i.e., none.

Additionally, I have updated some of the Victorian-era translations of the sagas, which relied more on rhythm and rhyme than did the original scribes, and some of the Victorian spellings, punctuation and wording as well – i.e., scald becomes skald – as I saw fit. Rather than a word-for-word translation of Latin, Old Norse or Old English, which in many instances makes little sense in modern English, I have opted for what I interpret as the original writers’ intended meaning. Any transcription errors are therefore mine.

Readers who wish to dive further into Olaf Tryggvason’s original sagas will note that they often disagree on the sequence and even the existence of certain events. Concrete dates were anathema to Icelandic monks. To be charitable, the scribes’ chronological confusion stems from their limited access to accurate historical records, their reliance on mutable oral traditions, the century or so elapsed between Olaf’s life and its first documentation, the difficulty of going back and rewriting chapters based on later information and, undeniably, editorial license – the authors’ focus on storytelling and political and religious agendas rather than strict historical accuracy. All this makes it virtually impossible to reconcile the timelines. Even Olaf’s birth year is debatable. Working backward from the known date of his accession in AD 995, his earliest biographer, the Icelandic chronicler Ari Thorgilsson (AD 1067/8–1148), set it at 973, and the anonymous author of the 12th-century Agrip af Noregskonungasogum, the “Summary of the Norwegian Kings’ Sagas,” in 968, but they were obviously mistaken; we now know that certain crucial events in Olaf’s life could have happened only prior to that. In compiling Olaf’s first saga, the 12th-century monk Odd Snorrason went to some effort doing the same backward calculation, arriving at a birth date of 963. Though later historians have set it as early as AD 958, to tell one story rather than accounting for all the different versions, I have followed Odd’s reasoning, started from his beginning, and thereafter ordered events in what I see as the most logical sequence, which will necessarily disagree with Odd and some of the other old accounts. Every date herein might best be considered to have a question mark after it.

Finally, when I wrote The Last Viking, back before the 2021 Russian invasion of Ukraine, the #KyivNotKiev social media campaign had not yet caught fire, and “Kiev” was still the common Romanized English spelling. I’m now following the United States Board on Geographic Names in using Kyiv. 

Don Hollway

April 2024




DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE NORWEGIANS

Astrid Eiriksdottir: Queen of Viken, AD 946–963, mother of Olaf Tryggvason

Astrid Tryggvadottir: Daughter of Olaf Tryggvason, wife of Erling Skjalgsson

Eirik Hakonarson: Son of Hakon Sigurdarson, Jarl of Lade 1000–1012; Governor of Norway and Earl of Northumbria 1017–c. 1023

Erlend Hakonarson: Son of Hakon Sigurdarson

Erling Skjalgsson: Baron of Sola, Rogaland, 996–1028  

Eirik Haraldsson, “Bloodaxe”: King of Norway, 931–933; King of Northumbria, 947–948, 952–954 

Gunnhild Gormsdottir (or Ozursdottir), “Mother of Kings”: Wife of Bloodaxe, Queen Consort of Norway, 931–933

Gudrod Bjornsson: King of Vestfold, 946–963 

Hakon Haraldsson, “the Good”: King of Norway, 934–961

Hakon Sigurdarson, “the Bad”: Jarl of Lade, 961–971; Jarl of Norway, 975–995

Harald Eiriksson, “Greycloak”: King of Norway, 961–c. 970

Harald Sigurdarson, “Hardrada”: King of Norway, 1046–1066

Olaf II Haraldsson: King of Norway, 1015–1028

Olaf I Tryggvason: King of Norway, 995–1000

Sigurd Eiriksson: Uncle of Olaf Tryggvason, druzhinnik of Grand Prince Vladimir

Sigurd Hlodvirsson, “the Stout”: Jarl of Orkney, the Shetlands, Hebrides and Man, 991–1014

Svein Hakonarson: Son of Hakon Sigurdarson, Jarl of Lade 1000–1016 

Thora Skagadottir: Wife of Jarl Hakon Sigurdarson 

Thorir “Klakka”: Viking trader, raider, traitor 

Tryggvi Olafsson: King of Viken, 946–963, father of Olaf Tryggvason

THE SWEDES

Eirik Bjornsson, “the Victorious”: King of Sweden, AD c. 970–c. 995

Olaf Eiriksson, “Tax King”: Son of Eirik the Victorious and Sigrid the Haughty; King of Sweden, c. 995–1022

Sigrid Tostisdottir, “the Haughty”: Queen consort of Sweden, Denmark, Norway and England

Styrbjorn Olafsson, “the Strong”: Nephew of King Eirik, attempted usurper; died c. 986



THE DANES

Harald Gormsson, “Bluetooth”: King of Denmark, AD c. 958–c. 986; King of Norway, c. 970–c. 985/986

Harald Knutsson, “Gold-Harald”: Nephew of Harald Bluetooth

Palnatoki: Chieftain of the Jomsvikings, early 980s

Sigvaldi Strut-Haraldsson: Chieftain of the Jomsvikings, c. 980s–1000

Svein Haraldsson, “Forkbeard”: Son of Bluetooth; King of Denmark, 986–1014; King of Norway, c. 999/1000–1013/14; King of England, 1013–1014

Thyri Haraldsdottir: Wife of Olaf Tryggvason, Queen of Norway 999–1000

THE RUS

Dobrynya: Uncle of Prince Vladimir

Olava: Consort of Prince Vladimir

Olga: Grandmother of Prince Vladimir, wife of Svyatoslav I

Svyatoslav I: Prince of Kyiv, AD 945–972, father of Prince Vladimir

Vladimir I, “the Great”: Prince of Novgorod 970–1015; Grand Prince of Kyiv, 978–1015

Yaropolk I: Prince of Kyiv, 970–978; Prince of Kyivan Rus 976–978

THE WENDS AND POLES

Astrid: Daughter of Burislav, wife of Sigvaldi, Queen of Jomsborg, early 980s

Burislav: Wendish king, possibly identical with Polish Duke Mieszko I

Gunnhild: Daughter of Burislav, Queen of Denmark, c. 995 (?)

Mieszko I: Duke of Poland, 960–992

Mstislav: Son of Mstivoj, Wendish king to c. 1018 

Mstivoj: Father of Mstislav, Wendish king to c. 995

Geira: Daughter of Burislav, Queen of Jomsborg to c. 984

THE SAXONS

Bernard I: Duke of Saxony, AD 973–1011

Dietrich of Haldensleben: Margrave of the Nordmark, Saxony, 965–983

Otto I, “the Great”: Duke of Saxony, King of East Francia, 936–973; King of Italy, 961–973; Holy Roman Emperor, 962–973

Otto II, “the Red”: King of Germany, 961–983; Holy Roman Emperor, 973–983; King of Italy, 980–983

Otto III: King of Germany, 983–1002; King of Italy, 996–1002; Holy Roman Emperor 996–1002

THE JOMSVIKINGS

Bjorn “the Welsh”: early 980s–986

Bui Visetisson: early 980s–986

Palnatoki: Jomsviking chieftain, early 980s

Sigurd Visetisson: early 980s–986

Sigvaldi Strut-Haraldsson: Jomsviking chieftain, early 980s–early 1000s

Thorkell, “the Tall”: Brother of Sigvaldi, Jomsviking chieftain, early 1000s–early 1020s

Vagn Akesson: Grandson of Palnatoki, early 980s–986

THE IRISH

Amlaib mac Sitric (Olaf Sigtryggsson), “Cuaran”: King of Northumbria, AD 941–944; King of Dublin 945–947

Sitric mac Amlaib (Sigtrygg II Olafsson), “Silkbeard”: Son of Amlaib mac Sitric; King of Dublin, 989–1036

THE ENGLISH

Aelfwine: Possibly son of Aelfric Cild, Ealdorman of Mercia, c. AD 983–985

Aethelred II, “the Unready”: King of England, 978–1013

Byrhtnoth: Ealdorman of Essex, c. 931–991

Gytha: Wife of Olaf Tryggvason, 989–1000, mother of Tryggvi Olafsson




And then the blue-eyed Norseman told

A Saga of the days of old.

“There is,” said he, “a wondrous book

Of Legends in the old Norse tongue,

Of the dead kings of Norroway, –

Legends that once were told or sung

In many a smoky fireside nook

Of Iceland, in the ancient day,

By wandering Saga-man or Skald…”

Longfellow, Tales of a Wayside Inn




PROLOGUE The Return of the Vikings

In those days raids were often made by the Danes on the English, and they inflicted serious devastation, landing as they did in so many places by ship.

The Liber Eliensis

August, AD 991

It was not supposed to ever happen again: English people dying at the hands of Vikings. It had been almost forty years since the Anglo-Saxons had slain Eirik Bloodaxe, the last Viking ruler of York, and driven his warriors from England. Across the North Sea the Norsemen were said to be divided, quarreling, the Danes laying even stronger claim to Norway than to England. Yes, in the past decade or so there had been some sporadic raids along the coast – Southampton, Thanet and Chester in 980, Cornwall, Devon and Wales in 981, Dorset and the isle of Portland in 982, Watchet in Somerset in 988 – leading one monk to depict the raiders as a biblical scourge, minions of the devil. Still, compared to the old days a century past, when the Great Heathen Army had conquered half of England – the Danelaw – these were small-scale affairs, the attack on Dorset and Portland comprising just three ships. Petty theft, not conquest. 

This latest raid was something more. Something bigger.

The first reports came from Folcanstan, modern Folkestone, where the English Channel worries away at the chalk cliffs of the Kentish coast. In Victorian times it would be a seaside resort for rich aristocrats, but at the end of the 10th century it was still just a small fishing village of a few hundred people, with the ruins of an old Roman villa on the clifftop to the north, and a 7th-century Benedictine nunnery on the one to the south. The former was abandoned and empty, but the latter suitably defenseless and rich: religious artifacts and reliquaries, gold crosses, silver goblets and the like, not to mention virgin nuns to make prized slaves. Furthermore, a main road led inland, offering easy access to nearby towns and minsters. All in all, a good place to blood new men – give them a taste of battle – but tarrying too long to plunder invited counterattack. Facing an enemy army was not to the Vikings’ taste. They preferred to hit and run, and by the time the typical English militia of farmers and villagers, the fyrd, could be summoned, assembled, organized and led to the defense, they were long gone.

But they did not go far. The next raid came just twenty-odd miles to the north, up around the convex Kentish coast at Sandwic, modern Sandwich. In those days before the river Stour silted up, the village was not two miles inland as today, but a major port right on the water. (Sandwic means “market town on the sand.”) Vikings had sacked the place in 851, and would do so again in 1006, but in the interim Sandwich had grown fat on trade, a middleman with partners both inland and across the Channel. It boasted a mint and a town wall, though of wood, the stone walls of the Roman-era fortress having long since been abandoned and fallen into ruin. The Vikings could loot the mint of silver, fill their longships with food and supplies and be gone, still ahead of any English reprisal.

Then north again, across the Thames estuary to East Anglia, and the richest target yet: Gippeswyc, modern Ipswich, where the river Gipping runs into the tidal, brackish river Orwell. It was one of England’s premier port towns, with a population probably exceeding 4,000, trading in pottery and wool, again with its own mint but with better defenses than Folkestone or Sandwich. The Vikings knew those defenses well, because their forefathers had built them, around a little Anglo-Saxon village at the high tide mark, back when East Anglia was part of the Danelaw. Around the year 900 they had circled it with an earthen bulwark topped with a wooden palisade. Ipswich still had a large Danish population with little love for their Anglo-Saxon overlords, who may even have provided the raiders with a safe harbor, but the copy of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle written at the Old Minster in Winchester, around the time of the attack, says the Vikings eall ofereode, “overran all.” This was no minor sortie, but a full-fledged strandhogg, a marauding for plunder and slaves, just like the bad old days.

Whatever business the Vikings had in Ipswich, they did not long tarry there. The fleet doubled back down to the next estuary to the south: the river Blackwater, then called the Panta, which drains the bogs of Essex – Eastseaxe, the former “kingdom of the East Saxons” – into the North Sea. 

On arrival the raiders had a choice. They could take the Blackwater’s northern tributary, the river Colne, to attack the county’s largest town, Colchester, or its southern tributary, the river Chelmer, to attack the second-largest, Maldon. For its part, Colchester was defended by a stone wall almost twenty feet high, left over from when the town was Roman Camulodunum. Maldon (Old English Maeldon, “Monument Hill”), atop a bluff above a bend in the Chelmer, was a burh, a town of perhaps a thousand souls, fortified in the later Anglo-Saxon fashion, with an earthen bank and wood palisade. It had proven strong enough to stand off Danish attacks in 917 and again in 924, as a result of which the town was granted a mint. That only made it, like the others, a more enticing target. 

The Vikings decided it was time to test Maldon’s defenses again, but probably only because of Northey Island, about a mile south of Maldon in the tidal estuary where the Blackwater lets out into the North Sea. As sea rovers, Northmen preferred islands for anchorages, which gave them maximum shorefront on which to beach their dragon ships, plus a natural moat for defense. The very first recorded Viking raid in England, in AD 793, had been at Lindisfarne, a tidal island off the Northumbrian coast. Easy pickings there had led to more and more Viking raids, and eventually to their conquest of England. The locals had to be fearing that these Vikings were in search of a base of operations from which to launch a new Danelaw, for by all accounts this, too, was a sizable Viking fleet. 

Returning south, however, may have been a mistake on the raiders’ part. It gave English reprisal a chance to catch up.

[image: ]

The defense of Essex fell to one Byrhtnoth, its ealdorman, elder man, a kind of prototypical earl, second only to the king and serving as his viceroy or governor.1 The Liber Eliensis, the “Book of Ely,” a history compiled in the 12th century by the monks of Ely Abbey in eastern Cambridgeshire, reports, “He was articulate, big and strong, dependable in war against enemies of the kingdom, and very brave, unafraid of death.” In 991 Byrhtnoth was some sixty years old, old enough to remember the English triumph over Eirik Bloodaxe and the Danelaw, old enough even to have taken part in it, but not too old to do it again. 

He issued summons to the chieftains of every village in eastern Essex. Each sent his best warriors, his contribution to his lord’s fyrd. Villagers, farmers, yes, armed at best with spears, and mostly with hay forks and wood hatchets. How many there were, the old accounts do not reveal. Estimates range from a mere 500 to three or four thousand, which in medieval times was a considerable army, certainly enough to run off a bunch of Viking raiders. On top of that the ealdorman could add another hundred or so men of his own: his hird, his personal troops, well-armed and armored, trained and fed at his expense and sworn to fight for him. “And all the shire chieftains swore loyalty to Byrhtnoth, as to a great commander,” records the Book of Ely, “because of his great integrity and faith, so that under his leadership they could best defend against the enemy.”

Colchester, Byrhtnoth’s capital in Essex, is actually closer to Ipswich than to Maldon, which was a solid twenty-mile march away. A rider on a good horse might cover that in a few hours or less. Word of the Viking landing could have reached the ealdorman while the invaders were still disembarking and preparing to attack the town. Call it a day at least, though, for his summons to go out to the villages and for the fyrd to respond, then another for the English to march down through the dense forests of inland Essex, accumulating troops as they went. Byrhtnoth could only hope Maldon’s walls held off the Vikings until he came to the rescue.

Imagine his shock when, arriving on the south bank of the Blackwater, he could look across the channel to Northey Island. It’s shaped roughly like a triangle pointed north, less than half a square mile in area and not quite a mile on each side. And its banks were packed with a fleet of almost a hundred beached dragon ships, and Viking warriors – three, four, five thousand or more. Far exceeding the little Viking raiding parties of the past few decades, they were on a par with the Great Heathen Army of 865, and all ready to battle Byrhtnoth and his Anglo-Saxons. He could be glad they had arrived at high tide. “Neither army could attack the other because of the high water flooding in after the ebbtide,” recorded the anonymous, contemporary English poet who would immortalize the encounter in verse. “The river separated them.”

Then and now, however, Northey is only an island twelve hours a day. Recent geological studies of the site suggest that over the centuries the river has carved out the southern channel, today 300 yards wide and at high tide ten feet underwater, but in 991 a little less than half that width and a little over half as deep, though with a current strong enough to sweep away any army afoot. At low tide, though, Northey is a peninsula, connected by its southwest point to the south bank of the Blackwater by a narrow, Roman-era causeway that still stretches across the channel, though now of modern construction, still submerged at high tide – in effect, a bridge over the river. In a few hours the tide would go out, the water level would drop, and nothing would stop the Vikings from storming over to the mainland to kill Byrhtnoth and all his men.

Meanwhile the channel, though flooded, was not so broad that one side could not taunt the other. The poet recorded that a single Viking, versed in Old English, came to the riverbank to where Byrhtnoth could see him, to shout across the water: “In the name of these bold seamen, I command you to send us treasure, and quickly, for it would be better if you paid tribute to avoid this spear-duel rather than fight hard battle with us.”

That was a polite offer from the commander of such an army. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle – one of its many versions, anyway – records his name: Anlaf, the Old English version of the Norwegian Olaf.

It was a common Scandinavian name, but in the year 991 there was only one such Olaf capable of putting together so large a fleet, and his name was already well known in England: Olaf, son of Tryggvi. A great warrior, it was said, well traveled, experienced in warfare, but at the same time with the manner of a king, and even claimed by some to be Christian. This Olaf was supposedly an exile, an outlaw in his own homeland of Norway, yet somehow he had assembled the largest Viking invasion fleet England had seen in decades. Perhaps large enough even to conquer the kingdom. Again. 

What exile, what outlaw could draw so many Viking warriors to his banner?

Who was this Olaf Tryggvason?

[image: ]

His exploits were first recorded in verse by his skald, his court scribe, Hallfred Ottarsson, called Vandraedaskald, “Troublesome Poet.” In the late 11th or early 12th century the Icelandic priest-historians Saemund Sigfusson and Ari Thorgilsson set these oral traditions down in writing. (Both men were nicknamed frodi, “the Wise” or “the Learned,” because they were literate, a relative rarity in those days. Saemund wrote in Latin, and Ari in Old Norse.) Much of their work has been lost, but it served as source material for the Norwegian synoptics, the oldest preserved kings’ sagas: The Historia Norwegiae, “History of Norway,” by an anonymous monk probably around AD 1220, but possibly as early as 1150; the Historia de Antiquitate Regum Norwagiensium, “History of the Antiquity of the Norwegian Kings,” by Theodoricus Monachus, Theodoric the Monk, probably in the 1180s; and the Agrip af Noregskonungasogum, “Summary of the Norwegian Kings’ Sagas,” written in Old Norse by an anonymous Norwegian around 1190. 

That was about the time – 200 years after Olaf Tryggvason’s death – that Odd Snorrason, a monk in the Benedictine monastery at Thingeyrar in far northwest Iceland, set down his life story. Though originally written in Latin, Odd’s Olafs saga Tryggvasonar is considered the earliest extant full-length king’s saga. Odd’s original text is lost as well, but it was expanded and translated into Old Norse by his brother monk Gunnlaug Leifsson. The 13th-century Icelandic historian and politician Snorri Sturluson incorporated their work in his Heimskringla, “Circle of the World,” a collection of sagas of Swedish and Norwegian kings. And in the 14th century Olaf’s story was embellished and enlarged again as Olafs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, “The Greatest Saga of Olaf Tryggvason,” generally believed to have been written, or at least translated from the Latin, by the monk, abbot and scholar Berg Sokkason, with added apocryphal scenes of religious visions and miracles until his version of the story verged on medieval fantasy.

There are plenty of Scandinavian chronicles that mention Olaf: among others, the Fagrskinna, “Fair Parchment”; the Orkneyinga Saga of the Orkney Islands; the Islendingabok, “Book of Icelanders,” and many more. Olaf even receives passing mention in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the annals of English history. And this says nothing of the myriad praise poems and sagas sung of him by numerous Norwegian skalds. (A complete listing of the major sources may be found in the back of this book; the minor ones are too numerous to list. Olaf was that famous.) As the present volume incorporates all the versions of the sagas, it might be taken as an update to Olafs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, but it also includes background and analysis not to be found in any of the medieval versions of the tale. 

It must be said that these many versions disagree with each other to varying extent. Most – Odd, Snorri and Berg; Theodoricus Monachus; the Fagrskinna, Agrip and Historia – are Icelandic or Norwegian, which in those days was the same thing, and they generally take a flattering, not to say propagandistic, view of King Olaf. On the other hand, Saxo Grammaticus was Danish, and Adam of Bremen was German but learned Viking history at the Danish royal court, so we might consider theirs as opposing opinions. Then again, theirs are more general histories, not so focused on Olaf. The lack of detail, confusion of facts, and conflicts in the various accounts renders them impossible to reconcile. To wring a story out of it all requires a certain amount of supposition and speculation, a willingness to surmise (but always based in scholarship) in order to straighten out the timelines and fill in the blanks. On top of that, subjects the ancient writers skipped over, trusting in their audiences’ familiarity with them – the Northern European slave trade; Christianity vs. paganism; how to fight with a battleaxe – are entirely alien to modern readers, and must be enlarged upon.

Finally, this story comes to us out of the mists of prehistory, when gods were said to walk the earth and magic was taken for granted. Certain scenes will strike modern readers as medieval fantasy, as well they should. We are recounting sagas here, legends, the mingling of myth and tradition, and even in the old days imagination often overtook fact. Olaf’s earliest biographers were aware of the problem. Theodoric disclaimed, “The amount of absolute truth in my present account depends entirely on those whose stories I have written down, because I have written of things not seen but heard.” And Odd Snorrason urged, “I ask readers not to scoff at this story or be more skeptical or doubtful than necessary, for wise men have told us about his great deeds, if explaining little of his wondrous achievements. It often happens that lies and truth mix, and we have little to say about that, but we believe our sources will prove truthful.”

On the other hand, later writers edited down Olaf’s saga. Incorporating it in his Heimskringla, Snorri Sturluson, who was not a man of religion but a politician and historian, cut a full twenty-five chapters containing the more fantastic scenes of magic and prophecy. And in the 1860s the American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, in his retelling of the tale in verse, edited Snorri’s 123 chapters down to twenty-two, about 7,900 lines. It may be seen that King Olaf’s saga has lost something over the centuries.

Those centuries give us moderns the advantage of cross-referencing, research and knowledge unavailable to the ancient scribes, secluded as they were in their remote monasteries and scriptoriums. We may also flatter ourselves that we’re above primitive superstition. It’s true that we don’t have to believe in magic or gods or miracles, but we should acknowledge that people once believed in all those things, and were motivated by them and acted on them. To ignore that ignores an important part of the past. What was “true” then is part of the story today. Let us recognize when fact becomes fiction, and when legend becomes history, but remember that preserving one is just as important as the other.

 This work, then, is more than a retelling of Longfellow’s poem, or Snorri’s collection, Odd’s original saga or Berg’s embellishment. It is part compilation, part critique, part adventure, and yes, a little bit fantasy…yet all history.

“But now,” wrote Odd a millennium ago, “we should hear of the great deeds of King Olaf Tryggvason.” Best just to leave the thinking until later and for now simply enjoy, as did Odd and Berg, Snorri and Longfellow, and all the scribes who have come before us, the story of King Olaf, son of Tryggvi, in the same spirit Longfellow intended when he wrote “To An Old Danish Songbook” in 1845: 

Once some ancient Skald,

In his bleak, ancestral Iceland,

Chanted staves of these old ballads

To the Vikings.



1 In the Old English poem “The Battle of Maldon,” Byrhtnoth is referred to as eorl, a variant of the Old Norse jarl, a generic term for nobleman left over from the old Danelaw days. It was not until 1016 that Cnut the Great conquered England and made “earl” an official title, replacing ealdorman – evidence that that poem was written well after the battle.




PART ONE

And King Olaf heard the cry,

Saw the red light in the sky,

Laid his hand upon his sword,

As he leaned upon the railing,

And his ships went sailing, sailing

 Northward into Trondheim fjord. 

There he stood as one who dreamed;

And the red light glanced and gleamed

 On the armor that he wore;

And he shouted, as the rifted

Streamers o’er him shook and shifted,

 “I accept thy challenge, Thor!”

Longfellow, “The Saga of King Olaf”





I Murder

The saga begins in the days when the Norwegian realm was ruled 

by King Harald Greycloak and Gudrod, the sons of King Eirik Bloodaxe.

In those days almost everyone in Norway was pagan.

Odd Snorrason

AD 963

It is a lonely place for a grave. Even today there is not enough soil on the rocky hilltop for digging; if a man is to spend eternity there, he must lie above ground. Only shrubs and a few scrubby trees cling to the rocks and struggle against the bitter wind where, on the highest point of a barren, flat-topped island in Sweden’s bleak, cold Skagerrak archipelago, stands a cairn, a pile of stones some sixty feet across and eight or ten feet high. It is only about 150 feet above sea level, but that’s enough to give the dead a clear view of the ocean to the west and the mainland to the east. The monument is thought to date from the Bronze Age, thirty centuries ago, raised over a man whose name, lost before the arrival of writing in Scandinavia, is long forgotten. No road, no path, no signs lead to it. The only way to get there is the same way men have done since the dawn of time: by foot or on horseback, across a knee-deep channel from the mainland, or in winter by crossing the ice, and climbing the steep slope to the crest.

But a thousand years ago – back before these Swedish islands were part of Denmark, back when they were part of southern Norway, called Viken, or the Vik – the cairn, even then twenty centuries old, was a local landmark, known and visible to seafarers and wayfarers alike, a place where far-flung travelers could agree to come together. 

On a spring day that millennium ago, twenty men in woolen tunics with cloaks pulled tight against the ocean gusts – for if it was not a cold grey day in terms of weather, it was in spirit – made their way from the mainland, across the shallow channel to the island and climbed the hill to the cairn. Hard men these were, faces carved by wind and wave, bearing old scars, long beards and hair streaked with grey from having fought their way to the top of a brutal age. They wore armor and bore shields and weapons, too – swords, axes, spears – from bitter habit, for they were huscarls, housecarls, household troops, the personal guard of a king.

The king’s name was Tryggvi Olafsson. He ruled Viken. According to Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, “Tryggvi was bigger and stronger than anyone,” but then Snorri never met him, and the sagas tend to describe every hero as bigger, stronger and more handsome than every other. That said, Tryggvi was a veteran of Viking raids as far across the western sea as England, Scotland and Ireland, and his purpose atop the barren island this day was to lay plans for a fresh raid that summer, this time to the east, into




































1 In those days Trondheim was not yet a town, but merely an island in the fjord, the “home of the Tronders,” the “people who thrive.” The 12th-century monk Theodoricus Monachus wrote, “At that time there were only a few huts belonging to various traders there, though now it is the capital of the entire realm.” And the Fagrskinna concurs: “Lade was the chief domain in Trondheim then.”
2 It may already be seen that 10th-century Norwegians chose male names from a confusingly short list. Our story already features two Gudrods, King Gudrod Eiriksson (son of Bloodaxe, brother of Greycloak) and his cousin King Gudrod Bjornsson of Vestfold. There are also two Hakons, King Hakon the Good (brother of Bloodaxe) and Hakon son of Sigurd, Jarl of Lade. Rest assured our story will soon simplify – half of those named will shortly die violent deaths – but as the tale unfolds their descendants will play prominent roles, and their origins are worth mention.
3 The conversation here, and those elsewhere in the book, are combined from the many versions of Olaf’s saga, which differ in detail but not in general. Odd Snorrason, Snorri Sturluson and Berg Sokkason could only have surmised these exchanges, and we, all these hundreds of years after them, can but report what they wrote.
4 Where exactly in Viken Tryggvi and Astrid lived is an open question. The Agrip and Fagrskinna claim Ranrike, on the south coast; the Historia Norwegiae says Romerike, up near modern Oslo. It’s not unlikely that a Viking chieftain would have multiple residences.
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