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	It is widely accepted that the period known as the Viking Age spanned roughly from 800 to 1150 CE. Over those three and a half centuries of expansion and dominance, more than two hundred thousand people of Scandinavian origin departed their homelands to settle in distant lands, the majority of them making their way to Newfoundland, Greenland, Iceland, Ireland, England, Russia, Sicily, and France.

	In France, the Vikings managed to secure a place among the ruling class, with Gaange Rolf — known as Rollo — rising to become the founding ruler of Normandy and the progenitor of the people we call the Normans today. Rollo is occasionally referred to as the first Duke of Normandy, though it was actually his son, William Longsword, and his grandson, Richard I, who first adopted the titles of "Count" and "Duke of Normandy" respectively.

	This elevation would have direct consequences for the English, who had endured a long and contentious history with the Vikings — but that story comes later.

	Throughout the Viking Age, the Scandinavian people, gifted as they were in the craft of shipbuilding, ventured as far as the Mediterranean, where they engaged in extensive commerce with the Muslim world. Many Vikings also offered their services as mercenaries to the Byzantine emperors of Constantinople.

	From this, it becomes clear just how far Viking culture and influence reached across the known world.

	Yet every phenomenon has an origin, and the spread of the Viking world is no different. That origin is Lindisfarne, also called the Holy Island — a tidal island situated off the northeastern coast of England that had been a cornerstone of Celtic Christianity since the sixth century.

	A Northumbrian monastery was founded there around 634 CE by Saint Aidan, an Irish monk dispatched from Iona at the request of King Oswald. Lindisfarne grew into the heart of Christian evangelism across northern England and earned renown for many reasons, chief among them the creation of what are now known as the Lindisfarne Gospels — a magnificently illuminated manuscript containing the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

	Like most monasteries of the era, Lindisfarne was home to considerable wealth and precious objects. It is perhaps little wonder, then, that the Vikings descended upon the monastery in 793 CE. This assault marked the dawn of what we now call the Viking Age, and the terror it unleashed was etched into the memory of the English people. The dread and foreboding that followed were captured in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles:

	"In this year fierce, foreboding omens came over the land of the Northumbrians, and the wretched people shook; there were excessive whirlwinds, lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying in the sky. These signs were followed by great famine, and a little after those, that same year on sixth ides of January, the ravaging of wretched heathen men destroyed God's church at Lindisfarne."

	Alcuin, a Northumbrian scholar serving at the court of Charlemagne, composed his own response to the attack on Lindisfarne:

	"Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race ... The heathens poured out the blood of saints around the altar, and trampled on the bodies of saints in the temple of God, like dung in the streets."

	This scene was repeated again and again, as England had established monasteries on numerous islands and peninsulas. Adding to the Vikings' raiding effectiveness was the design of their longships, which featured an unusually shallow draft. This allowed them to approach the shoreline more closely than the vessels of other nations and to travel up rivers and into shallower waters, giving them a distinct advantage in striking swiftly and retreating.

	It should be noted that the attack on Lindisfarne was not carried out by Ragnar Lodbrook, as portrayed in the History Channel's popular series Vikings. Even granting that Ragnar was a real historical figure — a claim that remains very much in dispute — the stories surrounding him place his birth after the Lindisfarne raid.

	Following the sacking of Lindisfarne, Viking raiders returned to England on a regular basis, targeting monasteries for their stores of gold and silver and seizing captives to bring back as slaves.

	It was not long before some Vikings chose to remain in England rather than sail home after a successful raid. Initially, they established winter camps that could be abandoned when spring arrived, freeing them to resume their activities. Over time, these seasonal camps gave way to permanent settlements carved out of lands they had seized, concentrated primarily in the north and east of England.

	The Vikings overran and held the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of East Anglia, Northumbria, and Mercia. They pressed steadily southward and westward, bearing down on the kingdom of Wessex and seeming well positioned to claim it too — until King Alfred the Great of Wessex rose to meet the challenge.

	In 865 CE, the Great Heathen Army, said to have been led by the sons of Ragnar Lodbrook, swept through much of the country, seizing territory and plunder. Whether or not one accepts the accounts of the sons avenging their father's death as the reason for the invasion, there is substantial primary source evidence confirming that the Great Heathen Army was a real force, and that kingdom after kingdom crumbled before it.

	Nevertheless, Alfred of Wessex came to power in 871 CE and set about changing England's fate. In 878 CE, his forces dealt a decisive blow to the Great Heathen Army under Guthrum's command, defeating them at the Battle of Edington. The resulting Treaty of Wedmore required Guthrum to accept Christian baptism, which took place at Aller in Somerset. In addition, Guthrum and his warriors were compelled to withdraw from Wessex permanently and confine themselves to their holdings in East Anglia.

	His dealings with Guthrum and the Great Heathen Army prompted Alfred to restructure his military and strengthen his kingdom's defenses, making it harder for raiding parties to operate successfully. Even so, various Viking factions continued to break the peace established between Alfred and Guthrum — who had taken the Christian name Athelstan upon his baptism.

	In 886, with Viking fighters once again raiding across the country, Alfred moved against them and swiftly took London from their hands, fortifying the city to prevent any recapture. That same year, Alfred and Guthrum concluded a new treaty that divided England between them. The Viking-held territory, encompassing the east, northeast, and northwest of the country, became known as the Danelaw, while Alfred was recognized as king over the remainder.

	Within the Danelaw, the population lived under Danish law and justice, and the settlers believed they had secured a permanent home in which to plant their cultural roots. In 937 CE, however, Alfred's grandson Athelstan crushed the Vikings at the Battle of Brunanburh and absorbed the Danelaw into his realm, earning him recognition as England's first true king.

	The loss of the Danelaw did not end the conflict between the English and the Vikings, though. Raiding along the English coast persisted for decades, with successive rulers employing varying strategies to suppress the attacks. In 991 CE, for instance, King Aethelred the Unready watched his forces fall to a raiding party under Olaf Tryggvason and resorted to paying tribute to end the hostilities — a practice that came to be called paying the Danegeld.

	Viking influence in England endured well beyond this, with four kings of Viking ancestry ruling between 1013 and 1042 CE. The most celebrated of these was Cnut the Great, King of Denmark and England. Cnut, himself a Christian, did not impose Danish customs on his English subjects. Rather, he governed through English law and tradition. His grand ambition was to forge a North Atlantic empire that would unite Scandinavia and England as a single realm. A prolonged illness, however, claimed his life at the age of thirty-nine, leaving his dream unrealized — and his sons, whose reigns proved brief and turbulent, were equally unable to carry it forward.

	The last major Viking incursion into England is generally placed in 1066 CE, when Harald Hardrada, King of Norway, sailed his forces up the Humber River. Joining with Tostig Godwinson — brother of England's King Harold Godwinson and Earl of Northumbria — he marched on Stamford Bridge.

	After a brutal engagement, both King Hardrada and Tostig Godwinson were slain, along with the bulk of the Viking force. King Godwinson extended a truce to the survivors and permitted them to depart on the condition that they swear never to attack England again. In what may be nothing more than legend, the English victory was said to be so thorough that of the three hundred Viking ships that had arrived, only twenty-four were needed to carry the survivors home.

	Many historians regard the Battle of Stamford Bridge as the close of the Viking Age. Smaller raiding parties clashed with the English in the years that followed, but no further large-scale invasions or attempts at settlement
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