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crypt, n.

Pronunciation: kript

Origin: A borrowing from Latin. Etymons: Latin crypta, crupta.

Etymology: < classical Latin crypta (also crupta) covered passage, arcade, (perhaps) underground room for religious rites, vault, crypt < Hellenistic Greek κρύπτη vault, used as noun of feminine of ancient Greek κρυπτός hidden, concealed < κρύπτειν to hide…


	1. A cave, cavern, or grotto. Now rare.

	2.
a. An underground cell, chamber, or vault; esp. one used as a burial place and typically lying beneath a church. Also: such a space used as a chapel or oratory.

b. figurative. Something likened to a crypt, esp. in being dark, deep, or hidden.




OED Third Edition, June 2011; most recently modified version published online March 2022






OSTEOBIOGRAPHY Literally: written in bone.
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It is through written language that we transcend the communication barriers of distance and time. Ideas and images, reconstructed in words, flow from one human brain to another. It’s the most extraordinary technology, allowing us to read something that has been in someone’s mind, far away, perhaps even on the other side of the world. We may never have met that person; maybe we never will. We can also read the thoughts of someone who is no longer here, who passed away last year, or a few decades ago, or hundreds, thousands of years ago.

(I think about this when I’m writing. How extraordinary and yet how ordinary it has become, that I can write these words and that you, somewhere, sometime, are reading them. Well, you’re only two pages in, so I hope you like the rest!)

In the depths of prehistory, we don’t have any written record of the world, of the lives of our ancestors. That is, after all, the definition of that time: it is pre-history. But we have archaeology, which is both a branch of anthropology and a historical science. We can look at the physical remains of our ancestors’ culture and technology, the things they made and built, and even at the physical remains of them, and draw inferences about a world, about lives, long forgotten. Advances in our technology, the scientific techniques we use to interrogate the past, mean that we can now unlock more of those secrets than ever before. We can collect information from satellite data, drone footage and from geophysical surveys. We can date objects very precisely using radiometric dating techniques, such as radiocarbon dating. We can analyse the chemical composition of rocks and minerals to find out where they came from before humans moved them around. And when it comes to human remains, we now have an impressive toolkit of techniques that can help us to find out where someone grew up as a child (by analysing the chemical composition of their teeth) and – perhaps most excitingly – we can extract and sequence ancient DNA; not just fragments of it, but entire genomes. Those genomes can tell us an enormous amount: about individuals, about kinship between people buried in the same tomb or cemetery, about how much people were moving around and migrating from one place to another.

All that archaeology is a precious resource for our understanding of prehistory, but those same sources of information exist in the historical era, too. There, archaeology can show us a very different picture from history. It’s not just there to illustrate the written sources, either; it’s an independent source of data that enables us to look at wider questions, to track changes through time and – sometimes – to test what the historical documents seem to be saying. It also lets us glimpse the lives of ordinary people – people missing from the historical record.

Archaeology is not ancillary to history; it is not its slightly scruffier, grubbier handmaiden. It’s unashamedly earthy, grounded and physical, but out of the dirt come gems of understanding. Bringing together these two disciplines – history and archaeology, with all these new scientific techniques – we now have an extremely powerful way of interrogating and understanding the past.

This is the third book of a series in which I have explored the stories of the past that archaeology can now reconstruct, focusing on burials and the analysis of human remains. But don’t worry if you haven’t read the other two. There’s a chronology running through them: in the first book, Ancestors, I looked at what prehistoric burials tell us about ancient lives; in the second book, Buried, I moved into the first millennium of the Common Era (Anno Domini in old money), with stories of Romans, Vikings and Anglo-Saxons. This book is located in the High and Late Middle Ages – roughly 1000 CE to 1500 CE – with a brief but useful foray into the sixteenth century. And it’s a bit different from the others in that there’s a focus on pathology: on disease and injury; the experience of human suffering in the past; and on the evolution of the diseases themselves. The study of diseases and injuries in the past has its own name: palaeopathology. That investigation starts with looking for marks on bones, the stigmata of inflammation, infection or injury, and continues with radiological and genetic analyses.

I’m particularly fascinated and excited by the revolutionary new technology of archaeogenomics, where geneticists are extracting and analysing entire ancient genomes – barely a week goes by without another revelation from this fast-moving field of enquiry. In Ancestors, I wrote about the inception of the most ambitious ancient-DNA study in Britain to date: the Thousand Ancient Genomes project, headed up by Pontus Skoglund in his lab at the Francis Crick Institute in London. That project is still going, and I have been able to share some of the emerging data, as they come to light, in these books. We’ve seen evidence of close kin being buried in Neolithic long barrows, confirming the suggestion put forward by some archaeologists that these monumental, stone-lined tombs were used – at least in some cases – as family ‘vaults’. We’ve learned that the early Bronze Age in Britain, which saw the arrival of metal-working for the first time as well as new styles of pottery and burial, was mediated by a large migration, perhaps over several centuries, replacing much of the previous population. We’ve realised that the scourge of the Justinianic Plague of the sixth century, which ravaged the Byzantine Empire, reached as far as Britain – something the historical documents were simply silent on.

In Pontus’s lab, postgraduate student Pooja Swali has been focusing on palaeopathology from a genetic perspective. The data she’s interested in is not the human DNA but the non-human – the metagenome. The ability to track down ancient pathogen DNA and sequence it has given us a new way of looking at infectious diseases in the past.

Pooja looks for the genetic traces of diseases that entered bodies and were then carried to the grave. We’re not just looking at the lesions that a disease may create in the skeleton, but at the genome of an agent of disease. And Pooja has found evidence of systemic infection in bones that appear entirely unmarked by disease. Thanks to the work of archaeogeneticists, we can now pin diagnoses on ancient afflictions in a way that seemed unthinkable just a couple of decades ago. It means we can now track diseases over time, sometimes finding them in unexpected times and places. I explore how genetic research is uncovering cryptic clues and shedding light on the identity and evolution of diseases – including leprosy, syphilis and the plague – in a way that can even inform our understanding of contemporary diseases.



In the Middle Ages, there’s barely a written note for most people’s lives. The rich and powerful take up most of the oxygen of publicity (just as they do today), and the evidence of more ordinary lives may be reduced to an inscription on a tombstone, a mention in a legal case or in a financial transaction – or, nothing at all. Even when it comes to very well-known people, like Shakespeare and Chaucer, we know very little about their lives, really; most of the documentary evidence we have relates to business matters. Contemporary images, portraits, are the same – they are few and far between, except when it comes to nobility.

The information we can extract from archaeological human remains represents another biographical source (as well as providing useful data on a population level). It’s another way of looking at an individual, even if we don’t know their name. That life-story (and sometimes death-story) written in bone has been called an osteobiography. Given that we simply don’t have textual biographies for the vast majority of medieval people (or indeed, for most people in almost any period), the osteobiography is an essential tool for understanding past lives.



The stories in this book are not comforting tales. We learn of an episode of terrible brutality, when hate speech unleashed a tide of violence against an ethnic minority in multicultural England; of life-changing disease as incurable epidemics swept through medieval Europe; of a protracted battle between Church and State for the heart of England – a battle that saw the most famous tomb in England created and destroyed, and a tumultuous story, forged in the heat of warfare, that takes us out of the Middle Ages into the sixteenth century and the reign of Henry VIII.

We see, in macrocosm, society struggling to make sense of disease, disability and death, where those struck down by disfiguring afflictions could be seen as cursed or blessed, or both. In microcosm, the minute cells that build and destroy our skeletons on a daily basis strive to keep bones alive and strong – or are led astray by their own genetic programme and the insults hurled at them by the environment. And between those macro and micro scales, there are real people. We come face to face with individuals who lived and died between ten and five centuries ago: the victims of the St Brice’s Day Massacre; the patients at one of the earliest hospitals in England; the archers who went down with the Mary Rose.

Most of these dead remain anonymous. It is very rare that we can connect a name with an individual skeleton. But, in the final chapter, we meet someone where osteobiography and historical biography coincide: an individual whose life and bones were marked by chronic debilitating disease – and whose name might just be found in history.




1. COCKLE AMONGST THE WHEAT
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It seems to be all too easy for human societies to divide themselves up, to fracture, along any lines that might be discernible, especially when there is competition for resources, but sometimes, even when there isn’t. One of the worst things that any leader can do is to stoke division, to encourage one group to look suspiciously at another, and dehumanise them. Religion, language, dress, skin colour – any or all of these can be used to mark out a group of people as ‘other’. Once that othering has happened, the more powerful group may rationalise restricting access to certain resources, denying those others access to certain spaces and certain rights. It can go further, even leading to physical attack.

In 2011, I made my way to Reading to look at a group of skeletons that had been exhumed three years before, from a pit in Oxford where the bodies of at least thirty-five people had once been slung into a mass grave. The grave hadn’t been dug out – it was simply a section of an existing ditch. And this ditch was part of a large, previously unknown Neolithic earthwork, possibly a henge monument, which ran right under Oxford University’s St John’s College and Keble College. Three thousand years after its construction, in the Middle Ages, it had still been an obvious feature in the landscape, forming a convenient, ready-made grave for the disposal of these corpses.

I met up with osteologist Ceri Falys from Thames Valley Archaeological Services, who had been examining the remains. In a lab, Ceri had laid out the skeletons on tables covered with bubble-wrap; one skeleton per table. There were obvious and undeniable signs of violent injury on the bones.

The very first skull that had been discovered had been found and recovered as a heap of fragments – and had been carefully reconstructed in the lab. As soon as it was put back together, it was clear that at least some of the breaks had been created by violent blows. I picked up the partially reconstructed calvarium, or skull-cap, and across the frontal and left parietal bone there were three long, chopping blade wounds. I could see where the sword – for this is surely what must have caused these injuries – had sliced into the bone, breaking off a flake behind the blade. There were shallower, glancing wounds as well, and Ceri pointed out two triangular puncture wounds that could have been caused by the point of a spear. There were at least ten separate injuries on this one skull. It was horrific. Holding the skull in my hands, I was suddenly confronted and connected with that moment of violence, that moment of death. The same skeleton also had puncture wounds in two vertebral laminae – the broad pieces of bone forming the back of each vertebra. Ceri thought these looked like wounds from a thrusting spear, rather than a thrown one. From the rest of the bones, and the teeth, we could conclude that we were looking at the remains of a young man. From the position of the puncture wounds to his spine, the injuries were most likely to have been inflicted when he was already lying face down.

Another skeleton bore even more chilling signs of violence. Once again, there were numerous blade wounds to the skull, one of which had cut across the left ear. The mastoid process – the chunky bony protuberance that you can feel just behind and below your ear – was sliced right through, revealing the honeycomb spaces inside the bone. There were also two blade wounds on the left side of the mandible or lower jaw, and Ceri showed me four blade wounds to the upper cervical – or neck – vertebrae. Amongst these multiple injuries, it looked as though one blade strike had cut across the angle of the mandible on the left, slicing through the mastoid, then continuing to cut into the vertebrae under the skull. An attempted beheading.

Moving down the skeleton, there were more puncture wounds on the side of the left pelvic bone, the force of the attack driving the point of the weapon right through the bone; another puncture wound entered the front of the pelvis on the right – the weapon causing that injury would have been thrust through the belly, through the guts, into the bone. This man had been assaulted from all angles.

Drawing my attention to the skull again, Ceri showed me how the frontal bone was damaged and charred. The right hand bones were also burned. And some of the other skeletons showed similar signs of burning.

What was missing amongst these injuries was the type of wounds you might expect when someone is defending themselves – often on forearms, being held up as protection. Had these men been running away when they were mown down? And who were they? Ceri had determined that most of the individuals had been young men, aged between sixteen and twenty-five years old on the day they met their deaths. And there was no doubt that their ends had been exceptionally vicious and violent: they had been hacked to death. A thousand years on, with the blood long since soaked away and just their dry bones left, that brutality is still utterly shocking.

It’s rare to find archaeological evidence of a specific historical event, and always very difficult, if not impossible, to prove. But when the archaeologists had originally excavated these remains, they had wondered whether they represented some of the victims of a particularly horrific event, mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and later annals, that took place in 1002 CE.



The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a record of events, year by year, begun in the late ninth century during the rule of Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, and continuing into the twelfth century. It includes various events taking place in the year 1002 CE.

At this time, Æthelred II (known as ‘Æthelred the Unready’, which means something like ‘The Nobly-Advised Poorly-Advised’ or ‘Wise Unwise’) was on the throne of England. This relatively new kingdom was experiencing fairly constant attacks from neighbours across the North Sea. The previous couple of years had seen numerous attacks by the ‘Danes’ (a term which could be used quite generally to refer to Scandinavians broadly), in Kent, Hampshire and as far west as Devon and Somerset, from their base on the Isle of Wight.

Æthelred’s forces had met and fought with the Danish invaders, with losses on both sides. But in 1002, Æthelred and his council decided to broker a peace settlement, agreeing to send provisions and a tribute of £24,000 to the fleet alderman, Leofsy. But, still, Leofsy then slew one of the king’s representatives.

In the same spring, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us, Emma of Normandy arrived in Britain to marry Æthelred. She was the daughter of the Norman ruler, Richard I (aka Richard the Fearless), and his wife Gunnor (who came from a noble Danish family). Richard and Æthelred had been enemies for a long while, and the Vikings often sailed from Normandy to mount their attacks on England. This marriage had a clear diplomatic aim: to create a virtual alliance between England and Normandy. But the Danes – and presumably the huge sum he’d had to pay them to ‘desist from their mischief’ that year – were still very much on Æthelred’s mind. The Chronicle records that: ‘in the same year the king gave an order to slay all the Danes that were in England. This was accordingly done on the mass-day of St. Brice.’

This lashing-out at the Danes came after what had been centuries of strife between groups who we may loosely and broadly define as Vikings and Anglo-Saxons, tussling for power and territory in England. Scandinavian raiders had repeatedly attacked the east coast of Britain (and, indeed, all around the north of Britain) from the eighth century onwards. In the ninth century they banded together, and the Great Heathen Army (‘magna paganorum classis’) pitched up, sailing their longboats right up the Humber into the heart of York. The Vikings eventually seized a huge swathe of what is now northern and eastern England, forming the territory of what later became known as the Danelaw – the region under Danish rule. The Danelaw was recognised in the peace treaty drawn up by Alfred the Great and Guthrum in 886, after the Vikings had tried to push further west and were defeated. A diagonal line, from the Mersey estuary in the northwest to the Thames estuary in the southeast, marked the border between the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Wessex, and its dependencies, to the south and west, and the Danelaw, to the east and north. But the power struggles continued, with the tenth century seeing the Danes repeatedly making incursions into Anglo-Saxon territory – sometimes victoriously, though at huge cost; sometimes being beaten back.



In 927, King Alfred’s grandson, Æthelstan, took control of Northumbria to become the first ‘Rex Anglorum’ – King of the English. But the new, united kingdom of England would be short-lived. Just twelve years later, Northumbria and much of what is now the English Midlands would be seized by the Irish Vikings. The Anglo-Saxons wrested back control in the 940s, but there were still periods when the elite ruling families of the north preferred Viking kings to southern rule. After a brief reign as king of Northumbria, the famous Viking Eric Bloodaxe was expelled in 954, and with his deposition the Danelaw came to an end. Then, after a few decades of relative peace in England, Danish raids started up again.



In 991, Æthelred II was on the English throne when a Danish fleet sailed up the Blackwater River in Essex and attacked the East Saxons, defeating them at the Battle of Maldon. Rather than continue fighting, Æthelred settled on paying them tribute instead – £10,000, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. He must have hoped that this would solve the problem. But the raids continued. In 994, Æthelred was forced to pay the Vikings off again, when they’d taken to besieging London. This time they were given £16,000 pounds. But just a couple of years later, the raids were back on, and in 1002, Æthelred offered the Scandinavians that enormous payment of £24,000. These tributes would later be called Danegeld, or ‘Dane-yield’ (reminding us that all taxes essentially start off as a protection racket). But it clearly rankled, and it was later that same year that Æthelred turned against his own subjects with his order to slay the Danes. He seems to have been reacting to the external threat of Viking raids – which were very real and very frequent – by stoking up hatred and inciting violence against ethnic Danes settled in England.

The earliest account of the St Brice’s Day Massacre comes not from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, but from a royal charter issued by Æthelred just two years after the event, in 1004, relating to the rebuilding of the church of St Frideswide in Oxford. And this is what it says:


To all dwelling in this country it will be well known that… a decree was sent out by me with the councel of my leading men and magnates, to the effect that all the Danes who had sprung up in this island, sprouting like cockle amongst the wheat, were to be destroyed by a most just extermination, and this decree was to be put into effect even as far as death…



It’s so chilling. ‘Cockle amongst the wheat’ is such an invidious phrase. Cockle, darnel or darnel ryegrass is sometimes known as ‘false wheat’; it looks almost identical to wheat until the ear appears, and it turns black rather than golden when it ripens. The Danes were being compared with weeds. It’s a familiar trope in hate speech, through the centuries to the present – the comparison of a certain group to weeds, vermin or parasites: Rohingya in Myanmar, Jews in Nazi Germany, Tutsis in Rwanda; Danes in eleventh-century England. The purpose of such language is quite clear: it is designed to dehumanise, to ‘other’, to elicit disgust. Contemporary studies have demonstrated how this disgust, directed towards immigrants, can be further accentuated if felt in the context of a strong national identity.

Æthelred, being a good Christian Anglo-Saxon king, would have been well aware of the religious connotations of the phrase he chose to describe the Danes in England. In the Gospel of St Matthew, the Parable of the Tares describes a man sowing good seed in his field, but an enemy creeps in under cover of night to sow the ‘tares’. Later, servants spot the weeds sprouting amongst the wheat; the landowner tells the servants to wait until harvest time and then gather the wheat into the barn, but bundle up the tares separately and set fire to them. The original Greek word used in the Bible, later translated as ‘tares’, is zizania – also occasionally translated as ‘darnel’ – or ‘cockles’.

Some early theologians interpreted the Parable of the Tares as a message of religious tolerance. St Augustine said the angels, who could not make mistakes, would perform the separation at the moment of harvest, implying that mere mortals shouldn’t pre-empt that divine reckoning and take it upon themselves to weed out the ‘tares’. Similarly, St John Chrysostom, the ‘golden-mouthed’, preached that it was wrong to put heretics to death as mistakes could be made, and ‘tares’ should not be deprived of the opportunity to turn into ‘wheat’. But parables can be read in many ways, and Æthelred seems to have missed the memo about this tolerant interpretation of the fable as he issued his decree for the extermination of the Danes.

The St Frideswide charter continues:


… those Danes who dwelt in [Oxford], striving to escape death, entered this sanctuary of Christ, having broken by force the doors and bolts, and resolved to make a refuge and defence for themselves therin against the people of the town and the suburbs; but when all the people in pursuit strove, forced by necessity, to drive them out, and could not, they set fire to the planks and burnt, as it seems, this church with its ornaments and its books.



The burning-down of a church containing refugees seems to violate the sacred principle of sanctuary, even if it wasn’t completely illegal. This charter is the only mention we have of a specific instance of violence against the Danes, apparently carried out in response to Æthelred’s decree. While the order was intended for ‘all the Danes who had sprung up in this island’, Oxford is the only place where we can be sure that people – ‘of the town and the suburbs’ – seemingly responded to this incitement to violence. On the other hand, the fact that the execution of this order is referenced, however briefly, in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (where Oxford is not specifically mentioned) suggests it was a more widespread phenomenon. Questions remain as to the nature of the victims and the perpetrators. What’s impossible to know from the royal charter, for instance, is whether the attack on the Danes in Oxford was carried out by a general mob, or by a more official band of law enforcers. And who were the ‘Danes’ that were attacked, anyway? There must have been people with Danish roots settled amongst the peasant classes; after at least two centuries of raiding, some of the raiders would have stayed and settled. There may have been groups of Danish soldiers still over in England. And there were certainly Danish mercenaries around – whom Æthelred himself paid to fight against their compatriots. Given that we don’t know exactly who the victims or who the pursuers were, the connection between Æthelred’s decree and this violent attack in Oxford could possibly be even more tenuous. Perhaps Æthelred was keen to make an explicit link between what seems to have been an ethnically motivated attack and his own rhetoric. Whether or not it really was instigated by his decree, the connection suited his political aims. Æthelred had suffered a series of embarrassing and costly defeats at the hands of the Danes and had also handed over more than a small fortune to them in tribute. But was his motivation simply about being seen to do something about the Danish problem? Or was there more to it?

The St Frideswide charter doesn’t mention a specific reason for Æthelred’s savage decree – but the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle does. The order to slay the Danes came about, it says, ‘because it was told the king, that they would beshrew him of his life, and afterwards all his council, and then have his kingdom without any resistance’. Whether or not these Danes were settlers or soldiers who should have been bound by the terms of the treaty signed and settled in the spring of 1002, or indeed mercenaries, this version of events suggests that Æthelred had been warned to suspect treachery from them. Perhaps, as one historian has suggested, it’s most likely that the Danes in question were those mercenary soldiers whose services Æthelred had bought, but now he was worried that they would betray him and switch to supporting the Danish king, Sweyn Forkbeard, who clearly had designs on England that went beyond raiding. Just the previous year, a key ally called Pallig, believed to have been a Danish mercenary, had defected, ‘for he had shaken off his allegiance to King Ethelred’, reports the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘against all the vows of truth and fidelity which he had given him, as well as the presents which the king had bestowed on him in houses and gold and silver’.

It’s important to note the fairly perfunctory mention of the St Brice’s Day Massacre in the royal charter of 1004 and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, because later historical records contain much more, fairly gory, detail. As so often, this was a story that grew with the telling. One chronicle, that of William of Jumièges, written around 1070, contains particularly horrific details that didn’t appear anywhere in the contemporary accounts:


… Æthelred, king of the English, defiled a kingdom that had long flourished under the great glory of most powerful kings with such a dreadful crime that in his own reign even the heathens judged it as a detestable, shocking deed. For in a single day he had murdered, in a sudden fury and without charging them with any crime, the Danes who lived peacefully and quite harmoniously throughout the kingdom and who did not at all fear for their lives. He ordered women to be buried up to their waists and the nipples to be torn from their breasts by ferocious mastiffs set upon them. He also gave orders to crush little children against door-posts.



Vicious. Another chronicle, penned by the monk Florence of Worcester even later, around 1124, was less bloody. But, like the account by William of Jumièges, it also suggested that civilians were targeted in the attack:


The same year, King Ethelred gave orders for the massacre of all the Danes of every age and both sexes, in consequence of their having conspired to deprive him and his nobles of their life and kingdom and reduce the whole of England under their dominion.



This was the first time that anyone described the event as a ‘massacre’, though Florence does provide Æthelred with a similar rationale for such an assault: the suspicion of treachery. When William of Malmesbury mentioned the event, in 1140, he was unequivocally critical of Æthelred, writing about the event as an example of the king’s ‘insolence’ and claiming that the decree to murder Danes was ordered ‘on the strength of flimsy suspicions’, compelling ‘every man… to betray his beloved guest-friends, whom he had made even more dear by close ties of relationship, and to disrupt those embraces with the sword’.

In the accounts of William of Jumièges, Florence of Worcester and William of Malmesbury, there is a clarity about the victims that doesn’t exist in the near-contemporary accounts. They see these Danes not as soldiers or mercenaries but as settled and integrated families; the attackers are their friends and even relatives, and Æthelred’s decree tears apart those communities. But how much was their point of view influenced by the political landscape of the eleventh and twelfth centuries? After all, something seismic had happened in the middle of the eleventh century, in 1066 to be precise. These later chroniclers were writing from an Anglo-Norman perspective – it would have fitted their contemporary agenda to paint late Anglo-Saxon kings as weak, treacherous and despotic – ripe for being supplanted, just as Harold Godwinson had been, by William I.

And in fact, the earliest of these Anglo-Norman accounts, from William of Jumièges, written just four years after the Norman Conquest, goes on to explain how it was Æthelred’s decree, and the massacre that followed, that led to his undoing:


When thus on the appointed day this outburst of violence, death and murder accumulated beyond measure, some quick and active young men took hold of a ship and fled, speedily rowing down the Thames out into the open sea. They crossed the wide sea and finally reached the harbour they sought in Denmark, and there they reported the bloody fate of their people to King Swein…



This is the aforementioned Sweyn Forkbeard, or Haraldsson, who’d deposed his father Harald to become king of Denmark in 986, later adding Norway to his domain. Hearing about the massacre in England, Sweyn called his nobles together and asked for their advice: ‘They were all much distressed and bewailed the calamity of their friends and kinsmen and with one voice decreed that every effort should be made to seek vengeance for their blood.’ According to the later account of William of Malmesbury, Sweyn himself lost close relatives in the massacre, with his sister, Gunhild, and her husband, Pallig Tokesen, the Danish Jarl (or Earl) of Devon, amongst the casualties. William of Jumièges wrote that Sweyn responded to the atrocity by announcing conscription in Denmark to raise an army, but that he also advertised the opportunity to mercenaries elsewhere: ‘He sent couriers in all directions to invite soldiers greedy for wealth from other countries to take part in this expedition and to assemble on the appointed day.’

Sweyn mustered a large army and sailed across the North Sea to Yorkshire – but then he made a detour. Taking a few ships, he sailed to Rouen to meet King Richard I of Normandy, and there he signed a treaty of ‘continuous peace’ between ‘the kings of the Danes and the dukes of the Normans as well as their heirs in the future’. The treaty also included a clause permitting the Danes to sell any of their spoils of war in Normandy. With this alliance sealed, Sweyn returned to England to subject ‘the realm of the English to the flames of revenge’. Yorkshire capitulated immediately (presumably being quite used to flip-flopping between Danish and Anglo-Saxon rulers by now), and Sweyn headed south, where Kent also surrendered. Sweyn headed up the Thames to lay siege to London, which soon yielded. Æthelred was in Winchester, ‘completely deserted by the English’. He dug up his treasure, gathered his wife and sons and fled to Normandy, where his somewhat duplicitous father-in-law, Richard, welcomed him with open arms. This is, however, not the last we shall see of Æthelred or his family – nor of Sweyn.



Ultimately, all these battles and power struggles were about one thing: control of the seas – command over the arteries that kept wealth flowing through raiding and trading. We tend to view history through the lens of high politics, focusing on shifting borders and territories, as though these abstract entities are somehow more real than family histories. The experience on the ground, amongst ordinary folk, would have been very different. Languages and customs may have distinguished people living in Scandinavia, northern France and England to some extent – but the seas were not the barrier to movement, language and ideas that we might assume. Going right back into prehistory, we see cultural links across the North Sea and the Channel. There would have been kinship ties too, as we see so clearly in those royal families, with their interconnected bloodlines, but ordinary people would also have had family connections across the sea.

The ‘Vikings’ themselves are hard to pin down. The term refers to Danes and Norsemen on the move, striking west from Scandinavia to raid the coast of Britain in the eighth century, arriving in the form of the Great Heathen Army to invade and settle in the ninth. (There were Swedish Vikings too; the traditional narrative has always had it that they went east, though the latest archaeological and scientific investigations cast doubt on this simple differentiation between Vikings from different geographic areas, as Cat Jarman brilliantly articulated in her book River Kings.)

We tie ourselves up in knots with language too. The old texts don’t actually mention ‘Vikings’; they more often refer to ‘Danes’ or ‘Norwegians’ and sometimes mix them up completely, as in this entry for the year 787 in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (my emphasis):


In this year… came first three ships of Norwegians from Hørthaland: and then the reeve rode thither and tried to compel them to go to the royal manor, for he did not know what they were: and then they slew him. These were the first ships of the Danes to come to England.



In fact, it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that the word ‘Viking’ became widely used for those Scandinavians raiding England in the late first millennium. The word comes from Old Norse; although its original meaning is contested, by the end of the eighth century víkingr was being used in skaldic poetry simply to mean ‘someone who went off on expeditions’, which may or may not have included raiding. So it meant something like ‘adventurer’ or ‘explorer’; it wasn’t an ethnic term. But a few centuries later, it was being used in a much more negative way: in the medieval Icelandic sagas víkingar were most definitely pirates.

The way we use the word now is more expansive, including traders as well as raiders, but also settlers. And just as Vikings settled in Britain, they settled in northern France as well. Normandy itself was named after the Norsemen who settled there in the tenth century. A Viking army, led by Hrólfr – or Rollo, as he became known – had laid siege to Chartres in 911. Like Æthelred the Unready, Charles the Simple of West Francia had decided to buy off the Vikings, not in silver, but in land. Rollo became the ruler of a swathe of northern Francia, stretching between the Seine and Rouen. And his descendants would continue to play significant political roles: a grandson of Rollo would become Richard I of Normandy. And a great-great-great-grandson was none other than William the Conqueror.

And let’s not forget that Æthelred also had an intimate connection with this Viking lineage. He was married to Emma, daughter of Richard I and Gunnor – the Norman king and queen, both of Viking descent. (And, of course, the origin myth of the Anglo-Saxon kings had them, too, tracing their heritage back to Scandinavian roots.) It makes his decree of 1002 seem even more extraordinary. The Danes he was prepared to incite hatred against, those ‘cockles in the wheat’, must have seemed somehow different, to him, from the Danes in his own family. Did he have a concept of the ‘Danes with us’ and the ‘Danes against us’? I’m left wondering what Emma thought of it all. (The Encomium Emmae Reginae – ‘Praise of Queen Emma’ – thought to have been written in the 1040s, focuses on her reign with Cnut, and completely misses out her earlier marriage to Æthelred.)

The later Anglo-Normans, like William of Jumières, clearly saw the decree and the Massacre of St Brice’s Day as an abhorrent act. It happened in an era blighted by conflict as rulers in Scandinavia, Britain and France battled for supremacy and seafaring pirates attacked along coasts and up rivers, but in his decree, Æthelred seems to have been doing something different: turning on a minority group amongst his own subjects. In politically tense times, differences – rather than similarities – can easily be brought into sharp focus. And such differences can be exploited by any politician who ultimately cares more about their own power, or indeed some abstract idea of nationhood, than about the lives of ordinary people and the ordinary communities that they govern.

Could it be that the skeletons from the ditch in Oxford, blade-scarred and burned, represent some of those ordinary people slain in the St Brice’s Day Massacre – a chilling physical record of that brutal assault?



At the time of excavation, the team from Thames Valley Archaeological Services suspected it was possible that the mass grave could be connected with this early-eleventh-century massacre. The blade wounds on the bones spoke of violence. So did the burning, which didn’t look like an attempt at cremation and instead seemed to fit well with the story of the people of Oxford burning down the church of St Frideswide, where the Danes had sought refuge. There was no other burned material discovered in the ditch, so it appears the bodies had been burned elsewhere, before being disposed of in the ditch. Just a single iron belt buckle was found, next to one skeleton that was buried a little apart from the others. There were no other grave goods at all, which suggests the bodies had been stripped of clothes and possessions before burial. The evidence fitted with a mass execution.

More clues would emerge from the post-excavation analysis. Of the thirty-five individuals recovered from the ditch, all were determined to be male, apart from two – and that pair were too young for sex determination (as skeletal differences between the sexes develop during puberty). Every single one of them bore evidence of violent injury inflicted around the time of death. There were only two old, healed wounds on the bones, leading Ceri Falys to think it unlikely that these young men had been professional fighters. Twenty of them were between sixteen and twenty-five years of age; nine were in their late twenties to mid-thirties; four were around the age of forty.

There were very few archaeological clues to help date the skeletons. They were buried in the top of a silted-up Late Neolithic ditch, on top of layers that had accumulated in the Bronze Age, Iron Age and Roman period. But how much later could they be? Samples of bone from three individuals were sent off for radiocarbon dating. The combined, calibrated date came back at 893–978 CE – too early, then, for the St Brice’s Day Massacre.

But there’s something that can throw a spanner in the works with radiocarbon dating – something that Cat Jarman realised she had to take into account when she re-analysed skeletal remains from Repton in Derbyshire, which she originally thought might be associated with the Great Heathen Army. There, the original radiocarbon dates had also looked too early – until she realised that diets heavy in marine protein could be influencing the result, potentially making the dates look earlier by several centuries. Could this also be the reason that the date for the Oxford bones looked too early? The team investigating the St John’s College mass grave sent further samples off, this time for analysis of stable (as opposed to radioactive) isotopes of carbon and nitrogen, which can reveal aspects of diet – including, crucially, how much marine protein was being consumed.

Vikings, it seems, liked their fish. And although this can skew radiocarbon dating, it’s a dietary phenomenon that may prove useful in other ways. Could it, for instance, help us to distinguish between populations that were following a more ‘Viking’ way of life, with sea fish forming a significant part of the diet, compared with ‘Anglo-Saxon’ communities? While this sounds like a neat idea, unfortunately it’s just too neat, too simplistic. The reality is that, over time, Anglo-Saxon populations also show increased consumption of marine protein. Some researchers place this Anglo-Saxon ‘fish event-horizon’ around the year 800, which would make contemporary Anglo-Saxon and Viking communities indistinguishable by this measure after this point in time; while some place it later, around the turn of the millennium, in which case it could potentially prove useful for differentiating communities in the eighth and ninth centuries.

Either way, the increase in fish consumption itself is a phenomenon that deserves closer inspection. The story of the Vikings in the late first millennium is one of mobility, with víkingr heading off on expeditions, engaging in recurrent raiding and long-distance trading as well as widespread settlement and the creation of new polities governed directly from Scandinavia, or by Scandinavian lineages. The Viking diaspora reached the Faroes, Iceland and Greenland, and as far afield as North America, as well as Orkney and Shetland, the Hebrides and the Isle of Man, parts of Ireland, the Danelaw and, of course, Normandy. Some of these places were uninhabited when the Vikings arrived, and so the settlers must have included both sexes. But what was the pattern elsewhere? Just how much migration took place, and how were populations connected after the first settlements were established? These are questions that have been extremely difficult to answer. The historical sources are important and provide clues, but it’s impossible to quantify the scale of population movement and change just by studying ancient texts. Archaeology gives us a different sort of evidence, in the form of material culture, and we can see certain styles and technologies appearing, spreading, evolving, disappearing through time. We get a wider perspective across a landscape and across the different echelons of society from archaeology, too. But we can’t tell how much migration contributed to these culture changes just by looking at pots, brooches or indeed fish consumption, because people can adopt new styles, new ways of behaving and new diets just as the Anglo-Saxons did after that fish event-horizon.

Since the early 2000s, another branch of science has joined the fray to reveal how populations themselves have changed over time: genetics. It got off to a slow start. At first we got some insights from modern populations, focusing on discrete parts of the genome, particularly the Y chromosome and mitochondrial DNA. The Y chromosome, carried only by men, can be used to track paternal lineages. Mitochondria are present in all of us, but we only inherit them from our mothers, so mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) can reveal maternal lineages. Early studies showed, for instance, that two thirds of Icelandic men bore Norwegian ancestry, with the other third coming from Britain and Ireland; the pattern was the opposite in Icelandic women. The pattern was similar, with that same disparity between the sexes, in the Outer Hebrides. We’re glimpsing something about the nature of the diaspora here – who was travelling, and from where, within the expanding Viking world. Another study of modern DNA revealed a connection between certain surnames in Britain and a particular Y-chromosome-type common in Norway. But these studies were limited because they were only looking at modern, living people and trying to pick out those ancient threads buried in their DNA. Now we’re in the era of archaeogenomics, where ancient DNA (aDNA) is extracted from archaeological bones and entire genomes are sequenced. Ancient DNA is crucial to mapping the Viking diaspora and understanding its implications for societies, culture and identity.

The largest study of Viking Age genomes to date was published in 2020: 442 genomes from individuals from archaeological sites across Europe and Greenland. These genomes were compared with DNA sequences from almost 4,000 modern people, and with other ancient genomes from more than 1,000 prehistoric individuals. The results are incredibly detailed. They show gene flow over time from south to north in Scandinavia, though there were also two individuals from northern Norway who had genetic links with modern Sámi populations, showing that these Arctic communities were in contact with their southern neighbours during the Viking Age or earlier. Genetic diversity was higher along the coasts of Scandinavia, and lower inland, emphasising the importance of maritime connections. Although we’re using ancient DNA to try to understand population movements in the past, it’s incredibly important to realise that the DNA is not a badge of identity. Two individuals from Orkney demonstrated this very clearly; theirs were the first Pictish genomes to be published, and while their DNA was similar to modern Scottish and Irish DNA, they were buried in a characteristically Scandinavian fashion. And the flow of culture and genes wasn’t all one-way: five individuals with Pictish-like genomes were found in Scandinavia too. In fact, the study more broadly found plenty of evidence for inward migration into Scandinavia, with Baltic ancestry flowing west into what is now Sweden, and ancestry from the British Isles arriving in Denmark and Norway. At a finer level, genome analysis can also reveal family connections, and at the early-Viking site of Salme in Estonia, where forty-one men who died violent deaths were interred in boat burials, there were four brothers, buried side by side.

The ancient genomes reflected what archaeologists and historians have long believed about the pattern of migrations, based largely on geography. Eastward migrations largely involved people with Swedish-like ancestry, whereas the westward migrations carried the signatures of Norwegian- and Danish-like ancestry (although there were some exceptions to this rule). Norwegian ancestry flowed around the north of Britain and beyond – to Ireland, Iceland and Greenland. Danish ancestry flowed to more southerly parts of Britain – though it’s impossible to tease apart this contribution from that of earlier migrations of Angles and Saxons (even though it must be said that we’re still not entirely sure of the scale of that influx). But as well as uncovering evidence of migration from Scandinavia, this seminal study uncovered traces of inward migration, too. What’s really striking is that, when we look at modern populations, immigration has left a stronger genetic signal in Scandinavia than in the areas traditionally associated with the Viking diaspora. The Viking contribution to ancestry in the British Isles is less than 6 per cent, the study found (with that caveat about existing Anglo-Saxon ancestry); but present-day Norwegians possess between 12 and 25 per cent North Atlantic-like ancestry (which includes genetic signatures which seem to originate in the British Isles).

Judith Jesch, Professor of Viking Studies at the University of Nottingham, is trying to encourage a synthesising approach – bringing together history, literature, genomics and linguistics – in order to understand the Viking diaspora. The links are fascinating, though it’s sometimes easy for experts in one area to jump to conclusions that researchers in other fields might raise their eyebrows at. But it’s interesting to find resonances between genetics and language, for instance, such as the evidence for sustained south-to-north gene-flow in Scandinavia, which seems to reflect the northward spread of the donsk tunga – ‘Danish tongue’. While language doesn’t map neatly onto ancestry, it is of course important in communication – and in relationships. Rather than being anything to do with an original Danish identity as such, Jesch has argued that the donsk tunga may have created a sense of unity across the whole Viking diaspora – one that was more loosely ‘Scandinavian’. (We’ve already noted that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle could confuse and conflate Danes and Norwegians, and genetics and linguistics are revealing a very fluid and dynamic picture – the blurred distinction was real. Another way of saying this, of course, is that those ‘ethnic groups’ are constructs.)

Over time, we’ll be able to build up an even more detailed picture, showing how the connections worked between all the different parts of the Viking world. With genome studies revealing family connections too, it may be possible to understand more about who was on the move. Elites? Families? Slaves? Mercenaries? Pirates?



The origin of the Viking diaspora is linked to developments in seafaring – particularly advances in deep-sea navigation – by people setting off from the coasts of Scandinavia and around the Baltic. We often focus on raiding and trading when discussing these voyages, but there’s something else that could have been, if not driving these expeditions, at the very least supporting or facilitating them. And there have been some extraordinary recent revelations about this potentially crucial factor. Once again, the clues have emerged from aDNA analysis of ancient
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