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To my holy and blessed master, Abbot Geraldus, it is with much doubt 
and self-questioning that I pen this note for your private attention, 
laying before you certain disturbing details which until now have been 
hidden, so that I may humbly seek your advice. In choosing this course I 
am ever mindful how the works of the devil, with their thousand sharp 
thorns and snares, lie in wait for the feet of the unwary, and that only 
His mercy will save us from error and the manifold pitfalls of wickedness. 
Yet, as you read the appended document, you will understand why I 
have been unable to consult with others of our community lest I sow 
among them dismay and disillusion. For it seems that a viper has been 
nurtured in our bosom, and our presumed brother in Christ, the 
supposed monk called Thangbrand, was an impostor and a fount of true 
wickedness.

You will recall, my revered master, that you requested of your 
unworthy servant a full and true inventory of all documents and writings 
now in our abbeys keeping. As librarian of our community, I began this 
task in dutiful compliance with your wishes, and during this labour 
discovered the above-mentioned document where it lay unremarked 
among the other volumes in our collection of sacred writings. It bears no 
identifying mark and the script is well formed, the work of a trained 
penman, so  may I be forgiven if I have committed the sin of 
presumption  I began to read, imagining to find recorded therein a life
of one of those saints such as Wilfred of most blessed memory, whose 
shining and glorious example was so ably recorded by our most learned 
predecessor, the monk Eddius Stephanus.

But such is the mystery of His ways that I have found instead a tale 
which often substitutes hypocrisy for truth, depravity in place of abstinence, 
pagan doubt for true faith. Much I do not comprehend, part I can 
comprehend dimly and by prayer and fasting strive to expunge from my 
mind. Yet other  and this is what troubles me  contains notice of many 
distant lands where surely the seed of truth will flourish on fertile soil if 
it is broadcast by the faithful, trusting only in God and his sublime grace.

Of the identity of the author of the work there can be little doubt. 
He is remembered by several of the older members of our congregation, 
and by subtle enquiry I have been able to confirm that he came to us 
already an old man, sorely hurt and in need of succour. His learning 
and demeanour led all our congregation to suppose he was in holy 
orders. Yet this was but the skill of the arch-deceiver, for this present 
work reveals the unswerving error of his ways and the falsity of his heart. 
Truly it is said that it is difficult for a man who has fallen deeply into 
temptation to emerge from the wallow of his sin save with the grace of 
our Lord.

Also I have learned how this false Thangbrand spent long hours 
alone in the scriptorium in quiet and arduous labour. Writing materials 
were supplied, for he was a gifted copyist and possessed of many artistic 
skills despite advancing years and fading eyesight. Indeed, his posture, 
hunched close over his pages, shielded his work from others gaze and 
rendered it difficult to overlook what he was writing. But Satan nerved 
his fingers, for instead of sacred text he was engaged in preparing this 
dark and secret record. Naturally I have instructed that henceforward 
no writing materials be provided to anyone without due justification. 
But whether what has now been written is a blasphemy I have neither 
the intellect nor learning to judge. Nor do I know whether this work 
should be destroyed or whether it should be retained for the strange and 
curious information it contains. For is it not written that A much 
travelled man knows many things, and a man of great experience will 
talk sound sense?

Regrettably, two further volumes I hold in safe keeping, presuming 
them to be a continuation of this blasphemous and wicked memorial. 
Neither volume have I investigated, pending your instruction. Holy 
father, be reassured that no further particle of the reprobates writing 
exists. I have searched the library most attentively for any other trace 
left by this pretended monk, who departed unexpectedly and secretly 
from our community, and I found nothing. Indeed, until these documents 
were discovered, it was presumed that this pretended monk had 
wandered away from us, confused in his senility, and we expected for 
him to be returned by the charitable or to hear that he had departed 
this life. But such has not happened, and it is evident from this account 
that this would not be the first occasion on which he has absconded like 
a thief in the night from the company of his trusting and devout companions. 
May his sins be forgiven.

On behalf of our community, beloved master, I pray for your 
inspired guidance and that the Almighty Lord may keep you securely in 
bliss. Amen.



thelred

Sacristan and Librarian

Written in the month of October in the Year of our Lord One Thousand 
and Seventy
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I SMILE SECRETLY at the refectory gossip. There is a monk in 
Bremen across the North Sea who has been charged with collecting 
information for the Bishop of Bremen-Hamburg. His name is Adam, 
and he has been set the task of finding out everything he can about 
the farthest places and peoples of our world so that he may compile 
a complete survey of all the lands known, however dimly, to the 
Christian Church, perhaps with a view to converting them later. He 
interviews travellers and sailors, interrogates returned pilgrims and 
foreign diplomats, makes notes and sends out lists of questions, 
travels for himself and observes. If only he knew . . . right here in 
this monkish backwater is someone who could tell him as much 
about strange places and odd events as any of the witnesses whom 
he is cross-examining so diligently.

Had I not heard about this assiduous German, I would be 
content to spin out the last years of my life in the numbing calm 
of this place where I now find myself in my seventieth year. I 
would continue to copy out sacred texts and embellish the initial 
letters with those intricate interlacings which my colleagues believe 
I do for the greater glory of God, though the truth is that I take a 
secret delight in knowing that these curlicues and intricate patterns 
derive from the heathen past they condemn as idolatrous. Instead, 
their refectory tittle-tattle has provoked me to find a corner seat in
our quiet scriptorium and take up my pen to begin this secret 
history of my life and travels. How would my colleagues react, I 
wonder, if they discovered that living quietly among them is one 
of that feared breed of northmen barbarians, whose memory still 
sends shivers down their spines. If they knew that a man from the 
longships wears the cowl and cassock beside them it would, I think, 
give a new edge to that plea which recently I found penned in 
the margin of one of their older annals  From the fury of the 
foreigner O Lord preserve us.

Writing down my memories will also help pass the time for an 
old man, who otherwise would watch the play of sunshine and 
shadow moving across the edge of the page while the other 
copyists hunch over the desks behind me. And as this secret work 
is to keep me from boredom, then I will begin briskly  as my 
mentor the brithem, once drummed into my young head more than 
half a century ago  and of course at the very beginning.

My birth was a double near-miss. First, I failed by a few 
months to be born on the millennium, that cataclysmic year foretold 
by those who anticipated, often with relish, the end of the world as 
we knew it and the great Armageddon prophesied by the gloomy 
Church Fathers of the Christians. Second, I only just missed being 
the first of our far-flung race to be born in that land far distant 
across the western ocean, scarcely known even now except in mists 
and swirling wisps of rumour. It was, at that time, dubbed Vinland 
the Good. As luck would have it, my foster brother had the 
distinction to be the original and perhaps only fair-skinned child to 
come into this world on those distant shores. However, I can claim 
that the three years I spent there are about as long a span of time 
in that place as anyone from our people can boast, and because I 
was still so young they have left their mark. I still recall vividly 
those huge, silent forests, the dark water of bog streams lit by the 
glint of silver salmon, the odd striding pace of the wide-antlered 
deer, and those strange native peoples we called the Skraelings, 
with their slant eyes and striking ugliness, who ultimately drove us 
away.

My own birthplace was a land on a far smaller scale: Birsay, an 
insignificant, dune-rippled island in the windswept archipelago off 
the north coast of Scotland which the monk-geographers call the 
Orcades. When I first drew breath there, Birsay was home to no 
more than a couple of hundred inhabitants, living in half a dozen 
longhouses and sod-walled huts randomly placed around the only 
large structure  a great long hall shaped like an upturned boat, a 
design I was to grow very familiar with in later years and in some 
strange settings. It was the main residence of the earls of Orkney, 
and the widow of the previous earl, Jarl Haakon, told me of the 
circumstances of my birth when I visited that same long hall some 
fifteen years later, seeking to trace my mother, who had disposed 
of me waif-like when I was barely able to take my first infant steps.

My mother, according to the earl mother, was a massive 
woman, big-boned, muscular and not a little fearsome. She had 
green-brown eyes set in narrow sockets under very dark and well-marked 
eyebrows, and her one glory was a cascade of beautiful 
brown hair. She was also running to fat. Her family was part Norse 
and part Irish, and I have no doubt whatever that the Celtic side 
predominated in her, for she was to leave behind an awesome 
reputation for possessing strange and uneasy gifts of the sort which 
trouble, yet fascinate, men and women who come in contact with 
them. What is more, some of her character passed on to me and has 
accounted for most of the unusual events of my life.

The earl mother told me that my birth was not an occasion for 
rejoicing because my mother had disgraced herself. I was illegitimate. 
Thorgunna, my mother, had suddenly appeared at Birsay in 
the summer of the previous year, arriving from Dublin aboard a 
trading ship and bringing with her an impressive quantity of 
personal luggage, but without parents or a husband or any explanation 
for her journey. Her obvious wealth and self-confident style 
meant she was well received by Jarl Haakon and his family, and 
they gave her a place in their household. The rumour soon arose 
that my mother was the ill-favoured offspring of one of our 
opportunist Norse chieftains, who had gone to try his luck in
Ireland and married the daughter of a minor Irish king. This 
speculation, according to the earl mother, was largely based on 
Thorgunnas aloof manner and the fact that Ireland abounds with 
kinglets and chieftains with high pretensions and few means, a 
situation I was to experience for myself in my slave days.
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THORGUNNA LIVED WITH the earls entourage through the autumn 
and winter and was treated as a member of the family, though with 
respect for her size and strength of character rather than with any 
close fondness. And then, in the early spring of the pre-millennium 
year, it became obvious that she was with child. This was a 
sensation. No one had ever considered that Thorgunna was still of 
child-bearing age. Like most women, she said as little as possible 
about her age and she was far too fearsome a woman for anyone 
to enquire, however discreetly. By her appearance it had been 
presumed that she was in her mid-fifties, barren, and had probably 
always been so. Indeed she was such a broadly built woman that 
not until the sixth month was her condition noticeable, and that 
made the sensation all the more spectacular. The immediate 
reaction after the first stunned disbelief was to confirm what the 
sharper tongues had been saying all winter: Thorgunna employed 
sorcery. How else could a woman of her age be able to carry a 
child inside her, and how else  and this was the crux of the matter 
 had she been able to seduce the father so utterly?

There was never the least doubt who your father was, the earl 
mother told me. Indeed there was a great deal of jealousy and 
spitefulness from the other women of the household on the subject. 
He was such a dashing and good-looking man, and so much 
younger than your mother. People were hard put to explain how 
he had fallen under her spell. They said she had brewed up a love 
potion and slipped it into his food, or that she had cast a foreign 
charm over him, or that she had him under the effect of the evil 
eye. Apparently what infuriated the critics even more was that 
neither Thorgunna nor her lover tried to conceal their affair. They
sat together, gazed at one another, and in the evenings ostentatiously 
went off to their own corner of the long hall and slept 
beneath the same cloak. What puzzled people even more was how 
your father became so besotted with your mother less than a week 
after he arrived. He had barely set foot in Birsay when she carried 
him off. Someone remarked that he looked like a good-looking toy 
being seized to comfort the giantess.

Who was this glamorous traveller, my natural father? He was 
a well-to-do farmer and fisherman whose ship had sailed into 
Birsays small anchorage in the autumn while en route from the 
farthest of the Norse lands, Greenland. Indeed he was the second 
son of the founder of the small and rather struggling colony in that 
ice-shrouded place. His fathers name was Eirik rauda or Erik the 
Red (I shall try to insert an translation wherever appropriate as 
my wanderings have given me a smattering of many languages and 
a near fluency in several) and his own was Leif, though in later 
years I would find that more people had heard of him as Leif the 
Lucky than as Leif Eriksson. He, like most of his family, was a 
rather wilful, dour man with a marked sense of independence. Tall 
and strong, he had tremendous stamina, which is a useful attribute 
for any frontier colonist if combined with a capacity for hard work. 
His face was rather thin (a feature which I have inherited) with a 
broad forehead, pale blue eyes and a prominent nose that had been 
broken at some stage and never set straight. He was, people seemed 
to find, a man whom it was difficult to argue with, and I would 
agree with them. Once he had made up his mind, he was almost 
impossible to be persuaded, and though he was capable of retreating 
behind a series of gruff, blunt refusals, his usual manner was 
courteous and reserved. So he was certainly respected and, in many 
ways, very popular.

Leif had not intended to stop in at Birsay. He was on his way 
from Greenland to Norway, sailing on the direct run which 
normally passes south of the Sheep Islands, which our Norsemen 
call the Faeroes. But an unseasonal bout of fog, followed by a 
couple of days of easterly headwinds, had pushed his course too
far to the south, and he had made a premature landfall in the 
Orkneys. He did not want to dawdle at Birsay, for he was on an 
important errand for his father. He had some Greenland products 
to sell  the usual stuff such as sealskins, walrus hides, walrus-skin 
ropes, a bit of homespun cloth, several barrels of whale oil and the 
like  but the main reason for his journey was to represent his 
father at the Norwegian court before King Olaf Tryggvason, who 
was then at the height of his mania for converting everyone to the 
religion whose drab uniform I now wear.

Christianity, I have noted in my seventy years of lifetime, 
boasts how humility and peace will overcome all obstacles and the 
word of the Lord is to be spread by example and suffering. Yet I 
have observed that in practice most of our northern people were 
converted to this so-called peaceful belief by the threat of the 
sword and our best-loved weapon, the bearded axe. Of course, 
there were genuine martyrs for the White Christ faith as our people 
first called it. A few foolhardy priests had their tonsured heads 
lopped off by uncouth farmers in the backlands. But that was in an 
excess of drunken belligerence rather than pagan zeal, and their 
victims were a handful compared to the martyrs of the Old Ways, 
who were cajoled, threatened, bullied and executed by King Olaf 
either because they refused to convert or were too slow to do so. 
For them the word of the Lord arrived in a welter of blood, so 
there is little wonder that the prophesied violence of the millennial 
cataclysm was easy to explain.

But I digress: Erik had sent his son Leif off to Norway to 
forestall trouble. Even in faraway Greenland the menacing rattle of 
King Olafs religious zeal had been heard. The king had already 
sent messengers to the Icelanders demanding that they adopt the 
new faith, even though they were not really Norwegian subjects. 
The Icelanders were worried that King Olaf would next send a 
missionary fleet equipped with rather more persuasive weapons 
than croziers. With Iceland subdued, fledgling Greenland would 
have been a mere trifle. A couple of boatloads of royal mercenaries 
would have overrun the tiny colony, dispossessed Eriks family,
installed a new kings man, and Greenland would have been 
swallowed up as a Norwegian fief under the pretext of making it a 
colony for the White Christ. So Leifs job was to appear suitably 
eager to hear details of the new religion  a complete hypocrisy on 
Eriks part in fact, as he was to remain staunch to the Old Ways 
all his life  and even to ask for a priest to be sent out to Greenland 
to convert the colonists. I suspect that, if a priest had been found 
for the job, Leif had secret instructions from his father to abandon 
the meddling creature on the nearest beach at the first opportunity.

Erik also instructed his son to raise with King Olaf the delicate 
matter of Eriks outlawry. Erik was a proscribed man in Iceland  
a hangover from some earlier troubles when he had been prone to 
settling disputes with sharp-edged weapons  and he was hoping 
that the kings protection would mean that certain aggrieved 
Icelanders would think twice about pursuing their blood feud with 
him. So, all in all, Leif had a rather delicate task set for him. To 
help his son, Erik devised what he thought could be a master 
stroke: a gift to catch the royal eye  a genuine Greenland polar 
bear to be presented to the royal menagerie.

The poor creature was a youngster which some of Eriks people 
had found, half-starved, on a melting floe of drift ice the previous 
spring. The floe must have been separated from the main pack by 
a back eddy and carried too far out to sea for the polar bear to 
swim to shore. By the time the animal was rescued it was too weak 
to put up a struggle and the hunters  they were out looking for 
seals  bagged it in a net and brought it home with them. Erik saw 
a use for the castaway and six months later the unhappy beast was 
again in a net and stowed in the bilges of Leifs embassy boat. By 
the time Birsay was sighted, the polar bear was so sickly that the 
crew thought it would die. The creature provided Leif with a first-rate 
excuse to dally away most of the winter on Birsay, allegedly 
to give the bear a chance to recuperate on a steady diet of fresh 
herring. Unfortunately this led to unkind jests that the bear and 
my mother Thorgunna were alike not only in character and gait, 
but in appetite as well.

That next April, when a favourable west wind had set in and 
looked as if it would stay steady for a few days, Leif and his men 
were eagerly loading up their ship, thanking the earl for his 
hospitality, and getting ready to head on for Norway when 
Thorgunna took Leif on one side and suggested that she go aboard 
with him. It was not an idea that appealed to Leif, for he had failed 
to mention to Thorgunna that he already had a wife in Greenland 
who would not look kindly on his foreign import. Then perhaps 
the alternative is going to be even less attractive, Thorgunna 
continued. I am due to have your baby. And the child is going to 
be a boy. Leif was wondering how Thorgunna could be so sure of 
her babys sex, when she went on, At the first opportunity I will 
be sending him on to you. According to Leif, who told me of this 
conversation when I was in my eleventh year and living with him 
in Greenland, my mother made the statement about sending me 
away from her with no more emotion than if she were telling Leif 
that she had been sewing a new shirt and would deliver it to him 
when it was ready. But then she softened and added, Eventually, 
if I have the chance, I intend to travel on to Greenland myself and 
find you.

Under the circumstances my father behaved really very 
decently. On the evening before he set sail, he presented his 
formidable mistress with a fine waterproof Greenlandic sea cloak, 
a quantity of cash, a thin bracelet of almost pure gold and a belt 
of Greenland ivory made from the teeth of walrus. It was a very 
handsome gesture, and another speck in the eye for those hags 
who were saying that Thorgunna was being left in the lurch and 
was no better than she deserved. Anyhow, Leif then sailed off on 
his interrupted journey for Norway, making both a good passage 
and an excellent impression. King Olaf welcomed him at the 
Norwegian court, listened politely to what he had to say, and after 
keeping him hanging around the royal household for almost the 
whole summer, let him sail back to Greenland on the westerly 
winds of early autumn. As for the wretched polar bear, it was a 
temporary sensation. It was admired and petted, and then sent off
to the royal kennels, where it was conveniently forgotten. Soon 
afterwards it picked up distemper from the dogs and died.

I was born into this world at about the same time that the polar 
bear departed it. Later in my life, a shaman of the forest peoples in 
Permia, up in the frozen zones, was to tell me that the spirit of the 
dying bear transferred itself to me by a sort of spiritual migration 
at the moment of my birth. I was reluctant to believe it, of course, 
but the shaman affirmed it as fact and as a result treated me with 
respect bordering on awe because the Permians worship the bear 
as the most powerful spirit of all. Whatever the truth about the 
transmigration of souls, I was born with a minimum of fuss and 
commotion on a summers day in the year my present colleagues, 
sitting so piously around me, would describe as the year of our 
Lord, 999.
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SHE CALLED ME Thorgils. It is a common enough Norse name 
and honours their favourite red-haired God. But then so do at least 
forty other boys names from plain Thor through Thorstein to 
Thorvald, and half that number for girls, including my mothers 
own, Thorgunna. Perhaps Thorgils was her fathers name. I simply 
have no idea, though later, when I wondered why she did not pick 
a more Irish-sounding name to honour her mothers people, I 
realised she was preparing me to grow up in my fathers household. 
To live among the Norsemen with an Irish name would have led 
people to think that I was slave-born because there are many in 
Iceland and elsewhere whose Irish names, like Kormak and Njal, 
indicate that they are descended from Irish captives brought back 
when men went a-viking.

Thorgunna gave me my Norse name in the formal manner 
with the sprinkling of water. It might surprise my Christian 
brethren here in the scriptorium to know that there is nothing new 
in their splashing drops of water on the infants head at baptism. 
The pagan northmen do the same when they name a child and it 
would be interesting to ask my cleric neighbours whether this deed 
provides any salvation for the innocent infant soul, even when 
done by heathen custom.

The year following my birth was the year that the Althing, the
general assembly of Icelanders, chose to adopt Christianity as their 
religion, a decision which led to much dissension as I shall later 
have reason to describe. So, having been born on the cusp of the 
new millennium, I was named as a pagan at a time when the tide 
of the White Christ was beginning its inexorable rise. Like Cnut, 
the king in England whom I later served as an apprentice court 
poet, I soon knew that a rising tide is unstoppable, but I resolved 
that I would try to keep my head above it.

My mother had no intention of keeping me around her a 
moment longer than necessary. She proceeded to carry out her 
plans with a massive certainty, even with a squawling baby in tow. 
The money that Leif had given her meant that she was able to pay 
for a wet nurse and, within three months of my birth, she began 
to look around for an opportunity to leave Birsay and move on to 
Iceland.

She arrived in the early winter, and the trading ship which 
brought her dropped anchor off Snaefellsness, the long promontory 
which projects from Icelands west coast. Most of the crew were 
from the Orkneys and Ireland and they had no particular family 
links among the Icelanders to determine their final port of call, so 
the crew decided to wait in the anchorage until news of their 
arrival had spread among the farmers of the region, then shift to 
the ripest harbour for trading to begin. Iceland has always been a 
country starved of foreign luxuries. There is not a single town or 
decent-sized village on the whole vast island, or a proper market. 
Its people are stock herders who set up their homesteads around 
the fringes of that rugged land wherever there was pasture for their 
cattle. In summer they send their herds inland to the high meadows, 
and in winter bring them back to their byres next to the house and 
feed them hay. Their own food is mostly gruel, sour milk and 
curds, with meat or fish or bird flesh when they can get it. It is a 
basic life. They dress in simple homespun clothes and, though they 
are excellent craftsmen, they lack the raw materials to work. With 
no forests on the island, their ships are mostly imported ready built 
from Norway. Little wonder that the Icelanders tend to join viking
expeditions and loot the luxuries they do not have at home. Their 
viking raids also provide a channel for their chronic pugnacity, 
which otherwise turns inward and leads to those deadly quarrels 
and bloody feuds which I was to find it impossible to avoid.

Here I feel that I should try to clear up a misunderstanding 
among outsiders over what is meant by viking. I have heard it 
said, for example, that the description is applied to men who come 
from the viks, the creeks and inlets of the north country, particularly 
of Norway. But this is incorrect. When the Norse people call 
someone a vikingr because he goes viking they mean a person who 
goes to sea to fight or harry, perhaps as a warrior on an expedition, 
perhaps as an outright brigand. Victims of such raids would readily 
translate the word as pirate, and indeed some Norse do see their 
vikingr in this light. Most Norsemen, however, regard those who 
go viking in a more positive light. In their eyes a vikingr is a bold 
fellow who sets out to make his fortune, takes his chance as a sea 
raider, and hopes to come home with great wealth and the honour 
which he has won by his personal bravery and audacity.

The arrival of a trading ship at Snaefellsness  moored in the 
little anchorage at Rif  was just the sort of news which spread 
rapidly among these rural farmers. Many of them made plans to 
row out to the anchored ship, hoping to be the first to look over 
the cargo in her hold and make an offer to buy or barter for the 
choicest items. They quickly brought back word that a mysterious 
and apparently rich woman from Orkney was aboard the ship, 
though nothing was said about her babe in arms. Naturally, among 
the farmers wives along the coast this was a subject of great 
curiosity. What was her destination? Did she dress in a new 
fashion? Was she related to anyone in Iceland? What were her 
intentions? The person who took it upon herself to answer these 
riddles was almost as formidable as my mother  Thurid Barkadottir, 
wife of a well-to-do farmer, Thorodd Skattkaupandi, and half-sister 
to one of the most influential and devious men in Iceland, 
Snorri Godi, a man so supple that he was managing to be a 
follower of Thor and the White Christ at the same time and who,
more than once, was to shape the course of my life. Indeed it was 
Snorri who many years later told me of the relationship between 
Thurid Barkadottir and my mother, how it began with a confrontation, 
developed into a wary truce and ended in events that 
became part of local folk memory and scandal.

Thurids extravagant taste was known to everyone in the area of 
Frodriver, close by Rif, where she and Thorodd ran their large farm. 
She was an extremely vain woman who liked to dress as showily as 
possible. She had a large wardrobe and an eye-catching collection of 
jewellery, which she did not hesitate to display to her neighbours. 
Under the pretence of being a good housekeeper, she was the sort of 
woman who likes to acquire costly furnishings for her house  the 
best available wall hangings, the handsomest tableware and so forth 
 and invite as many guests as possible to show them off. In short, 
she was a self-centred, ostentatious woman who considered herself 
a cut above her neighbours. Being half-sister to Snorri Godi was 
another encouragement for her to preen herself. Snorri was one of 
the leading men of the region, indeed in the whole of Iceland. His 
family were among the earliest settlers and he exercised the powers 
of a godi, a local chieftain-by-election, though in Snorris case the 
title was hereditary in all but name. His farmlands were large and 
well favoured, which made him a rich man, and they contained also 
the site of an important temple to the God Thor. Thurid felt that, 
with such illustrious and powerful kin, she was not bound by normal 
conventions. She was notorious for her long-running affair with 
a neighbouring farmer  Bjorn Breidvikingakappi. Indeed it was 
confidently rumoured that Bjorn was father to one of Thurids sons. 
But Thurid ignored the local gossip, and in this respect, as in several 
others, there was a marked resemblance between the two women 
who now met on the deck of the trading ship  Thurid and my 
mother.

My mother came off best. Thurid clambered aboard from the 
small rowing boat which had brought her out to the ship. Scrambling 
up the side of a vessel from a small rowing boat usually 
places the newcomer at a temporary disadvantage. The newcomer
pauses to catch breath, straightens up, finds something to hold on 
to so as not to topple back overboard or into the ship, and then 
looks around. Thurid was disconcerted to find my mother sitting 
impassively on a large chest on the stern deck, regarding her with 
flat disinterest as she balanced unsteadily on the edge of the vessel. 
Thorgunna made no effort to come forward to greet her or to 
help. My mothers lack of response piqued Thurid, and as soon as 
she had composed herself she came straight to the point and made 
the mistake of treating my mother as an itinerant pedlar.

I would like to see your wares, she announced. If you have 
anything decent to sell, I would consider paying you a good price.

My mothers calm expression scarcely changed. She rose to her 
full height, giving Thurid ample time to note the expensive cloth 
of her well-cut cloak of scarlet and the fine Irish enamelwork on 
the brooch.

Im not in the business of buying and selling, she replied 
coolly, but you are welcome to see some of my wardrobe if that 
would be of interest here in Iceland. Her disdain implied that the 
Icelandic women were out of touch with current fashion.

My mother then stepped aside and opened the chest on which 
she had been sitting. She riffled through a high-quality selection of 
bodices and embroidered skirts, a couple of very fine wool cloaks, 
some lengths of silk, and several pairs of elegant leather slippers  
though it must be admitted that they were not dainty, my mothers 
feet being exceptionally large. The colours and quality of the 
garments  my mother particularly liked dark blues and a carmine 
red made from an expensive dye  put to shame the more drab 
clothing which Thurid was wearing. Thurids eyes lit up. She was 
not so much jealous of my mothers wardrobe as covetous. She 
would have loved to obtain some of it for herself, and no one else 
on Iceland, particularly in the locality of Frodriver, was going to 
get the chance to buy it.

Do you have anywhere to stay during your visit to our 
country? she asked as sweetly as she could manage.

No, replied my mother, who was quick to discern Thurids 
motives. It would be nice to spend a little time ashore, and have a 
chance to wear something a little more elegant than these sea 
clothes, though I may be a little over-dressed for provincial life. 
I assembled my wardrobe with banquets and grand occasions in 
mind rather than for wearing aboard ship or going on local shore 
visits.

Thurids mind was made up. If my mother would not sell her 
clothes, then at least she could wear them in Thurids farmhouse 
for all visitors to see, and maybe in time this haughty stranger 
could be manoeuvred into selling some of her finery to her hostess.

Why dont you come and stay on my farm at Frodriver? she 
asked my mother. Theres plenty of room, and you would be most 
welcome.

My mother was, however, too clever to run the risk of being 
drawn into Thurids debt as her invited guest, and she neatly sidestepped 
the trap. I would be delighted to accept your invitation, 
she replied, but only on condition that I earn my keep. I would be 
quite happy to help you out with the farm work in return for 
decent board and lodging.

At this point, I gather, I let out a squawl. Unperturbed, my 
mother glanced across at the bundle of blanket which hid me and 
continued, Ill be sending on my child to live with his father, so 
the infant will not disturb your household for very long.

Thorgunnas clothes chest was snapped shut and fastened. A 
second, even bulkier coffer was hoisted out of stowage and manhandled 
into the rowboat, and the two women  and me  were 
carefully rowed to the beach, where Thurids servants and horses 
were waiting to carry us back to the farm. I should add here that 
the horses of Iceland are a special breed, tough little animals, rather 
shaggy and often cantankerous but capable of carrying substantial 
loads at an impressive pace and finding their way over the 
moorlands and through the treacherous bogs which separate the 
farms. And some of the farms on Iceland can be very large. Their
grazing lands extend a days journey inland, and a successful farmer 
like Thurids cuckolded husband Thorodd might employ as many 
as thirty or forty men and women, both thralls and freemen.

Thus my mother came to Frodriver under her own terms  as 
a working house guest, which was nothing unusual as everyone on 
an Icelandic farm is expected to help with the chores. Even Thurid 
would put off her fine clothes and pick up a hay rake with the rest 
of the labourers or go to the byres to milk the cattle, though this 
was more normally the work of thrallwomen and the wives of the 
poorer farmers, who hired out their labour. However, my mother 
was not expected to sleep in the main hall, where the majority of 
the farm workers settle down for the night among the bales of 
straw which serve as seats by day. My mother requested, and was 
given, a corner of the inner room, adjacent to the bedchamber 
where Thurid and her husband slept. When Thorgunna unpacked 
her large chest next day, Thurid, who had thought my mother 
wanted her own quiet corner so she could be alone with her baby, 
understood the real reason. My mother brought out from their 
wrappings a splendid pair of English-made sheets of linen, delicately 
embroidered with blue flowers, and matching pillow covers, 
also a magnificent quilt and a fine coverlet. She then asked Thurid 
if the farm carpenter could fashion a special bed with a high frame 
around it. When this was done Thorgunna produced a set of 
embroidered hangings to surround the bed, and even  wonders of 
wonders  a canopy to erect over the bed itself. A four-poster bed 
arrayed like this was something that Thurid had never seen before, 
and she was overwhelmed. She could not stop herself from asking 
my mother if perhaps, possibly, she would consider selling these 
magnificent furnishings. Once again my mother refused, this time 
even more bluntly, telling her hostess that she did not intend to 
sleep on straw. It was the last time Thurid ever asked Thorgunna 
to sell her anything, and Thurid had to be content, when Thorgunna 
was out working in the fields, with taking her visitors to 
give them surreptitious glances at these wonderful furnishings.

My mother, as I have indicated, had a predatory attitude towards
the opposite sex. It was the story of Birsay all over again, or 
almost. At Frodriver she rapidly took a fancy to a much younger 
man, scarcely more than a boy. He was Kjartan, the son of one of 
the lesser farmers working for Thurid. Fourteen years old, he was 
physically well developed, particularly between the legs, and the 
lad was so embarrassed by Thorgunnas frequent advances that he 
would flee whenever she came close to him. In fact the neighbours 
spent a great deal of time speculating whether my mother had 
managed to seduce him, and they had a lot of fun chuckling over 
their comparisons of Thurid with her lover Bjorn, and Thorgunna 
in chase of young Kjartan. Perhaps because of their shared 
enthusiasm for sexual adventures, Thurid and Thorgunna eventually 
got along quite well. Certainly Thurid had no reason to 
complain of my mothers contribution to the farms work. In the 
nearly two years that Thorgunna stayed at the Skattkaupandi farm, 
she regularly took her turn at the great loom at one end of the 
house where the women endlessly wove long strips of wadmal, the 
narrow woollen cloth which serves the Icelanders as everything 
from clothing to saddle blankets and the raw material for ships 
sails when the strips are sewn side by side.

Thorgunna also pulled her weight  which was considerable  
in the outside work, particularly when it came to haymaking. This 
is the crucial time in the Icelandic farming year, when the grass 
must be cut and turned and gathered and stacked for winter fodder 
for the animals, who will shortly be brought back from the outlying 
pastures where they have been spending the summer. My mother 
even had the carpenter make her own hay rake. It was longer, 
heavier and wider than most, and she would not let anyone else 
touch it.

Then came the day  it was late in heyannir, the haymaking 
season which occurs at the end of August in the second year of 
Thorgunnas stay  which the Frodriver people will never forget. 
The day was ideal for drying  hot with a light breeze. Thorodd 
mobilised the entire household, except for a few herders who were 
away looking after the sheep and cattle in the high pasture, to
be out in the home meadow turning the hay. They were widely 
scattered, when just before noon the sky began to cloud over rapidly. 
It was a sinister sort of cloud  dark and ominous and heavy 
with rain. This cloud spread rapidly from the north-east and people 
began to glance up at it nervously, hoping that it would hold off 
and not spoil the haymaking. The cloud deepened and darkened 
until it was almost like night, and it was obvious that there would 
soon be a torrential downpour. Thorodd instructed the haymakers 
to stack their sections of hay to protect them from the rain, and 
was puzzled when Thorgunna ignored him. She seemed to be in a 
trance.

Then the rain started to pelt down and there was little point in 
staying outside, so Thorodd called in the workers for their midday 
break, to eat coarse bread and cheese in the main house. But 
Thorgunna again ignored Thorodds instructions, nor did she pay 
any attention to the other workers as they trudged past her and 
back toward the farm. She kept on working, turning the hay with 
the wide slow powerful sweeps of her special rake. Thorodd called 
again, but it was as if Thorgunna was deaf. She kept working even 
as the rainstorm swept in, and everyone ran for shelter. It was a 
most unusual rainstorm. It fell on Frodriver, and only on Frodriver. 
All the other farms escaped the downpour and their hay was saved. 
But the Skattkaupandi farm was saturated. That in itself is not so 
strange. Any farmer has seen the same phenomenon when a summer 
cloudburst releases a torrent of rain which seems to drop vertically 
and strike just one small area. Then suddenly the rain ceases, the 
sun comes out and the ground begins to steam with the heat. But 
what was startling about the rainstorm at Frodriver was that it was 
not rain which fell from the cloud, but blood.

I know that sounds absurd. Yet it is no more fantastic than the 
contention that I have heard from apparently wise and learned men 
that fire and brimstone will pour from the sky in the great 
apocalypse. Certainly the people of Frodriver and the locality swear 
that the drops which hurtled from the sky were not rain, but dark 
red blood. It stained red the cut hay, it left pools of blood in the
dips and hollows, and it drenched Thorgunna in blood. When she 
returned to the farmhouse, still as if in a daze and not saying a 
word, her clothes were saturated. When the garments were squeezed, 
blood ran out of them.

Thorodd asked her what was meant by the thunderstorm. Was 
it an omen? If so, of what? Thorgunna was slow in recovering 
from her confused state and did not reply. It seemed to Thorodd 
that she had been absent from her physical body and was not yet 
fully returned to it, and that something otherworldly was involved. 
His opinion was confirmed when the entire haymaking team went 
back into the field. The sun had re-emerged and the cut hay was 
steaming in the heat. All except one patch. It was the area where 
Thorgunna had been working. Here the hay still lay sodden, a 
dark blotch on the hillside, and though Thorgunna went back to 
work, turning the hay steadily, the workers noticed that the hay 
never dried out. It clung flat and damp on the ground, gave off a 
rank smell and the heavy handle of Thorgunnas hay rake stayed 
wet.

That evening Thorodd repeated his question. Was that strange 
thunderstorm an omen, Thorgunna? he asked.

Yes, my mother replied. It was an omen for one of us.

Who is that? asked Thorodd.

For me, came Thorgunnas calm reply. I expect I will shortly 
be leaving you.

She went off to her splendid bed, walking stiffly as though her 
muscles were aching. In the morning she did not appear at breakfast 
to join the other workers before they returned to the haymaking, 
and Thorodd went to see her. He coughed discreetly outside the 
hanging drapes of the four-poster bed until Thorgunna called on 
him to enter. Immediately he noted that she was sweating heavily 
and her pillows were drenched. He began to make a few mumbled 
enquiries as to how she felt, but Thorgunna in her usual brusque 
fashion interrupted him.

Please pay attention, she said. I am not long for this world, 
and you are the only person around here who has the sense to
carry out my last wishes. If you fail to do so, then you and your 
household will suffer. Her voice was throaty and she was clearly 
finding it an effort to speak. When I die, as I soon will, you are 
to arrange for me to be buried at Skalhot, not here on this out-of-the-way farm. One day Skalhot will achieve renown. Just as 
important, I want you to burn all my bedding; I repeat, all of it.

Thorodd must have looked puzzled, for Thorgunna went on, I 
know that your wife would love to get her hands on it. She has 
been hankering after the sheets and pillows, and all the rest of 
it from the very first day I got here. But I repeat: burn all of it. 
Thurid can have my scarlet cloak  that too she has been coveting 
since I first arrived and it ought to keep her happy. As for the rest 
of my possessions you can sell off my clothes to those who want 
them, deduct my burial costs from the money, and give the rest of 
the money to the church, including this gold ring, and she removed 
the gold ring which she had been wearing since the day she arrived 
and handed it to Thorodd.

A few days later she died. One of the house women drew back 
the curtain and found her sitting up in bed, her jaw hanging slack. 
It took three strong men to lift her corpse and carry it out to the 
shed, where she was wrapped in a shroud of unstitched linen, and 
the same carpenter who had made her special bed nailed together a 
coffin large enough to contain her body.

Thorodd genuinely tried to carry out Thorgunnas last wishes. 
He had the bed frame knocked apart, and the pieces and the 
mattress and all the furnishings carried out to the yard. The 
carpenter took an axe to the bed frame and its four posts and made 
kindling, and the bonfire was ready. At that point Thurid intervened. 
She told her husband that it was a wanton waste to destroy 
such beautiful items, which could never be replaced. There would 
never be another chance to acquire such exotic goods. Thorodd 
reminded her of Thorgunnas express last wishes, but Thurid 
sulked, then threw her arms around him and wheedled. Eventually 
the poor man compromised. The eiderdown and pillows and the 
coverlet would be thrown on the flames; she could keep the rest.
Thurid did not lose a second in seizing the sheets and hangings 
and the embroidered canopy, and rushed them into the house. 
When she came back out, Thorodd had already left the yard and 
was walking away across the fields, so Thurid darted over to the 
fire and managed to salvage the coverlet before it was scorched, 
though it was some time before she dared to produce it before her 
husband.

Up to this point there seems to be an explanation for what 
happened in the events leading up to my mothers sudden death, 
including the red rain: she had caught a bad chill when she stayed 
out in the thunderstorm, then failed to change into dry clothes, and 
the chill developed into a mortal fever. Her insistence that her 
bedding was burned may have been because she feared that she 
had caught some sort of a plague and  if she had the medical 
knowledge that I was later to find among the priests and brithemain 
in Ireland  it was normal practice to burn the bedclothes of the 
deceased to prevent the illness spreading. As for the red rain, I 
observed when I was in the lands of the Byzantine emperor how 
on certain days the raindrops had a pinkish tinge and contained 
so many grains of fine sand that if you turned your face to the 
sky and opened your mouth the rain drops tasted gritty and did 
not slake your thirst. Or again, when I was employed at Knuts 
court in London, a south wind once brought a red rain which left 
red splotches on the ground like dried blood, as if the sky had 
spat from bleeding gums. Also I have heard how, in countries 
where the earth belches fire and smoke, there can be a red rain 
from the sky  and, Adam of Bremen should note, there are places 
in Iceland where holes and cracks in the ground vomit fire and 
smoke and steam, and even exude a bright crimson sludge. Yet 
the people of Frodriver will swear on any oath, whether Christian 
or pagan, that genuine blood, not tinted water, fell on them from 
the sky that day. They also affirm that in some mysterious way 
Thorgunna and the red rain were linked. My mother came from 
the Orcades, they point out, and as far as the Icelanders are 
concerned any woman who comes from there  in particular one
as mysterious and taciturn as my mother  is likely to be a volva. 
And what is a volva? It is a witch.

Perhaps witch is not quite the right word. Neither Saxon 
English nor Latin nor the Normans French, the three languages 
most used here in the scriptorium, convey the precise meaning of 
the word volva as the pagan Norse use it. Latin comes closest, with 
the notion of the Sibyl who can look into the future, or a seeress 
in English. Yet neither of these terms entirely encompasses what a 
volva is. A volva is a woman who practises seidr, the rite of magic. 
She knows incantation, divination, mysticism, trance  all of these 
things and more, and builds up a relationship with the supernatural. 
There are men who practise seidr, the seidrmanna, but there are 
not nearly so many men as there are women who have the 
knowledge and the art, and for the men the word magician would 
apply. When a volva or seidrman is about to die, there are signs 
and portents, and the red rain at Frodriver is a surer sign that my 
mother had seidr powers than any silly stories about love potions 
she used on my father.

And this is confirmed by what happened next.

Early the following morning my mothers coffin was lashed to 
the pack saddle on the back of the biggest horse in Thorodds 
stables, and a little procession set out for Skalhot, where my mother 
had asked to be buried. Thorodd stayed behind on the farm as he 
had to oversee the rest of the haymaking, but he sent four of the 
farm labourers to manage the pack train. They took the usual route 
southward over the moorland. The going was quite easy as the 
moor was dried out at the end of summer and the usually boggy 
patches could carry the weight of the horses, so they made good 
progress. The only delays were caused when my mothers coffin 
kept slipping sideways and threatening to tumble to the ground. A 
coffin is an awkward load to attach to a pack saddle. If slung on 
one side like an enormous wooden pannier, you need a counterweight 
on the opposite side of the horse to keep the load in 
balance. The men did not have a sufficiently heavy counterweight 
to balance my mothers coffin, and in the first half-hour the saddle
itself kept slipping sideways, forcing the escort to tighten the girth 
straps until the poor pack horse could scarcely breathe. In desperation 
the men were on the point of hauling my mothers body out 
of its wooden box and draping it sideways across the pack saddle 
in its shroud, as it should have been in the first place. But they 
were far too fearful. They were already muttering amongst themselves 
that Thorgunna was a volva who would come to haunt them 
if they disturbed her. So they kept on as best they could, stopping 
every so often to tighten the lashings, and at noontime shifted the 
coffin to one of the spare pack horses as the first animal was on the 
point of collapse.

As the makeshift cortege climbed onto the higher ground, the 
weather got worse. It became squally with showers of rain and 
sleet, and by the time they reached the ford on the Nordur River 
the water was rising and the ford was deep. They waded across 
cautiously and late in the afternoon reached a small farm at a place 
called Nether Ness. At this point the man in charge, a steady farm 
worker called Hrolf, decided that it would be wise to call a halt for 
the day. Ahead lay the ford across the Hvit River, and Hrolf did 
not fancy trying to cross it in the dark, especially if the water was 
running high. He asked the farmer if they could stay the night. 
The farmer said they could bed down in the main hall, but it was 
late and as he had had no warning of their arrival, he would not 
be able to feed them. It was a churlish reply, but the Frodriver 
men were glad to get some sort of shelter even if they went to 
sleep hungry. So they unloaded my mothers coffin, stored it in an 
outhouse, fed and watered their horses and put them in a paddock 
near the farm, and brought their saddle bags into the hall.

The household settled down for the night, and the travellers 
were making themselves reasonably comfortable among the straw 
bales, which served as seats running the length of the main hall, 
when an odd sound was heard. It came from the larder. Going to 
investigate, one of the farm servants found my mother, stark naked, 
standing in the larder, preparing a meal. The unfortunate servant 
was too shocked even to scream. She rushed to the bed closet,
where the farmer and his wife were just dropping off to sleep, and 
blurted out that she had seen a burly nude woman, her skin a 
deathly white, standing in the larder and reaching to take bread 
from the shelves, with a full pitcher of milk already beside her on 
the work table. The farmers wife went to see, and there indeed 
was Thorgunna, calmly slicing thin strips off a leg of dried lamb, 
and arranging the slices on a wooden board. The farmers wife did 
not know what to do. She had never met my mother, so did not 
recognise her, and she was utterly at a loss at this strange 
apparition. At this stage the corpse-bearers from Frodriver, awakened 
by the commotion, appeared. They, of course, recognised 
Thorgunna at once, or so they later claimed. Hrolf whispered to 
the farmers wife that the apparition was Thorgunnas fetch or 
spirit, and it would be dangerous to interfere. He suggested that 
the farmers wife should clear off the main dining table so that 
Thorgunna could set the table. Then the farmer himself invited the 
men to sit and take their missing evening meal. As soon as they 
had sat themselves at the farm table, Thorgunna in her usual 
taciturn way served them, placing down the food without a word 
and walking ponderously out of the room. She then vanished.

The Frodriver men remained at the table, taking care to make 
the sign of the cross over the food, and ate their delayed supper 
while the farmer hurriedly found some holy water and began 
sprinkling it in every corner of the building. Nothing was too 
much trouble for the farmers wife now. She gave the travellers 
dry clothes and hung up their wet ones to dry, brought out 
blankets and pillows so they could sleep more comfortably and 
generally made as much fuss of them as possible.

Was the apparition of Thorgunna an elaborate hoax? Did the 
supper-less Frodriver men arrange for someone to play the part of 
Thorgunna? It was dark and gloomy in the farm building, and the 
candles were not lit until after Thorgunna had served the meal and 
withdrawn, so a substitution and a bit of play-acting might just 
have succeeded. The nudity was a nice touch as most people are
too shy to look closely at someone stark naked. On the other hand, 
who did the Frodriver men persuade to act the role of Thorgunna? 
A local farm woman would have been recognised at once, and the 
band of corpse-bearers were all male. Yet it is suspicious that her 
apparition was such a bonus for the corpse-bearers on the rest of 
their journey to Skalholt, where they delivered the coffin to the 
Christian priest at the brand-new church there, and handed over 
the money from Thorgunnas bequest. They lost no opportunity to 
recount the strange events of their evening at Nether Ness, and 
every farm they passed invited them in for a meal, for beer, for 
shelter if they needed it.

Do I believe that my mothers fetch appeared at Nether Ness? 
If I told that same story here in the scriptorium and changed the 
details, saying that she had reappeared emitting a strange glow and 
holding a copy of the Bible, my colleagues would accept my 
version of events without hesitation. So why would not the farmers 
of Snaefells be just as convinced that she had reappeared? Farmers 
can be as credulous as priests. There is hardly a soul in that remote 
farming community who doubts that Thorgunna came back to 
haunt the stingy farmer at Nether Ness, and while there might be 
an earthly explanation for the happenings at Nether Ness, until this 
explanation is supplied I am prepared to accept the supernatural. 
During my lifetime of travels I was to see many odd sights that 
defy conventional explanation. Within a few years of my mothers 
death I too encountered a fetch, and on the eve of a great battle I 
had strange and vivid forebodings which proved to be accurate. 
Often Ive witnessed events which somehow I know that I have 
seen before, and sometimes my dreams at night recall events that 
are in the past, but sometimes they also bring me into the future. 
The facility for seidr is improved by apprenticeship to a practitioner, 
but there must be a natural talent in the first place, which 
is nearly always a question of descent. Volva and seidrmanna come 
from the same families down through the generations, and this is 
why I have spent so much time writing of the strange circumstances
of Thorgunnas departure from this life and the hauntings: my 
mother gave me neither affection nor care, but she did bequeath to 
me a strange and disturbing gift  a power of second sight, which 
occasionally overwhelms me and over which I have no control.
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ON HER DEATH bed Thorgunna made no mention of her son 
because she already had sent me off to join my real father. I was 
just two years old. I bear my mother no grudge on this score. 
Handing on a two-year-old child like a parcel may seem harsh, but 
there was nothing unusual about this. Among the Norsemen it is 
common practice for young children to be fostered out by their 
natural parents, who send them off to neighbouring families to be 
raised and educated. It binds the two families together, and this can 
be very useful when it comes to conducting local politics and 
intrigues among the Icelanders. Almost every family has its foster 
sons and daughters, foster brothers and sisters, and the attachments 
built up between them can be just as strong as between natural 
siblings. Besides, everyone at Frodriver had heard the rumour that 
my father was Leif Eriksson. So I was not being fostered, but 
merely sent to him where he lived with his father Erik the Red in 
Greenland. Indeed it turned out to be the kindest thing that my 
mother ever did for me because this second sea journey of my 
infancy placed me in the care of the woman who became more a 
mother to me than my own. Gudrid Thorbjornsdottir was everything 
that her reputation claims  she was kind, thoughtful, clever, 
hard-working, beautiful and generous of spirit.

Gudrid was travelling with her husband, the merchant Thorir,
known as the Easterner, just at the time my mother at Frodriver 
was looking for someone to take her small child off to Greenland 
as she had long ago promised my father. And perhaps, too, my 
mother had a premonition of her own death. Thorir was pioneering 
a regular trading run between Iceland and Greenland, so when his 
ship called in at Snaefellsness Thorgunna put her request to Gudrid, 
and it was Gudrid who agreed to take me to my father.

Thorirs merchant ship was not one of the longships which 
have entered the sinister folklore of sheltered priests. The longships 
are warships, expensive to build, not particularly seaworthy and 
unsuitable for trading. At twenty paces length, a longship offers 
barely four or five paces in the beam and, being like a shallow dish 
amidships, has little room for cargo. Worse, from a merchants 
point of view, she needs a large crew to handle her under oars and 
even when she is sailing  which is how any sensible mariner 
makes progress  a longship must have a lively crew because these 
vessels have a treacherous habit of suddenly running themselves 
under or capsizing when under press of sail. Nor was Thorirs 
vessel one of those dumpy little coasters that farmers use when 
they creep round the Icelandic shore in fair weather, or to go out 
to the islands where they graze their sheep and cattle. His ship was 
a knorr, a well-found, full-bellied ship which is the most advanced 
of our deep-sea trading designs. She can carry a dozen cattle in 
pens in the central hold, has a single mast rigged with a broad 
rectangular sail of wadmal, and can cross from Iceland to Greenland 
in six dogur  a days sailing  the standard length by which 
such voyages are calculated (Adam in Bremen might have difficulty 
in translating that distance onto a map, if that is what he proposes 
to do). Her chief cargo on that particular voyage was not cattle, 
but Norwegian timber. And that cargo of timber was about to save 
our lives.

Any sensible person who embarks on the voyage from Iceland 
to Greenland keeps the fate of the second settlement fleet in mind. 
Seventeen ships set out, nearly all of them knorrs. Less than half 
the ships managed to reach their destination. The others were either
beaten back by adverse winds and limped into Iceland, or were 
simply lost at sea and no one ever heard of them again. As an 
experienced mariner, Thorir knew the risks better than most. The 
open water between Iceland and Greenland can be horrendous in 
bad weather, when a fierce gale from the south kicks up mountainous 
seas over the current
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