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Introduction

	 

	The Volsunga saga follows the fortunes of the Volsung family, a family of legendary Norse heroes descended from the chief deity of Norse mythology, Òđin. It was first written in Iceland around 1250 AD, although its origins are likely to be much older. Several poems in the Poetic Edda, a collection of medieval Scandinavian poems, tell of events in the saga, such as Fáfnismál and Sigurđarkviđa.

	Sigmund’s Saga tells the story of Sigmund, son of Chieftain Volsung. While I have simplified the plot and tried to make the narrative more accessible to a modern audience, the retelling remains faithful to the original saga.
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Chapter One: A Gift from the All-Father
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	He came in the dead of night, an old man with white hair and a long grey beard. He wore a black cloak, and his left eye was missing. The old man held a sword.

	He glanced at the longhouse and pulled his hood over his head. Everything was deathly silent. Those who lived in this settlement had long since shut themselves up in their homes. Few things could survive the harsh winter nights. Even the animals that would usually be in their enclosures had been brought inside. 

	The hooded figure loosened the rope around the training ground gate and pushed it open. It scraped against the hard earth. 

	At the back of the grounds were several pine trees; some felled, some still standing. 

	The old man went over to one of the jagged stumps and held the sword above his head. In one swift movement, he drove it down into the tree stump.  
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	The sun was rising. Weak amber light spilt over the horizon. Soon, the first snows of winter would fall over the mountains, decorating them white. Soon, the trees that rose from the earth like great spears would be covered over. Soon, the waterfalls that cascaded down the cliffsides would turn to ice. 

	Longboats lined the shore. In the sea spray from the crashing waves, they looked like a fleet of wild dragons waiting for their prey. Nearby was a settlement. It was surrounded by log walls to keep out intruders.

	The houses were made of thick planks of wood. Their roofs were thatched with tree bark and covered over with turf. They blended seamlessly with their grassy surroundings. At the back of the settlement was the longhouse, a sprawling wooden building held up by thick log pillars. The Chieftain’s Hall was beside it. A much less imposing structure but by no means less impressive. It was built next to an oak tree with strong branches. Chieftain Volsung had decked out his hall with fine fabrics, exotic treasures, and intricate woodcarvings.

	Scattered around the settlement were enclosures for different animals such as pigs, goats, and sheep. At the furthest end was the training grounds. A courtyard where the warriors would practice their combat skills. 
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	Sigmund opened his eyes and looked up at the ceiling. His head was pounding from last night’s feast. He had drunk too much, staggered home, and thrown himself onto his bed.

	His back ached and he was cold. He had not bothered to wrap himself in furs as he usually would. He slept in the clothes he was wearing: the thick tunic that went down to his knees, the wool trousers, even the silver arm ring his father, the Chieftain, had given him.

	Sigmund ran his fingers through his beard, smoothed back his greasy brown hair, and sat up.

	He looked at the piles of elegant gold bowls and bejewelled crosses by the door. Sigmund sighed. These were his share of the spoils they had taken from the last raid. He planned to take some of these to the farmer and trade them for goats to sacrifice in honour of Sverrir, one of the warriors who had not made it back home. Sverrir’s deity had been Thór, so an offering of goats would please the god. He also wanted to use some of the treasure to raise a memorial stone for Sverrir and pay someone with knowledge of the runes to inscribe it.

	Sigmund could hear raised voices outside. He got up and went over to his weapon pile.  He picked out an axe and fastened it to his belt. The weapon was still encrusted with blood. He also picked out a sword in a cloth scabbard. The scabbard had a long leather strap attached to it. Sigmund put the strap around his shoulders so that the sword rested against his back. Then, he headed out of the door. 

	As Sigmund stepped out of his front door, he fumbled through his belt pouch. There was a barley roll inside. He took it out and bit into it. The roll was chewy and hard to swallow.

	There was a crowd of people at the training grounds.

	Ulf stood at the back, trying to peer through the gaps in the crowd. He was seven years of age, with shaggy brown hair and big blue eyes. A wooden sword hung by his waist. When the boy was an infant, both his parents were killed by outlaws, and he was taken in by a local farmer.

	‘What is happening?’ Sigmund asked Ulf.

	‘I cannot tell.’

	Sigmund stood on the tips of his toes. Even though he was much taller than most people in the crowd, he still could not make out what was happening.

	‘Will you help me train later?’ Ulf asked. 

	Sigmund ruffled Ulf’s hair but did not say anything. He stepped into the crowd and pushed to the front. He was broad enough that all who stood in his way were easily barged aside.

	Ulf sprang forward and quickly followed Sigmund.

	At the far end of the grounds was a sword lodged into the stump of a tree. Siggeir was trying to pull out the sword with all his strength, but it did not budge. Siggeir had wedded Signý, Sigmund’s sister, at last night’s feast. He was much older than Signý; his hair was turning grey, and there were wisps of white in his beard. However, he was the Chieftain of a settlement in Götaland and had led many successful raids.

	‘What is this?’ Sigmund said. His voice was deep. It had such authority that everybody in the crowd turned to face him.

	‘When I passed by the training grounds earlier, I noticed a sword sticking out of a tree trunk. Someone must have put it there while we slept,’ Svend told him.

	‘It is a gift from the All-Father,’ the völva declared. She held a birchwood staff and was dressed in a long, hooded lambskin cloak. Around her neck hung glass beads.

	‘Òđin has blessed the union between Signý and me,’ Siggeir said. ‘This sword is a gift for me.’

	‘A gift you cannot take?’ Svend said. ‘If this is true, then surely Òđin is mocking you, not blessing you.’

	Siggeir took out his axe and moved towards Svend. 

	Svend took out his axe.

	The two stood chest-to-chest, staring each other down.

	‘Today is not a day for fighting. Put away your weapons,’ Chieftain Volsung said. He was making his way through the training grounds. He did not have to barge past people as Sigmund did because they all moved aside and allowed him to pass. 

	He was wrapped in a heavy cloak that was embroidered with silver thread and lined with marmot fur. His white hair fell down his back, and his beard was braided.

	Svend put his axe back on his belt. 

	‘As I thought, you are too cowardly to fight me.’ Siggeir put away his axe and stepped back.

	‘If you are right, and the sword is meant as a gift for you, then why can you not claim it? Perhaps, Svend is correct, and it is not meant for you,’ Chieftain Volsung said.

	‘This sword could be a gift for the Volsung clan,’ the völva said. ‘Why don’t you try to pull it out.’

	Siggeir’s face hardened, and his teeth clenched together.

	The Chieftain puffed out his chest. ‘My responsibilities lie with the people of this clan. I cannot afford to go raiding as I did when I was younger. A sword such as this should be wielded by a young warrior.’

	‘Then, what about your son, Sigmund. He too has the blood of the Volsungs in his veins.’

	Before Sigmund could say anything, the people behind shoved him forward.

	Chieftain Volsung nodded at him.

	Sigmund approached the tree stump. When he passed Siggeir, Siggeir snarled.

	Stooping over the stump, Sigmund clasped the handle of the sword. It was smooth. The handles of the swords Sigmund usually used were sharp and rough. Often, after battles, his hands would be callused and bruised.

	He pulled on the sword, and to his surprise, it slid from the tree.

	Once the blade was free, he held it out and inspected it. Sigmund could not help but admire the craftsmanship; it was far superior to the iron swords he was used to. The metal was smooth and gave an almost perfect reflection of his face. The silver guard and pommel both had intricate gold patterns inlaid into them.

	He ran his finger over the edge of the blade. It was sharp. He could feel it slicing through his flesh.

	Blood trickled down the sword.

	‘The sword, it seems, has found its master,’ the völva announced. ‘Now, you must give it a name.’

	Sigmund looked at the völva and then back at his sword. ‘Gram,’ he said.

	The crowd cheered, some of them clanging their weapons together.

	‘Now that you have Gram, what will you do with the sword I gave you?’ Chieftain Volsung asked. ‘It is too fine to go unused. Perhaps, you could give it to Siggeir as a consolation?’ 

	Sigmund stabbed Gram into the earth and unsheathed his old sword.

	He flipped it over so that the point of the blade was in his hand and held it out.

	‘I made an oath to the gods that one day this sword would be wielded by one of the greatest warriors in the Volsung clan.’

	He handed it to Ulf.

	The boy’s eyes lit up. He took the sword. Its weight was too much for him, though, and as soon as Sigmund let go of it
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