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    Seeking to separate saga-born legend from the tangible record of artifacts, laws, and language, Paul B. Du Chaillu’s two-volume study advances a sweeping claim: that the institutions, customs, and maritime energies of Viking Age Scandinavia supplied vital roots for the later development of English-speaking societies, and that by tracing ships, graves, place-names, and inherited legal habits across the North Sea, one can follow a persistent northern imprint shaping communities far beyond their fjords, turning the story of raids and voyages into a larger account of cultural transmission, kinship, and continuity that complicates simple narratives of conquest or isolated national origins.

In The Viking Age (Vol. 1 & 2), first published in 1889, Du Chaillu assembles a historical and cultural panorama of Scandinavia and the Norse world spanning roughly the late eighth to the eleventh centuries, a period commonly labeled the Viking Age. Working within the scholarly debates of the late nineteenth century, he presents a study that is part history, part archaeology, and part comparative cultural analysis. His focus ranges across Scandinavia, the North Atlantic, the British Isles, and adjoining coasts of continental Europe, outlining how northern peoples moved, settled, traded, fought, legislated, and worshipped while leaving persistent marks on language, law, and custom.

As a reading experience, the two volumes offer a comprehensive, sober, and methodical survey rather than a romanticized adventure narrative. Du Chaillu’s voice is that of a synthesizer of evidence: he inventories objects, cites texts, and organizes topics into clear thematic corridors, inviting readers to weigh cumulative patterns over sensational anecdotes. The mood is investigative and steady, driven by curiosity about origins and institutions. He foregrounds material remains and documented practices, continually returning to what can be corroborated. The result is an expansive compendium that guides the reader through ships, weapons, dwellings, rites, attire, and social structures without losing sight of broader historical currents.

Central to his argument is the relationship between Scandinavian customs and later English and North Atlantic developments. He tracks parallels in legal traditions, kinship norms, inheritance rules, and communal governance, and he considers how these might have traveled with settlers and sustained coherence abroad. He discusses evidence from burial practices, runic inscriptions, place-names, and early chronicles alongside later compilations, maintaining a comparative frame that distinguishes legend from practice where possible. Throughout, the study emphasizes maritime technology and mobility as engines of cultural exchange, suggesting how ships connected dispersed communities and enabled the transfer not only of goods and warriors but also of institutions and ideas.

Thematically, the work explores identity, migration, and the persistence of custom across distance and time. It asks how communities remember themselves, how law and ritual bind people together, and how material culture records change without erasing continuity. It raises questions still resonant today: what counts as evidence for collective ancestry, how to balance textual narratives against archaeological traces, and how myths about the past shape modern self-understanding. Readers encounter not only the vigor of seafaring expansion but also the slower rhythms of household life, craftsmanship, and exchange, yielding a perspective that integrates warfare with governance, belief, and everyday practice.

As a product of its era, the book reflects the intellectual frameworks of the late nineteenth century, including strong interest in the origins of English-speaking societies and the classification of peoples through comparative history. Some interpretations have been debated or revised by later scholarship, particularly as new discoveries and methodologies have enriched the field. Yet the volumes remain valuable as a gathering of sources and observations, a snapshot of Victorian-era synthesis, and an invitation to test arguments against accumulating evidence. Reading them today encourages both appreciation for their diligence and a critical awareness of how historical narratives are assembled and refined.

Approached in this spirit, The Viking Age (Vol. 1 & 2) offers more than an inventory of artifacts or an itinerary of raids; it provides a framework for thinking about cultural transmission across seas and centuries. Du Chaillu’s sustained attention to institutions, practices, and names illuminates the bonds that can link distant shores, and his sweeping canvas situates local details within a larger North Atlantic story. For contemporary readers, the books serve as a rigorous gateway into the sources that underlie popular images of Vikings, opening paths toward deeper study while keeping the focus on verifiable traces of lived experience.
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    The Viking Age (Vol. 1 & 2) by Paul B. Du Chaillu is a late nineteenth-century, two-volume survey of the Scandinavian peoples from their prehistoric background to the close of the Viking era. Drawing on archaeology, runic inscriptions, saga literature, early law codes, and medieval chronicles, the author assembles a documentary picture of northern society. The work sets out to describe institutions, beliefs, material culture, and overseas activity, while correlating literary testimony with tangible finds. It proceeds thematically but observes a broad chronological movement from origins to Christianization. Extensive appendices, plates, and catalogues present artifacts, inscriptions, and comparative notes that underpin the narrative.

Du Chaillu begins with the land and people of Scandinavia, outlining the geography and climate that framed subsistence, travel, and settlement. He summarizes evidence from the Stone, Bronze, and Iron Ages, including kitchen-middens, bog deposits, and graves, to sketch the cultural antecedents of the Norse. Language and ethnology are treated through philological comparisons and the development of the runic alphabet, with attention to letter forms and regional variants. The author introduces early social groupings, farmsteads, and maritime orientation, establishing the conditions from which the Viking Age emerged in the late eighth century and the continuities that link it with earlier Germanic traditions.

The study turns to domestic life and material culture. Houses, farm organization, and tools are described alongside textiles, weaving, and foodways. Weapons and ornaments are used to illustrate workmanship and style, with brooches, mounts, and sword fittings compared across Scandinavian regions and the diaspora. Burial practices, grave goods, and ship interments are analyzed as sources for social status and belief, incorporating notable finds such as the Tune and Gokstad ships. Runestones and decorative motifs are treated as evidence for aesthetics and commemoration. The volumes reproduce numerous drawings and measurements to document shapes, materials, and techniques observable in museum collections and excavations.

Social structure and law receive sustained attention. The hierarchy of kings, jarls, freeholders, and thralls is outlined, together with kinship ties, fosterage, and household governance. Public assemblies, law-speakers, and the procedures of dispute resolution are summarized from Scandinavian and Icelandic codes, with comparisons to early English law. Topics include marriage and dowry, inheritance and guardianship, oaths, compensations, and outlawry, as well as sanctioned combat and feud. The author emphasizes the communal nature of legal authority and the role of customary practice. He collates place-names, charters, and legal formulae to illustrate how institutions operated locally and how obligations were enforced.

Religion and ritual are presented through mythic narratives and material traces. The pantheon of Odin, Thor, Freyr, and associated deities is outlined, together with cosmological ideas preserved in later sources. Cultic sites, sacrificial practices, and seasonal festivals are discussed, including priestly functions exercised by chieftains and household cult. Divination, seidr, and runic magic are considered in relation to law and social norms. Funerary rites, cremation, inhumation, and ship burials, are read for their symbolism and chronology. The author introduces early Christian contacts and missionary activity, noting how religious change appears in burial customs, iconography, and the vocabulary of law.

The maritime foundations of the Viking Age are treated through shipbuilding, navigation, and the organization of war and trade. Construction methods, clinker planking, keels, and sail rigs are described from surviving hulls and fittings. The author summarizes navigational practice, harbors, and coastal routes, then surveys armament, swords, spears, axes, shields, and defensive equipment. He distinguishes raiding, mercenary service, and commerce, and notes how expeditions were raised and led. Fortified sites, towns, and market centers are placed within regional networks. Coins, weights, and measures provide evidence for exchange, while legal provisions for ship service and maritime liability indicate the institutional framework for seafaring.

Overseas activity to the west is traced through annals and archaeological data. Raids on monasteries and coasts give way to settlements in the Northern and Western Isles, Ireland, and the English Danelaw. The formation of Norse towns, such as Dublin, and earldoms in Orkney and the Isles, is summarized alongside the imposition of tribute and treaty-making. The creation of Normandy under Rollo is treated as a case of negotiated settlement and assimilation. Du Chaillu assembles place-name evidence, loanwords, and legal parallels to argue for strong Scandinavian influence on English society and institutions, while noting the variability of outcomes across different regions.

Expansion to the east and north is presented through the river routes of eastern Europe and the North Atlantic colonies. The activities of the Varangians among Slavic and Finnic peoples, their trade in furs and silver, and their service in Byzantium are outlined from Greek, Arabic, and Norse sources. The settlement of the Faroes and Iceland, the foundation of the Althing, and the later colonization of Greenland are narrated with reference to sagas and lawbooks. Accounts of voyages to Vinland are summarized cautiously as literary testimony. Throughout, hoards, weights, and imported goods are used to correlate narrative with economic evidence.

The closing chapters address conversion and continuity. The spread of Christianity in Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Iceland is described through kings’ policies, assemblies’ decisions, and changes in burial and art. Written law codes, church organization, and new forms of kingship mark the end of the Viking Age and the integration of Scandinavia into Latin Christendom. Du Chaillu concludes by emphasizing the complexity of Norse society, farmers and traders as well as warriors, and the breadth of its European connections. The two volumes aim to provide a grounded, illustrated record of institutions and culture whose legacy persisted in laws, language, and settlement.
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    Paul B. Du Chaillu’s The Viking Age (Vol. 1 and 2) is set within the historical frame conventionally dated from the late eighth to the mid eleventh century, centered on Denmark, Norway, and Sweden and the maritime sphere they commanded. The work ranges across key nodes such as Hedeby, Birka, and Kaupang; the North Sea and Baltic coasts; the British Isles; the North Atlantic settlements; and riverine corridors into Rus and Byzantium. It reconstructs a world shaped by ship technology, seasonal trading cycles, and kin based political organization. Du Chaillu writes from the vantage of the 1880s, yet anchors his setting in sagas, law codes, chronicles, runestones, and excavated material culture.

The opening phase of Viking activity is marked by rapid, long range predation and probing raids. A Northmen attack at Portland in 789 and the famous assault on Lindisfarne in 793 inaugurated a cycle of monastery plundering that spread to Iona in 795 and down the Frankish coasts. In 845, a fleet under the figure later remembered as Ragnar sacked Paris on the Seine. These events rested on clinker built longships, shallow drafts, and flexible crews able to pivot between raiding and trade. Du Chaillu foregrounds these episodes through the Anglo Saxon Chronicle and Frankish annals, using them to illustrate technological capacity and the maritime geography of power.

From 865, the Great Heathen Army under leaders such as Ivar, Halfdan, and Ubba wintered in England, seizing York in 866, threatening Mercia, and killing King Edmund of East Anglia in 869. The resulting partition, formalized after Alfred of Wessex’s victory and the Treaty of Wedmore in 878 with Guthrum, delineated the Danelaw across Watling Street and entrenched Scandinavian settlement in the Five Boroughs: Derby, Leicester, Lincoln, Nottingham, and Stamford. Alfred’s burh network, recoinage, and reorganization of fyrd service reshaped English defense and administration. Du Chaillu treats this as foundational for English legal geography, reading place names, wapentakes, and lawmen as enduring Norse imprints on governance.

Cnut’s North Sea Empire (1016-1035) consolidated Danish, English, and later Norwegian crowns, culminating after the battle of Assandun in 1016 and marriage to Emma of Normandy in 1017. His rule combined royal itineration with powerful earldoms, especially under Godwin of Wessex, extensive minting, and church patronage; he attended the imperial coronation at Rome in 1027 and issued law codes aimed at stability and fair weights. Overlordship of Denmark (from 1019) and Norway (from 1028) knit a thalassocratic polity that unraveled after 1035. Du Chaillu reads Cnut as the apex of Anglo Scandinavian synthesis, demonstrating how Scandinavian political forms could adapt to and shape English institutions.

Scandinavian legal and political culture revolved around public assemblies. Regional things such as the Gulathing and Frostathing in Norway, and the island wide Althing founded in Iceland in 930, legislated, arbitrated, and affirmed consensus. The conversion of Iceland by law in 999-1000, mediated by the lawspeaker Thorgeir Thorkelsson, exemplified legal authority over coercion. In England’s Danelaw, wapentakes and the Five Boroughs’ lagmen embodied analogous practices, while place name strata in -by, -thorpe, and -toft marked settlement density. Du Chaillu mines law codes, saga descriptions, and runic commemorations to argue for the transmission or reinforcement of participatory institutions and customary jurisprudence within early English governance.

Christianization and state formation progressed unevenly but decisively. Harald Bluetooth’s Jelling inscription, c. 965-970, proclaimed that he made the Danes Christian, inaugurating church building and royal consolidation. In Norway, Olaf Tryggvason (995-1000) enforced baptism, and Olaf Haraldsson (St Olaf, 1015-1030) embedded royal law and ecclesiastical structures, though his fall at Stiklestad in 1030 signaled resistance. Swedish conversion advanced around the turn of the millennium under rulers linked to Uppsala and Sigtuna. Conversion reshaped burial rites, literacy, and kingship ideology. Du Chaillu correlates these changes with material evidence such as cross bearing runestones and ship burials like the Tune (1867) and Gokstad (1880) finds, stressing social transformation.

The book is also a product of nineteenth century archaeological and nationalist scholarship. Key discoveries included the Nydam boat (1863, Jutland), the Tune ship (1867, Ostfold), and the Gokstad ship (excavated by Nicolay Nicolaysen in 1880), which revolutionized understanding of shipbuilding and elite burial. Christian Jurgensen Thomsen’s Three Age System (1836) structured museum practice, while scholars like Sophus Bugge advanced philology and runology. Institutions such as the Society for the Preservation of Ancient Norwegian Monuments (1844) professionalized heritage. In Britain, debates by John Mitchell Kemble and E. A. Freeman over Germanic versus Norman influence framed reception. Du Chaillu’s Scandinavian travels in 1871-1878 and Land of the Midnight Sun (1881) fed directly into The Viking Age (1889).

Du Chaillu’s study functions as a social and political critique by challenging clerical and Norman centered narratives that marginalized Scandinavian agency. Elevating the thing, law codes, and the rights of free farmers, he implicitly critiques later feudal hierarchies and portrays communal consent as a counterweight to aristocratic domination. By foregrounding Danelaw practices and Cnut’s integrative governance, he contests triumphalist accounts of unbroken Anglo Saxon or purely Norman institutional ancestry. His reliance on material culture also tests textual bias that branded pagans as mere marauders. In a Victorian milieu rife with national chauvinism, the book argues for a more plural, transnational foundation of English polity and law.
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Early antiquities of the North—Literature: English and Frankish chronicles—Early civilisation—Beauty of ornaments, weapons, &c.

A study of the ancient literature and abundant archæology of the North gives us a true picture of the character and life of the Norse ancestors of the English-speaking peoples.

We can form a satisfactory idea of their religious, social, political, and warlike life. We can follow them from their birth to their grave. We see the infant exposed to die, or water sprinkled,1 and a name bestowed upon it; follow the child in his education, in his sports; the young man in his practice of arms; the maiden in her domestic duties and embroidery; the adult in his warlike expeditions; hear the clash of swords and the songs of the Scald, looking on and inciting the warriors to greater deeds of daring, or it may be recounting afterwards the glorious death of the hero. We listen to the old man giving his advice at the Thing.2 We learn about their dress, ornaments, implements, weapons; their expressive names and complicated relationships; their dwellings and convivial halls, with their primitive or magnificent furniture; their temples, sacrifices, gods, and sacred ceremonies; their personal appearance, even to the hair, eyes, face and limbs. Their festivals, betrothal and marriage feasts are open to us. We are present at their athletic games preparatory to the stern realities of the life of that period, where honour and renown were won on the battle-field; at the revel and drunken bout; behold the dead warrior on his burning ship or on the pyre, and surrounded by his weapons, horses, slaves, or fallen companions who are to enter with him into Valhalla;3 look into the death chamber, see the mounding and the Arvel, or inheritance feast.

These Norsemen had carriages or chariots, as well as horses, and the numerous skeletons of this animal in graves or bogs prove it to have been in common use at a very early period. Their dress, and the splendour of their riding equipment for war, the richness of the ornamentation of their weapons of offence and defence are often carefully described. Everywhere we see that gold was in the greatest abundance. The descriptions of such wealth might seem to be very much exaggerated; but, as will be seen in the course of this work, the antiquities treasured in the museums of the North bear witness to the truthfulness of the records. The spade has developed the history of Scandinavia, as it has done that of Assyria and Etruria, but in addition the Northmen had the Saga and Edda literature to perpetuate their deeds.

We are the more astonished as we peruse the Eddas and Sagas giving the history of the North, and examine the antiquities found in the country, for we hear hardly anything about the customs of the people from the Roman writers, and our ideas regarding them have been thoroughly vitiated by the earlier Frankish and English chronicles and other monkish writings, or by the historians who have taken these records as a trustworthy authority.

Some writers, in order to give more weight to these chronicles, and to show the great difference that existed between the invaders and invaded, and how superior the latter were to the former, paint in a graphic manner, without a shadow of authority, the contrast between the two peoples. England is described as being at that time a most beautiful country, a panegyric which does not apply to fifteen or twenty centuries ago; while the country of the aggressor is depicted as one of swamp and forest inhabited by wild and savage men. It is forgotten that after a while the people of the country attacked were the same people as those of the North or their descendants, who in intelligence, civilisation, and manly virtues were far superior to the original and effete inhabitants of the shores they invaded.

The men of the North who settled and conquered part of Gaul and Britain, whose might the power of Rome could not destroy, and whose depredations it could not prevent, were not savages; the Romans did not dare attack these men at home with their fleet or with their armies. Nay, they even had allowed these Northmen to settle peacefully in their provinces of Gaul and Britain.

No, the people who were then spread over a great part of the present Russia, who overran Germania, who knew the art of writing, who led their conquering hosts to Spain, into the Mediterranean, to Italy, Sicily, Greece, the Black Sea, Palestine, Africa, and even crossed the broad Atlantic to America, who were undisputed masters of the sea for more than twelve centuries, were not barbarians. Let those who uphold the contrary view produce evidence from archæology of an indigenous British or Gallic civilisation which surpasses that of the North.

The antiquities of the North even without its literature would throw an indirect but valuable light on the history of the earlier Norse tribes, the so-called barbarians, fiends, devils, sons of Pluto, &c., of the Frankish and English chronicles. To the latter we can refer for stories of terrible acts of cruelty committed by the countrymen of the writers who recount them with complacency; maiming prisoners or antagonists and sending multitudes into slavery far away from their homes. But the greatest of all outrages in the eyes of these monkish scribes was that the Northmen burned a church or used it for sheltering their men or stabling their horses.

The writers of the English and Frankish chronicles were the worst enemies of the Northmen, ignorant and bigoted men when judged by the standard of our time; through their writings we hardly know anything of the customs of their own people. They could see nothing good in a man who had not a religion identical with their own.

Still allowance must be made for the chroniclers; they wrote the history of their own period with the bigotry, passions, and hatreds, of their times.

The striking fact brought vividly before our mind is that the people of the North, even before the time when they carried their warfare into Gaul and Britain, possessed a degree of civilisation which would be difficult for us to realise were it not that the antiquities help us in a most remarkable manner, and in many essential points, to corroborate the truthfulness of the Eddas and Sagas.

The indisputable fact remains that both the Gauls and the Britons were conquered by the Romans and afterwards by the Northern tribes.

This Northern civilisation was peculiar to itself, having nothing in common with the Roman world. Rome knew nothing of these people till they began to frequent the coasts of her North Sea provinces, in the days of Tacitus, and after his time the Mediterranean. The North was separated from Rome by the swamps and forests of Germania—a vague term given to a country north and north-east of Italy, a land without boundaries, and inhabited by a great number of warlike, wild, uncivilised tribes. According to the accounts of Roman writers, these people were very unlike those of the North, and we must take the description given of them to be correct, as there is no archæological discovery to prove the contrary. They were distinct; one was comparatively civilised, the other was not.

The manly civilisation the Northmen possessed was their own; from their records, corroborated by finds in Southern Russia, it seems to have advanced north from about the shores of the Black Sea, and we shall be able to see in the perusal of these pages how many Northern customs were like those of the ancient Greeks.

A view of the past history of the world will show us that the growth of nations which have become powerful has been remarkably steady, and has depended upon the superior intelligence of the conquering people over their neighbours; just as to-day the nations who have taken possession of far-off lands and extended their domain, are superior to the conquered.

The museums of Copenhagen, Stockholm, Christiania, Bergen, Lünd, Göteborg, and many smaller ones in the provincial towns of the three Scandinavian kingdoms, show a most wonderful collection of antiquities which stand unrivalled in Central and Northern Europe for their wealth of weapons and costly objects of gold and silver, belonging to the bronze and iron age, and every year additions are made.

The weapons found with their peculiar northern ornamentation, and the superb ring coats-of-mail, show the skill of the people in working iron. A great number of their early swords and other weapons are damascened even so far back as the beginning of the Christian era, and show either that this art was practised in the North long before its introduction into the rest of Europe from Damascus by the Crusaders, or that the Norsemen were so far advanced as to be able to appreciate the artistic manufactures of Southern nations.

The remnants of articles of clothing with graceful patterns, interwoven with threads of gold and silver, which have fortunately escaped entire destruction, show the existence of great skill in weaving. Entire suits of wearing apparel remain to tell us how some of the people dressed in the beginning of our era.

Beautiful vessels of silver and gold also testify to the taste and luxury of those early times. The knowledge of the art of writing and of gilding is clearly demonstrated. In some cases, nearly twenty centuries have not been able to tarnish or obliterate the splendour of the gilt jewels of the Northmen. We find among their remains—either of their own manufacture or imported, perhaps as spoils of war—repoussé work of gold or silver, bronze, silver, and wood work covered with the thinnest sheets of gold; the filigree work displays great skill, and some of it could not be surpassed now. Many objects are ornamented with niello, and of so thorough a northern pattern, that they are incontestably of home manufacture. The art of enamelling seems also to have been known to the artificers of the period.

Objects, many of which show much refined taste, such as superb specimens of glass vessels with exquisite painted subjects—unrivalled for their beauty of pattern, even in the museums of Italy and Russia—objects of bronze, &c., make us pause with astonishment, and musingly ask ourselves from what country these came. The names of Etruria, of ancient Greece, and of Rome, naturally occur to our minds.

Other objects of unquestionable Roman and Greek manufacture, and hundreds and thousands of coins, of the first, second, third and fourth centuries of the Christian era, show the early intercourse the people of the North had with the western and eastern Roman empire, and with Frisia, Gaul, and Britain.

A careful perusal of the Eddas and Sagas will enable us, with the help of the ancient Greek and Latin writers, and without any serious break in the chain of events, to make out a fairly continuous history which throws considerable light on the progenitors of the English-speaking people, their migrations northward from their old home on the shores of the Black Sea, their religion, and the settlement of Scandinavia, of England, and other countries.
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The three maritime tribes of the North—The fleets of the Sueones—Expeditions of Saxons and Franks—Home of these tribes—The tribes of Germania not seafaring—Probable origin of the names Saxons and Franks.

Roman writers give us the names of three maritime tribes of the North, which were called by them Sueones, Saxones, and Franci. The first of these, which is the earliest mentioned, is thus described by Tacitus (circ. 57–117 A.D.):—

“Hence the States of the Sueones, situated in the ocean itself, are not only powerful on land, but also have mighty fleets. The shape of their ships is different, in that, having a prow at each end, they are always ready for running on to the beach. They are not worked by sails, nor are the oars fastened to the sides in regular order, but left loose as in some rivers, so that they can be shifted here or there as circumstances may require.”4

The word Sviar, which is constantly met with in the Sagas to denote the inhabitants of Svithjod (Sweden), or the country of which Upsala was the capital, corresponds somewhat to the name Sueones, and it is highly probable that in Sueones we have the root of Sviar and of Svithjod. The ships described by Tacitus are exactly like those which are described in this work as having been found in the North.

It stands to reason that the maritime power of the Sueones must have been the growth of centuries before the time of Tacitus, and from analogy of historical records we know that the fleets of powerful nations do not remain idle. Hence we must come to the conclusion that the Sueones navigated the sea long before the time of Tacitus, an hypothesis which is implied by the Eddas and Sagas as well as by the antiquities discovered.

That the Sueones, with such fleets, did not navigate westward further than Frisia is not credible, the more so that it was only necessary for them to follow the coast in order to come to the shores of Gaul, from which they could see Britain, and such maritime people must have had intercourse with the inhabitants of that island at that period; indeed, the objects of the earlier iron age discovered in Britain, which were until lately classed as Anglo-Roman, are identical with those of the country from which these people came, i.e., Scandinavia.

The Veneti, a tribe who inhabited Brittany, and whose power on the sea is described by Cæsar, were in all probability the advance-guard of the tribes of the North; their ships were built of oak, with iron nails, just as those of the Northmen; and the people of the country in which they settled were not seafaring.5 Moreover, the similarity of the name to that of the Venedi, who are conjecturally placed by Tacitus on the shores of the Baltic, and to the Vends, so frequently mentioned in the Sagas, can scarcely be regarded as a mere accident.

“The Veneti have a very great number of ships, with which they have been accustomed to sail to Britain, and excel the rest of the people in their knowledge and experience of nautical affairs; and as only a few ports lie scattered along that stormy and open sea, of which they are in possession, they hold as tributaries almost all those who have been accustomed to traffic in that sea. …”

“For their own ships were built and equipped in the following manner: Their ships were more flat-bottomed than our vessels, in order that they might be able more easily to guard against shallows and the ebbing of the tide; the prows were very much elevated, as also the sterns, so as to encounter heavy waves and storms. The vessels were built wholly of oak, so as to bear any violence or shock; the cross-benches, a foot in breadth, were fastened by iron spikes of the thickness of the thumb; the anchors were secured to iron chains, instead of to ropes; raw hides and thinly-dressed skins were used for sails, either on account of their want of canvas and ignorance of its use, or for this reason, which is the more likely, that they considered that such violent ocean storms and such strong winds could not be resisted, and such heavy vessels could not be conveniently managed by sails. The attack of our fleet on these vessels was of such a nature that the only advantage was in its swiftness and the power of its oars; in everything else, considering the situation and the fury of the storm, they had the advantage. For neither could our ships damage them by ramming (so strongly were they built), nor was a weapon easily made to reach them, owing to their height, and for the same reason they were not so easily held by grappling-irons. To this was added, that when the wind had begun to get strong, and they had driven before the gale, they could better weather the storm, and also more safely anchor among shallows, and, when left by the tide, need in no respect fear rocks and reefs, the dangers from all which things were greatly to be dreaded by our vessels.”

Roman writers after the time of Tacitus mention warlike and maritime expeditions by the Saxons and Franks. Their names do not occur in Tacitus, but it is not altogether improbable that these people, whom later writers mention as ravaging every country which they could enter by sea or land, are the people whom Tacitus knew as the Sueones.

The maritime power of the Sueones could not have totally disappeared in a century, a hypothesis which is borne out by the fact that after a lapse of seven centuries they are again mentioned in the time of Charlemagne; nor could the supremacy of the so-called Saxons and Franks on the sea have arisen in a day; it must have been the growth of even generations before the time of Tacitus.

Ptolemy (circ. A.D. 140) is the first writer who mentions the Saxons as inhabiting a territory north of the Elbe, on the neck of the Cimbric Chersonesus.6 They occupied but a small space, for between them and the Cimbri, at the northern extremity of the peninsula, he places ten other tribes, among them the Angli.

About a century after the time of Ptolemy, Franks and Saxons had already widely extended their expeditions at sea. Some of the former made an expedition from the Euxine, through the Mediterranean, plundered Syracuse, and returned without mishap across the great sea (A.D. circ. 280).7

“He (Probus) permitted the Bastarnæ, a Scythian race, who had submitted themselves to him, to settle in certain districts of Thrace which he allotted to them, and from thenceforth these people always lived under the laws and institutions of Rome. And there were certain Franks who had come to the Emperor, and had asked for land on which to settle. A part of them, however, revolted, and having obtained a large number of ships, caused disturbances throughout the whole of Greece, and having landed in Sicily and made an assault on Syracuse, they caused much slaughter there. They also landed in Libya, but were repulsed at the approach of the Carthaginian forces. Nevertheless, they managed to get back to their home unscathed.”

“Why should I tell again of the most remote nations of the Franks (of Francia), which were carried away not from those regions which the Romans had on a former occasion invaded, but from their own native territory, and the farthest shores of the land of the barbarians, and transported to the deserted parts of Gaul that they might promote the peace of the Roman Empire by their cultivation and its armies by their recruits?”8

“There came to mind the incredible daring and undeserved success of a handful of the captive Franks under the Emperor Probus. For they, having seized some ships, so far away as Pontus, having laid waste Greece and Asia, having landed and done some damage on several parts of the coast of Africa, actually took Syracuse, which was at one time so renowned for her naval ascendancy. Thereupon they accomplished a very long voyage and entered the Ocean at the point where it breaks through the land (the Straits of Gibraltar), and so by the result of their daring exploit showed that wherever ships can sail, nothing is closed to pirates in desperation.”9

In the time of Diocletian and Maximian these maritime tribes so harassed the coasts of Gaul and Britain that Maximian, in 286, was obliged to make Gesoriacum or Bononia (the present Boulogne) into a port for the Roman fleet, in order as far as possible to prevent their incursions.

“About this time (A.D. 287) Carausius, who, though of very humble origin, had, in the exercise of vigorous warfare, obtained a distinguished reputation, was appointed at Bononia to reduce to quiet the coast regions of Belgica and Armorica, which were overrun by the Franks and Saxons. But though many of the barbarians were captured, the whole of the booty was not handed over to the inhabitants of the province, nor sent to the commander-in-chief, and the barbarians were, moreover, deliberately allowed by him to come in, that he might capture them with their spoils as they passed through, and by this means enrich himself. On being condemned to death by Maximian, he seized on the sovereign command, and took possession of Britain.”10

Eutropius also records that the Saxons and others dwelt on the coasts of and among the marshes of the great sea, which no one could traverse, but the Emperor Valentinian (320–375) nevertheless conquered them.

The Emperor Julian calls the

“Franks and Saxons the most warlike of the tribes above the Rhine and the Western Sea.”11

Ammianus Marcellinus (d. circ. 400 A.D.) writes:—

“At this time (middle of the 4th century), just as though the trumpets were sounding a challenge throughout all the Roman world, fierce nations were stirred up and began to burst forth from their territories. The Alamanni began to devastate Gallia and Rhætia; the Sarmatæ and Quadi Pannonia, the Picts and Saxons, Scots, and Attacotti constantly harassed the Britons.”12

“The Franks and the Saxons, who are coterminous with them, were ravaging the districts of Gallia wherever they could effect an entrance by sea or land, plundering and burning, and murdering all the prisoners they could take.”13

Claudianus asserts that the Saxons appeared even in the Orkneys:—

“The Orcades were moist from the slain Saxon.”14

These are but a few of many allusions to the same effect which might be quoted.

That the swarms of Sueones and so-called Saxons and Franks, seen on every sea of Europe, could have poured forth from a small country is not possible. Such fleets as they possessed could only have come from a country densely covered with oak forests. We must come to the conclusion that Sueones, Franks, and Saxons were seafaring tribes belonging to one people. The Roman writers did not seem to know the precise locality inhabited by these people.

It would appear that these tribes must have come from a country further eastward than the Roman provinces, and that as they came with ships, their home must have been on the shores of the Baltic, the Cattegat, and Norway; in fact, precisely the country which the numerous antiquities point to as inhabited by an extremely warlike and maritime race, which had great intercourse with the Greek and Roman world.

The dates given by the Greek and Roman writers of the maritime expeditions, invasions, and settlements of the so-called Saxons and Franks agree perfectly with the date of the objects found in the North, among which are numerous Roman coins, and remarkable objects of Roman and Greek art, which must have been procured either by the peaceful intercourse of trade or by war. To this very day thousands upon thousands of graves have been preserved in the North, belonging to the time of the invasions of these Northmen, and to an earlier period. From them no other inference can be drawn than that the country and islands of the Baltic were far more densely populated than any part of central and western Europe and Great Britain, since the number of these earlier graves in those countries is much smaller.

Every tumulus described by antiquaries as a Saxon or Frankish grave is the counterpart of a Northern grave, thus showing conclusively the common origin of the people.

Wherever graves of the same type are found in other countries we have the invariable testimony, either of the Roman or Greek writers of the Frankish and English Chronicles or of the Sagas, to show that the people of the North had been in the country at one time or another.

The conclusion is forced upon us that in time the North became over-populated, and an outlet was necessary for the spread of its people.

The story of the North is that of all countries whose inhabitants have spread and conquered, in order to find new fields for their energy and over-population; in fact, the very course the progenitors of the English-speaking peoples adopted in those days is precisely the one which has been followed by their descendants in England and other countries for the last three hundred years.

It is certain that the Franks could not have lived on the coast of Frisia, as they did later on, for we know that the country of the Rhine was held by the Romans, and, besides, as we have already seen, Julian refers to the Franks and Saxons as dwelling above the Rhine. Moreover, till they had to give up their conquests, no mention is made by the Romans of native seafaring tribes inhabiting the shores of their northern province, except the Veneti, and they would have certainly tried to subjugate the roving seamen that caused them so much trouble in their newly-acquired provinces if they had been within their reach.

From the Roman writers, who have been partially confirmed by archæology, we know that the tribes which inhabited the country to which they give the vague name of Germania were not seafaring people nor possessed of any civilisation. The invaders of Britain, of the Gallic and of the Mediterranean coasts could therefore not have been the German tribes referred to by the Roman writers, who, as we see from Julius Cæsar and other Roman historians, were very far from possessing the civilisation which we know, from the antiquities, to have existed in the North.

“Their whole life is devoted to hunting and warlike pursuits. From childhood they pay great attention to toil and hardiness; they bathe all together in the rivers, and wear skins or small reindeer garments, leaving the greater part of their bodies naked.”15

Tacitus, in recording the speech of Germanicus to his troops before the battle at Idistavisus, bears witness to the uncivilised character of the inhabitants of the country.

“The huge targets, the enormous spears of the barbarians could never be wielded against trunks of trees and thickets of underwood shooting up from the ground, like Roman swords and javelins, and armour fitting the body … the Germans had neither helmet nor coat of mail; their bucklers were not even strengthened with leather, but mere contextures of twigs and boards of no substance daubed over with paint. Their first rank was to a certain extent armed with pikes, the rest had only stakes burnt at the ends or short darts.”16

Now compare these descriptions with the magnificent archæology of the North of that period—as seen in these volumes—from which we learn that the tribes who inhabited the shores of the Baltic and the present Scandinavia had at the time the above was written reached a high degree of civilisation. We find in their graves and hoards, coins of the early Roman Empire not in isolated instances, but constantly and in large numbers, and deposited side by side with such objects as coats of mail, damascened swords and other examples of articles of highly artistic workmanship.

Three kinds of swords are often mentioned by the Northmen—the mœkir, the sverd, and the sax, while among the spears there is one called frakki, or frakka.

The double-edged sword was the one that was in use among the Romans, and they, seeing bodies of men carrying a weapon unlike theirs—single-edged, and called Sax—may have named them after it, and the Franks, in like manner, may have been called after their favourite weapon, the Frakki; but we see that neither the sax nor the frakki was confined to one tribe in the North. There is a Saxland in the Sagas—a small country situated east of the peninsula of Jutland, about the present Holstein—a land tributary to the Danish or Swedish Kings from the earliest times, but far from possessing the warlike archæology of the North, it appears to have held an insignificant place among the neighbouring tribes.

In the Bayeux tapestry the followers of William the Conqueror were called Franci, and they always have been recognised as coming from the North.

The very early finds prove that the Sax was not rare, for it occurs in different parts of the North and islands of the Baltic. The different swords and spears used were so common and so well known to everybody, that we have no special description of them in the Sagas, except of their ornamentation; but in the Saga of Grettir there is a passage which shows that the Sax was single-edged.

Gretti went to a farm in Iceland to slay the Bondi Thorbjorn and his son Arnor. We read—

“When Gretti saw that the young man was within reach he lifted his sax high into the air, and struck Arnor’s head with its back, so that his head was broken and he died. Thereupon he killed the father with his sax.”

Whatever may be the origin of local names employed by the Roman writers we must look to the North for the maritime tribes described by them; there we shall find the home of the earlier English people, to whose numerous warlike and ocean-loving instincts we owe the transformation which took place in Britain, and the glorious inheritance which they have left to their descendants, scattered over many parts of the world, in whom we recognise to this day many of the very same traits of character which their ancestors possessed.


CHAPTER III.

THE SETTLEMENT OF BRITAIN BY NORTHMEN.
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Britain being an island could only be settled or conquered by seafaring tribes, just in the same way as to-day distant lands can only be conquered by nations possessing ships. From the Roman writers we have the only knowledge we possess in regard to the tribes inhabiting the country to which they gave the vague name of Germania. From the Roman records we find that these tribes were not civilised and that they were not a seafaring people.

Unfortunately the Roman accounts we have of their conquest and occupation of Britain, of its population and inhabitants, are very meagre and unsatisfactory, and do not help us much to ascertain how the settlement in Britain by the people of the North began. Our lack of information is most probably due to the simple reason that the settlement, like all settlements of a new country, was a very gradual one, a few men coming over in the first instance for the purpose of trade either with Britons or Romans, or coming from the over-populated North to settle in a country which the paucity of archæological remains shows to have been thinly occupied. The Romans made no objection to these new settlers, who did not prove dangerous to their power on the island, but brought them commodities, such as furs, &c., from the North.

We find from the Roman records that the so-called Saxons had founded colonies or had settlements in Belgium and Gaul.

Another important fact we know from the records relating to Britain is that during the Roman occupation of the island the Saxons had settlements in the country; but how they came hither we are not told.

In the Notitia Dignitatum utriusque imperii, a sort of catalogue or “Army List,” compiled towards the latter end of the fourth century, occurs the expression, “Comes litoris Saxonici per Britannias”—Count of the Saxon Shore in Britain. Within this litus Saxonicum the following places are mentioned:—Othona, said to be “close by Hastings”; Dubris, said to be Dover; Rutupiæ, Richborough; Branodunum, Brancaster; Regulbium, Reculvers; Lemannis, West Hythe; Garianno, Yarmouth; Anderida, Pevensey; Portus Adurni, Shoreham or Brighton.

This shows that the so-called Saxons were settled in Britain before the Notitia was drawn up, and at a date very much earlier than has been assigned by some modern historians.

The hypothesis that the expression “litus Saxonicum” is derived from the enemy to whose ravages it was exposed seems improbable. Is it not much more probable that the “litus Saxonicum per Britannias” must mean the shore of the country settled, not attacked, by Saxons? The mere fact of their attacking the shore would not have given rise to the name applied to it had they not settled there, for I maintain that there is no instance in the whole of Roman literature of a country being named after the people who attacked it. If, on the other hand, the Saxons had landed and formed settlements on the British coasts, the origin of the name “Litus Saxonicum” is easily understood.

Some time after the Romans relinquished Britain we find that part of the island becomes known as England; and, to make the subject still more confusing, the people composing its chief population are called Saxons by the chroniclers and later historians, the name given to them by the Romans.

That the history of the people called Saxons was by no means certain is seen in the fact that Witikind, a monk of the tenth century, gives the following account of what was then considered to be their origin17:—

“On this there are various opinions, some thinking that the Saxons had their origin from the Danes and Northmen; others, as I heard some one maintain when a young man, that they are derived from the Greeks, because they themselves used to say the Saxons were the remnant of the Macedonian army, which, having followed Alexander the Great, were by his premature death dispersed all over the world.”

As to how Britain came to be called England the different legends given by the monkish writers are contradictory.

The Skjöldunga Saga, which is often mentioned in other Sagas, and which contains a record down to the early kings of Denmark, is unfortunately lost: it would, no doubt, have thrown great light on the lives of early chiefs who settled in Britain; but from some fragments which are given in this work, and which are supposed to belong to it, we see that several Danish and Swedish kings claimed to have possessions in England long before the supposed coming of the Danes.

Some writers assert that the new settlers gave to their new home in Britain the name of the country which they had left, called Angeln, and which they claim to be situated in the southern part of Jutland; but besides the Angeln in Jutland there is in the Cattegat an Engelholm, which is geographically far more important, situated in the land known as the Vikin of the Sagas, a great Viking and warlike land, from which the name Viking may have been derived, filled with graves and antiquities of the iron age. There are also other Engeln in the present Sweden.

In the whole literature of the North such a name as Engeln is unknown; it may have been, perhaps, a local name.

In the Sagas the term England was applied to a portion only of Britain, the inhabitants of which were called Englar, Enskirmenn. Britain itself is called Bretland, and the people Bretar.

“Öngulsey (Angelsey) is one third of Bretland (Wales)” (Magnus Barefoot’s Saga, c. 11).

Another part of the country was called Nordimbraland.

It is an important fact that throughout the Saga literature describing the expeditions of the Northmen to England not a single instance is mentioned of their coming in contact with a people called Saxons, which shows that such a name in Britain was unknown to the people of the North. Nor is any part of England called Saxland.

To make the confusion greater than it is, some modern historians make the so-called Saxons, who were supposed to have come over with the mythical Hengist and others, a distinct race from the Northmen, who afterwards continued to land in the country.

In the Sagas we constantly find that the people of England are not only included among the Northern lands, but that the warriors of one country are helping the other. In several places we find, and from others we infer, that the language in both countries was very similar.

“All sayings in the Northern (norræn) tongue in which there is truth begin when the Tyrkir and the Asia-men settled in the North. For it is truly told that the tongue which we call Norræn came with them to the North, and it went through Saxland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and part of England” (Rimbegla, iii. c. i.).

“We are of one tongue, though one of the two, or in some respects both, are now much changed” (Prose Edda, ii.)

“Then ruled over England King Ethelred, son of Edgar (979). He was a good chief; he sat this winter in London. The tongue in England, as well as in Norway and Denmark, was then one, but it changed in England when William the Bastard won England. Thenceforth the tongue of Valland (France) was used in England, for he (William) was born there” (Gunnlaug Ormstunga’s Saga, c. 7).

That the language of the North should have taken a footing in a great part of England is due, no doubt, to the continuous flow of immigration, from the northern mother country, which entirely swamped the former native or British element.

The story given in the English or Irish chronicles of the appearance of the Danes, in A.D. 785, when their name is first mentioned, is as little trustworthy as that of the settlement of England, and bears the appearance of contradiction and confusion in regard to names of people and facts.

We must remember that the Sueones are not mentioned from the time of Tacitus to that of Charlemagne (772–814), and certainly they had not disappeared in the meantime.

What were the Danes doing with their mighty fleets before this? Had their ships been lying in port for centuries? Had they been built for simple recreation and the pleasure of looking at them, or did their maritime power arise at once as if by magic? Such an hypothesis cannot stand the test of reasoning. The turning of a population into a seafaring nation is the work of time. Where in the history of the world can we find a parallel to this story of a people suddenly appearing with immense navies? Let us compare by analogy the statement of the chronicles with what might happen to the history of England in the course of time.

Suppose that for some reason the previous history of England were lost, with the exception of a fragment which spoke of her enormous fleet of to-day. Could it be reasonably supposed that this great maritime power was the creation of a few years?

A few years after the time fixed as that of their first supposed appearance we find these very Danes swarming everywhere with their fleets and warriors, not only in England, but in Gaul, in Brittany, up the Seine, the Garonne, the Rhine, the Elbe, on the coasts of Spain, and further eastward in the Mediterranean.

The Sueones, or Swedes, reappear at the close of the eighth and commencement of the ninth centuries by the side of the Danes, and both called themselves Northmen. Surely the maritime power of the Sueones, described by Tacitus, could not have been destroyed immediately after his death, only to reappear in the time of Charlemagne, when it again becomes prominent in the Frankish annals.

A remarkable fact not to be overlooked is that, in the time of Charlemagne, the Franks and Saxons were not a seafaring people, though their countries had an extensive coast with deep rivers. The Frankish annals never mention a Frank or Saxon fleet attacking the fleets of the Northmen, or preventing them from ascending their streams, though Charlemagne ordered ships to be built in order to resist their incursions.

While the country of the Saxons was being conquered by this Emperor, we find that the Saxons themselves had no vessels on the Elbe or Weser in which, if defeated, they could retire in safety, or by help of which they could prevent the army of their enemies from crossing their streams. Such tactics were constantly used by the Northmen in their invasions of ancient Gaul, Britain, Germania, Spain, &c.

Thus we see that, though hardly more than three hundred years had elapsed since the time when, according to the Roman writers, the fleets of the Franks and Saxons swarmed over every sea of Europe, not a vestige of their former maritime power remained in the time of Charlemagne, and the Saxons were still occupying the same country as in the days of Ptolemy.

Pondering over the above important facts, the question arises: Were not the Romans mistaken in giving the names of Saxons and Franks to the maritime tribes of whose origin, country, and homes they knew nothing, but who came to attack their shores? Were not these so-called Saxons and Franks in reality tribes of Sueones, Swedes, Danes, Norwegians? The Romans knew none of the countries of these people. It seems strange, if not incredible, to find two peoples, whose country had a vast sea-coast and deep rivers, totally abandoning the seafaring habits possessed by their forefathers.

It cannot be doubted that Ivar Vidfadmi, after him Harald Hilditönn, then Sigurd Hring and Ragnar Lodbrok and his sons, and probably some of the Danish and Swedish kings before them, made expeditions to England, and gained and held possessions there. Several distinct records, having no connection with each other, being parts of different Sagas and histories, with the archæology, form the evidence.

“Ivar Vidfadmi (wide-fathomer) subdued the whole of Sviaveldi (the Swedish realm); he also got Danaveldi (Danish realm) and a large part of Saxland, and the whole of Austrriki (Eastern realm, including Russia, &c.) and the fifth part of England. From his kin have come the kings of Denmark and the kings of Sweden who have had sole power in these lands” (Ynglinga Saga, c. 45).

The above is corroborated by another quite independent source.

“Ivar Vidfadmi ruled England till his death-day. As he lay on his death-bed he said he wanted to be carried to where the land was exposed to attacks, and that he hoped those who landed there would not be victorious. When he died it happened as he said, and he was mound-laid. It is said by many men that when King Harald Sigurdsson came to England he landed where Ivar’s mound was, and he was slain there. When Vilhjálm Bastard came to the land he broke open the mound of Ivar and saw that the corpse was not rotten; he made a large pyre, and had Ivar burned on it; then he went up on land and got the victory” (Ragnar Lodbrók’s Saga, c. 19).

We find that not only did the Norwegians call themselves Northmen, but that both Danes and Sueones were called Northmen in the Frankish Chronicles.18

“The Danes and Sueones, whom we call Northmen, occupy both the northern shore and all its islands.”

So also Nigellus (in the reign of Louis Le Debonnaire).19

“The Danes also after the manner of the Franks are called by the name of Manni.”

The time came when the people of the North, continuing their expeditions to Britain, attacked their own kinsmen. After the departure of the Romans the power of the new comers increased, and as they became more numerous, they became more and more domineering: the subsequent struggles were between a sturdy race that had settled in the country and people of their own kin, and not with Britons, who had been so easily conquered by the Romans, had appealed to them afterwards for protection, and had for a long period been a subject race. It is not easy to believe that the inhabitants of a servile Roman province could suddenly become stubborn and fierce warriors, nor are there any antiquities belonging to the Britain of yore which bear witness to a fierce and warlike character displayed by the aboriginal inhabitants.

From the preceding pages we see that Franks and Saxons are continually mentioned together, and it is only in the North we can find antiquities of a most warlike and seafaring people, who must have formed the great and preponderating bulk of the invading host who conquered Britain.

Britain after a continuous immigration from the North, which lasted several hundred years, became the most powerful colony of the Northern tribes, several of whose chiefs claimed a great part of England even in the seventh century. Afterwards she asserted her independence, though she did not get it until after a long and tedious struggle with the North, the inhabitants and kings of which continued to try to assert the ancient rights their forefathers once possessed. Then the time came when the land upon which the people of these numerous tribes had settled became more powerful and more populous than the mother country; a case which has found several parallels in the history of the world. To-day the people of England as they look over the broad Atlantic may perhaps discern the same process gradually taking place. In the people of the United States of North America, the grandest and most colossal state founded by England or any other country of which we have any historical record, we may recognise the indomitable courage, the energy and spirit which was one of the characteristics of the Northern race to whom a great part of the people belong. The first settlement of the country, territory by territory, State by State—the frontier life with its bold adventures, innumerable dangers, fights, struggles, privations and heroism—is the grandest drama that has ever been enacted in the history of the world. The time is not far distant, if the population of the United States and Canada increases in the same ratio as it has done for more than a hundred years, when over three or four hundred millions of its people will speak the English tongue; and I think it is no exaggeration to say that in the course of time one hundred millions more will be added, from Australia, New Zealand and other colonies which to-day form part of the British Empire, but which are destined to become independent nations. In fact we hesitate to look still further into the future of the English race, for fear of being accused of exaggeration.

There is a mythical version of the settlement of Britain contradictory of the Roman records. This version is that of Gildas whose ‘De Excidio Britanniæ’ is supposed to have been composed in the sixth century (560 A.D.), and whose statements have unfortunately been taken by one historian after the other as a true history of Britain. His narrative, which gives an account of the first arrival of the Saxons in Britain and the numerous wars which followed their invasion, has been more or less copied by Nennius, Bede and subsequent chroniclers, whose writings are a mass of glaring contradictions, diffuse and intricate, for they contain names which appear to have been invented by the writers and which cannot be traced in the language of those times, while the dates assigned for the landing of the so-called Saxons do not agree with one another.

The historians who use Gildas as an authority and try to believe his account of the settlement of Britain by Hengist and Horsa (the stallion and the mare) are obliged, in order to explain away the Roman records, to give a most extraordinary interpretation to the Notitia.

We are all aware that the people of every country like to trace their origin or history as far back as possible, and that legends often form part of the fabric of those histories. The early chroniclers, who were credulous and profoundly ignorant of the world, took these fables for facts, or they may have possibly been incorporated in the text of their supposed works after their time. The description of the settlement of a country must be founded on facts which can bear the test of searching criticism if they are to be believed and adopted; Gildas and his copyists cannot stand that test, and the Roman records, as corroborated by the archæology and literature of the North and the archæology of England, must be taken as the correct ones.

The mythological literature of the North bears evidence of a belief prevalent among the people, that their ancestors migrated at a remote period from the shores of the Black Sea, through south-western Russia, to the shores of the Baltic. This belief seems to be supported by a variety of evidence. Herodotus describes a people on the Tanais, the Budini, as being blue-eyed and yellow-haired, with houses built of wood, his description of the walls reminding one of the characteristics of the Danavirki (Herodotus, IV. 21, 108, 109). One of his tribes, the Thysagetæ, may possibly be indicated in the Thursar of the Voluspa, &c.

When we appeal to Archæology, we find in the neighbourhood of the Black Sea, near to the old Greek settlement, graves similar to those of the North, containing ornaments and other relics also remarkably like those found in the ancient graves of Scandinavia. The Runes of the North remind us strikingly of the characters of Archaic Greek. If we follow the river Dnieper upwards from its mouth in the Black Sea, we see in the museums of Kief and Smolensk many objects of types exactly similar to those found in the graves of the North. When we reach the Baltic we find on its eastern shores the Gardariki of the Sagas, where, we are told, the Odin of the North placed one of his sons, and on the southern shores many specimens have been discovered similar to those obtained in Scandinavia.

In the following chapters the reader will be struck by the similarity of the customs of the Norsemen with those of the ancient Greeks as recorded by Homer and Herodotus; for example, the horse was very much sacrificed in the North, and Herodotus, describing the Massagetæ, says:

“They (the Massagetæ) worship the sun only of all the gods, and sacrifice horses to him” (I. 216).

In regard to the Jutes, Jutland = Jöts, Jötnar; Jötland, Jötunheim, we find them from the Sagas to be a very ancient land and people, and meet several countries bearing kindred names—even to this day we have Göteborg, in which the G is pronounced as English Y.

From the Roman, Greek, Frankish, Russian, English, and Arabic records, we must come to the conclusion that the “Viking Age” lasted from about the second century of our era to about the middle of the twelfth without interruption, hence the title given to the work which deals with the history and customs of our English forefathers during that period.


CHAPTER IV.

THE MYTHOLOGY AND COSMOGONY OF THE NORSEMEN.
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In the three poems called Völuspa, Vafthrudnismal, and Grimnismal, we have the earliest accounts of the cosmogony and of the mythology of the people of the North. The grand central figure in the mythology is Odin. He and his kin formed the people known as Asar in the lore and literature of the North, and were treated as gods. These poems are too long to be given here in full, but in the following pages we have endeavoured, by means of extracts, to give a more or less consecutive account of the subjects with which they deal.

The Völuspa was an inspired poem of a Völva or Sibyl,20 and embodies the records of the creation of the present world, and of the time prior to it; of the various races, their origin and history, and of the chaos and destruction which finally will overtake mankind.

It is in some places so obscure, that if it had not been partly explained by the later Edda, and had light thrown upon it by the sagas and ancient laws, it would be impossible to understand its meaning; and even now it is most difficult, and in some places impossible to fully comprehend several of its mythical parts, some of which will always remain enigmatical.

Vafthrudnismal is especially interesting as compared with the Völuspa, with much of which it corresponds, and some part of which it amplifies.

The mythical and the real are so intermingled that it is often impossible to distinguish the one from the other.

In the beginning we are confronted by a chief named Odin, the son of Bör, who lived near the Tanais (the river Don) not far from the Palus Mæotis (the Sea of Azof), and there we find one Asgard, which in all probability had its original in some real locality.

Besides Asar and Jötnar, many other tribes are mentioned which can hardly be regarded as altogether mythical, some of which may have inhabited the far north of the ancient Sweden, or part of the present Russia and Scandinavia; the Thursar, who were also called Hrimthursar (hoar frost), and the Risar, also Bergrisar (mountain Risar), appear from these names to have lived in a cold mountainous country, possibly the region of the Ural Mountains.

Jötunheim, the chief burgh of which was Utgard, would appear to be a general, vague name given to a very wide extent






          Then went Odin
        


          To try word-wisdom
        


          Of the all-wise Jötun.
        


          To a hall he came,
        


          Owned by Ymir’s father;
        


          In went Ygg at once.22






          (As Odin enters he sings—)
        





          Hail, Vafthrudnir,
        


          I have come into thy hall
        


          To look at thyself;
        


          First I want to know,
        


          If thou art a wise
        


          Or an all-wise Jötun.
        





Vafthrudnir.






          Who is the man
        


          That in my hall
        


          Speaks to me?
        


          Thou shalt not
        


          Get out of it
        


          Unless thou art the wiser.
        





          Odin.
        





          I am called Gagnrad,23



          I have now come from my walking
        


          Thirsty to thy hall;
        


          Needing thy bidding
        


          And thy welcome, Jötun;
        


          Long time have I travelled.
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





          Why standing on the floor
        


          Dost thou speak to me?
        


          Take a seat in the hall.
        


          Then we shall try
        


          Who knows more,
        


          The guest or the old wise one.
        





          Odin.
        





          When a poor man
        


          Comes to a rich one
        


          Let him speak useful things or be silent;
        


          Great babbling
        


          I think turns to ill
        


          For one who meets a cold-ribbed24 man.
        












          I remember Jötnar
        


          Early born,
        


          Who of yore
        


          Raised me;25



          I remember nine worlds,
        


          Nine ividi26



          The famous world-tree (Yggdrasil)
        


          Beneath the earth.
        













          When Ymir lived
        


          In early ages
        


          Was neither sand nor sea,
        


          Nor cool waves,
        


          No earth was there
        


          Nor heaven above,
        


          There was gaping void
        


          And grass nowhere.
        

















          An ash I know standing
        


          Called Yggdrasil,
        


          A high tree besprinkled
        


          With white loam;
        


          Thence come the dews
        


          That drop in the dales;
        


          It stands evergreen
        


          Spreading over the well of Urd.
        


          Three roots stand
        


          In three directions
        


          Under the ash Yggdrasil;
        


          Hel dwels under one,
        


          The Hrim-thursar under the second,
        


          Under the third “mortal” men.
        





          (Grimnismal).
        















          She knows that the blast
        


          Of Heimdal is hidden
        


          Under the bright
        


          Holy tree;
        


          She sees it poured over
        


          By a muddy stream
        


          From the pledge of Valfödr;
        


          Know ye all up to this and onward?
        












          Thence come three maidens,
        


          Knowing many things,
        


          Out of the hall
        


          Which stands under the tree;
        


          One was called Urd,
        


          Another Verdandi,
        


          The third Skuld;
        


          They carved on wood tablets,
        


          They chose lives,
        


          They laid down laws
        


          For the children of men,
        


          They chose the fates of men.
        
















          Thökk will weep
        


          With dry tears
        


          The burning voyage of Baldr;
        


          I never enjoyed
        


          A living or a dead man’s son;
        


          May Hel keep what she has.
        














          Of the runes33 of Jötnar
        


          And those of all the gods
        


          I can tell thee true,
        


          For I have been
        


          In every world;
        


          I have gone to nine
        


          Worlds beneath Nifl-hel;
        


          There die the men from Hel.
        















          Vafthrudnir.
        





          Tell me, Gagnrad, &c.,
        


          How the river is called
        


          Which divides the land
        


          Between the sons of Jötnar and the gods.
        





Odin.






Ifing is the river called
        


          That parts the land
        


          Between the sons of Jötnar and the gods;
        


          Open shall it flow
        


          All the days of the world;
        


          No ice will come on it.
        













          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          Who of the Asar,
        


          Or of the sons of Ymir,
        


          Was the oldest in early days?
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





          Numberless winters
        


          Before the earth was shaped
        


          Was Bergelmir born.
        


          Thrudgelmir
        


          Was his father
        


          And Orgelmir his grandfather.
        





          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          Whence first Orgelmir came
        


          Among the sons of Jötnar,
        


          Thou wise Jötun.
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





          From Elivagar34



          Spurted drops of poison
        


          Which grew into a Jötun;
        


          Thence are our kin
        


          All sprung;
        


          Hence they are always too hideous.
        





          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          How that strong Jötun
        


          Begat children
        


          As he had not beheld a gyg?35






          Vafthrudnir.
        





          In the armpit
        


          Of the Hrim-thursar, it is said,
        


          Grew a maiden and a son;
        


          Foot begat with foot
        


          Of that wise Jötun
        


          A six-headed son.
        





          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          What thou earliest rememberest,
        


          Or knowest farthest back;
        


          Thou art an all-wise Jötun.
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





          Numberless winters
        


          Ere the earth was shaped
        


          Was Bergelmir born;
        


          The first I remember
        


          Is when that wise Jötun
        


          Was laid in the flour-bin.36















          From Ymir’s flesh
        


          The earth was shaped,
        


          And from his blood the sea;
        


          The mountains from his bones;
        


          From his hair the trees,
        


          And the heaven from his skull.
        


          But from his brows
        


          The mild gods made
        


          Midgard for the sons of men;
        


          And from his brain
        


          Were all the gloomy
        


          Clouds created.
        





          (Grimnismal.)
        















          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          Whence the moon came
        


          That walks above men,
        


          And the sun also?
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





Mundilfori37 is called
        


          The father of the moon,
        


          And of the sun also;
        


          Wheel round the heaven
        


          They shall every day,
        


          And tell men of the years.
        





          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          Whence the day came
        


          That passes over mankind,
        


          Or the night with her new moon?
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





Delling (the bright) is called
        


          The father of Dag (the day)
        


          But Nott (night) was Norvi’s38 daughter;
        


          The full moons and the new ones
        


          The good gods made
        


          To tell men the years.
        





          (Vafthrudnismal.)
        












          Ere the sons of Bör
        


          Raised the lands,
        


          They who shaped
        


          The famous Midgard;
        


          The sun shone from the south
        


          On the stones of the hall;
        


          Then the ground grew
        


          With green grass.
        





          The sun from the south,39



          The companion of the moon,
        


          With her right hand took hold
        


          Of the rim of heaven;40



          The sun knew not
        


          Where she41 owned halls,
        


          The moon knew not
        


          What power he42 had;
        


          The stars knew not
        


          Where they owned places.
        





          Then all the powers went
        


          To their judgment seats,43



          The most holy gods
        


          Counselled about this;
        


          To night and the quarters of the moon
        


          Gave they names;
        


          They gave names to
        


          Morning and midday,
        


          To afternoon and eve,
        


          That the years might be reckoned.
        





          (Völuspa.)
        












Odin.






          Tell me …
        


          Whence the wind comes
        


          Who goes over the waves;
        


          Men do not see him.
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





Hræsvelg is called
        


          He who sits at heaven’s end,
        


          A Jötun in an eagle’s shape;
        


          From his wings
        


          It is said the wind comes
        


          Over all mankind.
        





          Odin.
        





          Tell me …
        


          Whence the winter came,
        


          Or the warm summer,
        


          First with the wise gods.
        





          Vafthrudnir.
        





Vindsval44 is called
        


          The father of winter,
        


          And Svasud45 the father of summer.
        















          Then all the gods went
        


          To their judgment-seats,
        


          The most holy gods,
        


          And counselled about
        


          Who should create
        


          The host of Dvergar
        


          From the bloody surf46



          And from the bones of Blain.
        





          There did Modsognir47



          The mightiest become
        


          Of all Dvergar,
        


          And Durin next to him;
        


          They two shaped
        


          Many man-likenesses



          In the ground,
        


          As Durin has told.48



                *       *       *       *       *
        





          It is time to reckon
        


          Down to Lofar,
        


          For mankind (Gónar),
        


          The Dvergar in Dvalin’s host,49



          Those who went
        


          From the stone-halls,
        


          The host of Aurvangar,
        


          To Jöruvellir (battle-plains).
        


                *       *       *       *       *
        





          Until out of that host50



          To the house51



          Came three Asar
        


          Mighty and mild;
        


          They found on the ground
        


          Ask and Embla,
        


          Helpless and fateless
        





          They had no breath,
        


          They had no mind,
        


          Neither blood nor motion
        


          Nor proper complexion.
        


          Odin gave the breath,52



          Hœnir gave the mind,
        


          Lodur gave the blood
        


          And befitting hues.
        





          (Völuspa.)
        












          Eastward sat the old one
        


          In Jarnvid,53



          And there bred
        


          The brood of Fenrir;
        


          Of them all
        


          One becomes
        


          The destroyer of the sun
        


          In the shape of a Troll.
        





          He54 is fed with the lives
        


          Of death-fated men;
        


          He reddens the seat of the gods
        


          With red blood;
        


          The sunshine becomes black
        


          After the summers,
        


          And all weather woe-begone.
        


          Know ye all up to this and onward?
        





          The herdsman of the Jötun woman,
        


          The glad Egdir,
        


          Sat there on a mound
        


          And struck a harp,
        


          A bright-red cock,
        


          Called Fjalar,
        


          Crowed near him
        


          In the bird-wood.
        





          Crowed for the Asar
        


          Gullinkambi (golden-comb),
        


          He rouses the warriors
        


          At Herjafödr’s (host-father);
        


          But another crows
        


          Under the ground,
        


          A dark red cock,55



          In the halls of Hel.
        





          Garm barks violently
        


          Before the Gnipa cave;
        


          The fetters will break
        


          And the wolf will run;
        


          She (the Völva) knows many tales.
        


          I see further forward
        


          To the doom of the powers
        


          The dark doom of the gods.
        





          Brothers will fight
        


          And become each other’s slayers;
        


          The sons of sisters will
        


          Break blood ties.
        


          It goes hard in the world,
        


          There is much whoredom,
        


          An age of axes, an age of swords;
        


          Shields are cleft;
        


          An age of winds, an age of wolves,
        


          Ere the world sinks;
        


          No man will spare
        


          Another man.
        





          The sons of Mimir are moving
        


          But the end draws near,
        


          By the sound of the ancient
        


          Gjallarhorn.
        


          Heimdall blows loud,
        


          The horn is aloft;
        


          Odin talks with
        


          The head of Mimir.
        





          Shakes the standing
        


          Ash Yggdrasil;
        


          The old tree groans,
        


          And the Jötun (Loki) breaks loose;
        


          All are terrified56



          In the roads of Hel
        


          Before the kinsman of Surt
        


          Swallows it.
        





          How is it with the Asar?
        


          How is it with the Alfar?
        


          All Jötunheim rumbles,
        


          The Asar are at the Thing;
        


          The Dvergar moan
        


          Before the stone doors,
        


          The wise ones of the rock wall57



          Know ye all up to this and onward?
        





          Now Garm barks loud
        


          Before Gnipa cave;
        


          The fetters will break,
        


          And the wolf will run.
        





          Hrym58 drives from the east,
        


          Holds his shield before him.
        


          The Jörmungand59 writhes
        


          In Jötun wrath;
        


          The serpent lashes the waves,
        


          And the eagle screams;
        


          The pale beak tears the corpses;
        


          Naglfar60 is loosened.
        





          A keel (a ship) comes from the east,
        


          The men of Muspell
        


          Will come across the sea,
        


          But Loki is the steerer;61



          All the monsters
        


          Go with the wolf,
        


          The brother of Býleist (Loki)
        


          Is in the train.
        





          Surt comes from the south
        


          With the switch-harm (fire);
        


          The sun of the gods
        


          Flashes from his sword;
        


          Rocks clash,
        


          The Jötun women stagger;
        


          Men walk the road of Hel;
        


          Heaven is rent asunder.
        





          Then comes the second62



          Sorrow of Hlin,
        


          When Odin goes
        


          To fight the wolf;
        


          And the bright slayer
        


          Of Beli63 against Surt;
        


          There will fall
        


          The love of Frigg (Odin).
        





          Now Garm barks loud
        


          Before Gnipa-cave;
        


          The fetters will break,
        


          And the wolf will run.
        





          Then comes the great
        


          Son of Sigfödr (father of victory)
        


          Vidar to slay,
        


          The beast of carrion.64



          With his hand he lets
        


          His sword pierce
        


          The heart of the Jötun’s son,65



          Then his father (Odin) is avenged.66






          Then comes the famous
        


          Son of Hlodyn (Thor);
        


          Odin’s son
        


          Goes to fight the serpent;
        


          Midgard’s defender (Thor)
        


          Slays him in wrath;
        


          All men will
        


          Leave their homesteads;
        


          The son of Fjörgyn (Thor),
        


          Walks nine paces
        


          Reeling from the serpent
        


          That shuns not heinous deeds.
        





          The sun blackens,67



          The earth sinks into the sea;
        


          The bright stars
        


          Vanish from heaven;
        


          The life-feeder (fire)
        


          And the vapour rage;
        


          The high heat rises
        


          Towards heaven itself.
        


          Now Garm barks loud68



          Before Gnipa-cave;
        


          The fetters will break,
        


          And the wolf will run.
        





          (Völuspa.)
        












          She69 beholds rising up
        


          Another time
        


          An earth out of the sea,
        


          An evergreen one.
        





          The waterfalls rush;
        


          Above an eagle flies
        


          Which on the mountains
        


          Catches fish.
        





          The Asar meet
        


          On the Idavöll (plain)
        


          And talk about
        


          The mighty earth-serpent
        


          And there speak of
        


          The great events
        


          And of the old runes
        


          Of Fimbultyr.
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