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Praise for How to Raise a Viking:

‘How to Raise a Viking contains much of interest and succeeds in its primary purpose: making us think about how we should engage with our children and help them to realise their potential, and what we must prioritise to do so’	Sunday Times

‘In a delicious mix of comic memoir and well-honed reportage, Russell addresses how well-adjusted little citizens are formed in Scandinavia … a well-researched study injected with humour and humanity, and the author can be exceedingly funny about local norms – in the way only an outsider can be’	Mail on Sunday

‘Ditch all the other parenting books. This is the one – funny, helpful, doable and not guilt-inducing. Makes me want to have kids all over again and try it this way … well, almost’	Matt Rudd, author of Man Down and Sunday Times contributing editor

‘In her signature style of warmth and whip-smart investigation, Helen provides us a window into this wonderous world of Nordic parenting. You’ll be rushing out to buy your little ones knives and a box of matches after reading this enlightening and entertaining book!’	Helen Thorn, comedian and co-host of Scummy Mummies

‘Helen’s brilliant writing is having a dangerously powerful impact on me, which is leading me to an inevitable emigration to Scandinavia. I just need to let my wife and children know …’	Rob Beckett, comedian

‘Helen has a way to take big ideas and convey them with warmth and wisdom’	Dr Rangan Chatterjee, doctor and author of Happy Mind, Happy Life

‘Helen has done it again. This book will help any parent … Witty and informative’	Meik Wiking, author and founder of The Happiness Research Institute

‘Great learnings here for parents to be inspired by in this fun book on how to make your little ones more happily independent’	Lorraine Candy, author of What’s Wrong with Me?

‘My DNA is Viking, so this is the book my parents needed. Too late for them, not too late for you’	Simon Mayo, author and broadcaster

‘I highly recommend’	Mariella Frostrup, Times Radio

‘I’ve long been a fan of Helen Russell’s writing (The Year of Living Danishly is a wonderfully uplifting guide to life) and this new book of hers on parenting is top-notch’	Good Housekeeping, Best Parenting Books

‘Helen Russell explains from experience how Nordic countries put a strong emphasis on resilience, outdoor play, independence, egalitarianism and a balanced approach to education and family life. “Viking parenting” is about raising children to be self-assured, capable and connected to the natural world, and studies suggest the happiest children are in Scandinavia’	The Week




Dedication

For the mini-Vikings

(Sorry about the bubble machine.)

For parents-to-be

(It’ll all be okay and don’t worry if you can’t keep basil alive. I can’t keep basil alive. Or any houseplant, despite following instructions. Green-fingered friends persist, buying plants they assure me are ‘foolproof’. These inevitably brown and wilt, and we both look like fools. Houseplants? No. But children? Yes! Three of them! So don’t worry if you can’t do basil. You can still do parenting. Here’s how Vikings do it …)
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Introduction: The Accidental Viking

I KNEW I’D passed the point of no return when googling ‘best axe for children’ in a coffee shop while my babies slept outside in their pram. Munching on rye bread, jam and cheese (together … welcome to Denmark), I was feeling the creeping sensation of caffeine working its magic when an email pinged up from my son’s Scout group. I was expecting pre-camp paperwork or an invitation to bake something. Instead, it read: ‘On Wednesday we build bonfires! Bring daggers!’

No, he hasn’t joined a gang: in the land of Vikings, children are regularly tooled-up fire starters. Something that could earn him jail time in the UK is normal for mini-Vikings, who are packing blades every Wednesday. By the age of six, the eldest already had his own ‘dagger’ and toolkit, complete with hammer, saw, screwdrivers – flat-head and cross-head. He couldn’t read or write – Scandinavians aren’t fussed about ‘book learning’ before the age of eight. But he was killing it at boat building and kindling campfires. 

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. The girl about town, convinced she couldn’t have children, never expected to become a mother of three living in rural Scandinavia. I lived and worked for twelve years as a journalist in London, and I had no intention of leaving until, out of the blue, one wet Wednesday, my husband was offered his dream job working for Lego in Denmark. I was sceptical to start with. I had a career I’d worked hard for. We had a flat, good friends, close family – I had a life. Okay, so my husband and I both worked long hours, ran on adrenaline, and barely had time to see each other. We regularly had to bribe ourselves to get through the day and we’d both been ill on and off for the past six months. 

But that was normal, right? We thought we were ‘living the city dream’. In reality, we were burnt out. We’d also been trying to start a family of our own, with years of fertility treatment. Only it never seemed to work. So when this other-life possibility was dangled in front of us – the chance to swap everything we knew for the unknown – we stopped in our tracks.

Denmark had just been voted the happiest country in the world and I became fascinated by this – how had a tiny Nordic nation managed to pull off the ‘happiest nation on Earth’ title? Was there something in the water? Could beer, bacon and pastries really make life so much better? I discovered that Denmark had regularly been voted one of the happiest countries in the world – in studies going back to the 1970s. We visited one weekend, just to check the place out. And as soon as I stepped off the plane, I noticed that there was something different about the Danes we met. They didn’t look like us, for starters, quite apart from the fact that they were all strapping Vikings, towering over me. They looked more relaxed and healthier. 

They walked more slowly. 

They took their time to stop and eat together. 

Or talk. 

Or just … breathe. 

And we were impressed. My husband – an outdoorsy Yorkshireman, not shy of a cagoule – was sold on the idea. He begged me to move, promising we’d relocate for my career next time. And I found myself agreeing. I quit my job as editor of marieclaire.co.uk to go freelance and decided I would give it a year, investigating the Danish happiness phenomenon first hand. I would look at a different area of living each month to see what Danes did differently – from food to family life, from design to daycare and education. Each month, I would throw myself into ‘living Danishly’ to see if it made me happier – and if I could change the way I lived as a result. I would seek out sociologists, historians, scientists, economists, politicians, psychologists – everyone, in fact, to try to uncover the secrets to living Danishly. 

So we emigrated, swapping the bright lights and bustle of the UK’s capital for rural Jutland, in the middle of winter. I didn’t know anyone, didn’t speak the language, and had no job. My ‘Lego Man’ husband left to go to work at 7.30 a.m. and I was all on my own. Almost. Our dog – a woolly mutt of unknown origin (his mother being something of a local belle) had come along for the ride. But canine conversational skills are substandard, and I started to worry that I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life. 

But that was ten years ago. 

And I’m still here. 

The cultural gap between the UK and Denmark has only widened since I wrote about my initial experiences in The Year of Living Danishly (2013). Since then, we’ve had Brexit, Boris and the Trump years. My first book ended with a newborn in tow: now I’m a mother of three. 

Born here, my children – a redhead and IVF twins – have only ever experienced the Viking way. Despite their dad and I both hailing from the UK and planning on just a year of living Danishly, here we are, a decade later. Mostly because we’re incredibly disorganised, time has flown by and it’s all our children know. So I have an alarming amount of skin in the Viking parenting game, whether we end up staying or not.

Parenting Danishly is strangely anachronistic at times. Like an Enid Blyton book without the bigotry. And mini-Vikings are different from children back home. They eat differently. They learn differently. They play, dress, even sleep differently. They sing (All The Time), run, jump, climb, fall and get up again, out in nature, for hours a day. It’s cold and wet and uncomfortable – often. But they cope. 

In Denmark, children play outdoors, schools have no gates, and babies are left to nap outside in their prams. Because 79 per cent of Danes trust most people, a statistic I found extraordinary (I don’t trust 79 per cent of my immediate family …).[1] Okay, so Denmark is a small country of just 5.8 million people. But that’s about the size of south London, and I didn’t trust everyone there, either. 

In the UK and the US, levels of trust have fallen dramatically in the past sixty years, from around 60 per cent to 30 per cent.[2] I grew up in the 1980s and ’90s with the full force of the ‘stranger danger’ campaign. Along with generations of schoolchildren, we were taught to trust less – with annual police talks on the perils of people we didn’t know. My American friends had McGruff, a hard-boiled crime dog with a gravelly voice who warned of danger at every turn. To be a child in the 1980s was to be acutely aware that you could be done for on any given day. But in the Nordic countries? Less so.

Trust in Denmark has always been high, and has actually been on the rise by a few per cent in recent years. Children are taught that the world is an essentially good place and most people are not out to get them. Which is madness, delusional, liberating. ‘If you trust the people around you, you can be more relaxed,’ as my oldest Viking friend puts it. She’s a formidable flaxen-haired Nordic goddess with three children who ‘gets things done’, apparently effortlessly, and is surprised when others (i.e. ‘me’) don’t. But she has a heart of pure Viking gold and has been helping me decode the Danish way ever since our arrival. And this much I learned early on: Vikings typically trust that children will figure things out, learn how to use their bodies, and manage their surroundings. Internationals always joke that there is no such thing as health and safety for Nordics (contrary to what Brexiteers would have us believe about Europe). Instead, there are lit candles everywhere, four-year-old children saw wood, and six-year-olds walk the family dog or bike to school by themselves. As my Veteran Viking friend says: ‘Our children grow up free – because they trust.’ 

This trust seems to be a self-fulfilling prophecy: Denmark is the least corrupt country in the world and even politicians, notoriously untrusted in most countries, enjoy a relatively good reputation.[3] Nordic countries regularly top the UNICEF rankings in terms of happiness, education and equality.[4] And children in Nordic countries generally have the highest rates of well-being, globally.

By contrast, youngsters in the UK and US are more likely to suffer from mental ill health than in almost any other rich country, according to UNICEF.[5] A report from the Children’s Society shows that the number of UK children who are unhappy with their lives continues to rise. In the US, a third of all teenagers now have symptoms that meet the criteria for an anxiety disorder, according to Harvard data.[6] 

The US and UK models aren’t working. So, what are Vikings doing differently? What are the secrets to Viking parenting? And what can the rest of us learn from them? From pregnancy and birth to toddlerhood and school, I want to find out what it’s like for children and their caregivers in Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Iceland and Finland. 

‘Wait,’ I hear you cry, ‘are Finns Vikings too? And is Scandinavia the same as “Nordic”?’

To which I say: ‘It’s complicated,’ and, ‘Not quite.’ 

There’s often confusion about the Scandinavian countries, and conversations about my relocation regularly go something like this:

‘How’s the Dutch coming along?’

Me: ‘I’m in Denmark. They speak Danish.’

‘Oh. Okay then: how’s the Danish coming along?’

*Points to the middle distance* ‘Look! A bird!’ (Danish is tricky and I still suck at it.)

But generally? The bewilderment runs deep. Google ‘Is Denmark …’ and the most-searched terms that come up are:

… an island? 

… English speaking?

… part of Sweden?

(Answers: nope x 3.)

There are three Scandinavian countries: Norway, Denmark and Sweden, whose languages share common characteristics. But there are five Nordic countries: Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Iceland. ‘Nordic’ is the term used to describe anything related to them, like Nordic design or Nordic cuisine. ‘Norse’ is used to refer to the ancient people who were native to these five countries and their common culture.

‘What about those guys with the horned helmets and hipster beards?’ friends ask.

Me: ‘Do you mean Vikings?’

Friend: *Nods vigorously*

Despite every cartoon depiction ever, Vikings never wore horned helmets. We only think they did because of the German composer Richard Wagner. For the 1876 production of his Ring cycle, based on the Norse sagas, the costume designer included horned helmets. The show was such a hit that Vikings with horned helmets became standard. 

So it’s all Wagner’s fault.

‘Huh! Who were Vikings then?’

Well, Vikings were seafaring folk who roamed northern Europe from 800 to 1066 CE. The word Viking comes from the Old Norse vikingr, or ‘to pirate’. 

‘So was it all marauding, sex and dragons?’

‘Are you thinking of Game of Thrones?’

‘Could be …’ *adopts faraway look* ‘Mmm … Jon Snow – not the newsreader …’

At this point, I bust out a portable projector for a Viking 101. Over the years of living Danishly I’ve done my fair share of Viking geekery, visiting burial sites and racking up more rune stones than I remember. I’ve ventured east, following the Norsemen’s route to the Arab world, to see picture stones first hand – showing images of Viking life as it was recorded at the time, cutting out the guesswork. I’ve hung out with archaeologists and historians, who have attempted to school me. I’ve learned how Vikings travelled extensively on iconic longships (the ones with the oars and the big bendy sail) and how their impact on the history of Europe is widespread. Millions of Viking descendants exist today, many unaware of their genetic background (it could be you!). Even the names of our days come from the Nordic tradition. Sunday is named after Sunna, the Norse goddess of the sun. Monday comes from ‘moon day’, named after the god of the moon. Tuesday is Tyr’s day, named for the god of war and law. Wednesday is Woden’s day, named after the Norse god Odin. While Thursday is named after probably the best-known Norse god Thor (the one with the hammer). Friday gets a little hazy (doesn’t it always?), but it’s either named after the Norse god Freyr or the Norse goddesses Freya or Frigg. 

‘What about Saturday?’ I hear you ask.

Well, they were tired from all the marauding by then, so Saturday is just named after the Roman god Saturn.

Vikings originated in what is now Denmark, Norway and southern Sweden. They travelled west to trade, spending time in Finland at ports along the southern coast en route to Russia. So the history of early Finland is surprisingly Viking-heavy. Denmark-based archaeologist Marika Mägi argues that the Baltic Finns were Vikings, too, but the world ignores this fact because Finns missed their moment. 

Vikings really became popular in Europe at the end of the nineteenth century, when Scandinavians started writing about them. But Finns were busy being an autonomous grand duchy of the Russian Empire around then. It was only after Finnish independence in 1917 that they could start talking about their Viking ancestors – but by then it was too late. 

‘Gutted!’

‘I know!’

The story was already being told, the souvenirs sold, and the t-shirts printed throughout Scandinavia. 

‘What about Iceland – didn’t you mention Iceland?’

‘I did!’ I flick back through my PowerPoint and pick up the laser pen no one needs and only uses for teasing cats. I point at the volcanically active island in the North Atlantic and explain how the country we now call Iceland was unpopulated before Norse settlers arrived in 874 CE. ‘Today, it has a population similar to that of Stoke-on-Trent, 100 words for wind and a restaurant that exclusively serves tomatoes. So Iceland is in the Viking club.’[fn1] 

‘Got it: Scandinavia = Norway, Sweden and Denmark. The Nordic countries = Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Denmark.’ 

At this stage, I put away my laser, lest local cats congregate, and send the newly minted Viking enthusiast on their way. I’ve got Scouts to shuttle, axes to sharpen and wood to whittle (the whittling never ends). All before another round of coffee and kanelsnegle (cinnamon swirls). But it’s not all baked goods, hot drinks and hygge. The Nordic countries may be among the ‘happiest’ on Earth, according to the latest UN report, but Vikings face the same challenges as the rest of us. 

The region has changed since I first arrived, in step with the rise of nationalism across Europe and the US. And my experiences won’t be the same as everyone else’s. But there are common trials and troubles that we face the world over. Because trying to ‘do life’ right is hard. Parenting-while-sleep-deprived-and-poorer-than-in-your-previous-life is hard. Relationships, once children come along, are insanely hard. 

The latest figures from Statistics Denmark show that around 40 per cent of marriages end in divorce.[7] Getting unhitched can be done online in Denmark for just DKK 775 (£89) at the time of writing, so divorce tends to be less acrimonious. But there are also cultural factors at play. The Nordic countries are famed for gender equality, and female employment has long been a given. Since both sexes work and tend to be paid a liveable wage, women don’t depend on their husbands for money. And Danes rank the highest in Europe for overall life satisfaction. So although no one sets out to get divorced, it isn’t the end of the world if you do. And Danes are happy to give marriage another go. Denmark is the number-one country in Europe with regard to remarriages, and as my neighbour puts it: ‘Danes really like getting married, so we don’t mind doing it more than once.’

‘The great thing about Denmark is that there are lots of different ways to be a family,’ a fellow school mum tells me. In fact, there are thirty-seven different types of family unit in Denmark, according to the official government website, from same-sex couples to single parents and more. The wicked stepmother trope holds no truck in Denmark, where a growing majority of families include a ‘bonus mum/dad/sister or brother’. As Rasmus Kjeldahl of Denmark’s children’s rights association, Børns Vilkår, puts it: ‘You can have happy children despite the high divorce rate in Denmark.’

Sweden, Norway and Iceland have more births outside marriage than within it, and 67 per cent of Icelandic babies are born to parents who aren’t married.[8] In the US and the UK, these family formations are associated with being worse off and can attract stigma. But in the Nordic countries, more flexible arrangements are embraced. Former Finnish prime minister Sanna Marin was raised by two female parents. She had a baby in 2018, came to power in 2019 and then married in 2020. Mette Frederiksen became Denmark’s youngest prime minister in 2019 as a single mother of two. She has since married and now lives with her husband plus his three children in a household of seven, which must be total chaos as a happy blended family. 

Even those who aren’t Danish see the appeal of raising Viking children.

The country famed for Lego, Nordic Noir and perfect pastries has another major export: sperm. Danes currently send their sperm to 100 countries worldwide. Shipments to the UK have been increasing year on year and now account for 30 per cent of all new imported donors in what’s being termed ‘the gentle Viking invasion’. A friend in the UK going through the process now with Danish sperm says, ‘They make it easier to go it alone in the Danish system – and the idea of a Viking baby doesn’t hurt, either.’ It’s not that everyone looks like Mads Mikkelsen or Nikolaj Coster-Waldau in Denmark, it’s just that, well, a fair few do … 

But there’s more to it than that, I think, watching my children scale trees and generally maraud, fearless, free … and happy? Here’s hoping. I want to find out the secrets of Danish parenting and what I can learn from the Nordic approach. 

Some aspects of Viking parenting can be applied wherever we are. Some can act as inspiration. Some may be an insight into a different way of living – exotic, even, in some cases (see ‘jam and cheese’). So this is a tale of fish-out-of-water parenting. With me – clueless in both parenting and the Viking way. 

Because let me be clear: I have no idea what I’m doing. 

Forget ‘conscious parenting’ – I’m more of a ‘lurching parent’, ricocheting from one calamity to the next. My most commonly used emoji is the face-palm. My most commonly used phrase is: ‘Oh shit, I forgot about *insert relevant item or event here*.’ I drop balls daily. Despite a decade of living Danishly, I still have an outsider’s perspective, albeit with insider information from friends who take pity on me, regularly, and explain what on earth is going on.

When raising small people, every phase is new. Each life stage brings distinctive difficulties and rewards. I am learning all the time. There’s plenty of talk about ‘self-parenting’ these days, but if we weren’t raised with an inner core of Viking grit, is it something we can learn as adults? I want to find out. With you. And snacks, preferably. Sitting comfortably? Then let’s begin.




1

Congratulations! It’s a Viking!

I’M PEERING DOWN a microscope at what looks like a party. Single and ready to mingle, densely packed shapes move about. Women in lab coats and squeaky Crocs navigate tanks of liquid nitrogen and fridges graffitied with tadpoles. Nearby, straws of ‘genetic material’ are poked into pastel-coloured tubes before being sent to fertility clinics across the world.

‘We send them by DHL usually,’ one Croc-wearer tells me as she places vials of semen in a smoking vat of liquid nitrogen. ‘Or, if it’s only a short distance, via UPS in a Ziploc with ice packs.’

‘Ice packs? Like in a cool bag for lollies?’

‘Sort of, but chilled to minus 196 degrees. And for sperm.’

This is Cryos, the epicentre of the international sperm trade. And it’s just up the road from me. I’m not exactly a regular visitor, but I first took tea with the man responsible for 70,000 babies in 2015. No, not the reincarnation of Genghis Khan, but Ole Schou, the business student turned sperm magnate who in 1987 set up Cryos in the Danish city of Aarhus. 

‘I had a dream,’ he told me when we met.

‘That one day every valley shall be exalted …?’

‘No: about frozen sperm. I could just see it, as clear as I see you now, and so I started reading all I could about the process of freezing sperm. I got a business loan, and here we are!’

The market developed and demand increased, helped by the supposed ‘virility’ of Danish men and their unusual willingness to donate sperm. Cryos isn’t the only sperm bank in Denmark, but it’s the biggest. And demand is so great that all of Denmark’s sperm banks are kept busy. Cryos currently sends its seed to ‘every continent except Antarctica’, says Ole, but some countries import more Viking genes than others. In the UK, one in three donor-conceived children have biologically Danish fathers. There’s a limited supply of the home-grown stuff since 2005 legislation outlawed anonymous donation in the UK, putting off many would-be donors. But Vikings are less easily deterred. 

Denmark holds the world record in fertility treatment, thanks to generous state funding that made reproduction a national project rather than just an individual endeavour. Since 2007 in Denmark, women without children have been granted access to state-funded IVF regardless of marital status or sexuality. 

Today in Denmark, one in ten children is conceived in a fertility clinic, a statistic I’ve contributed to. After failed fertility treatments in the UK, I was finally helped to start a family by the Danish system. Thrice. The first picture I have of my twins is two cells in a Petri dish. But whereas I made my babies with boring old British sperm, the Viking variety is rampaging far and wide.

To find out why, I’m back at Cryos, on the fifth floor of an unassuming building on a busy street. In reception there are fridges of bottled water, glass bowls of free muesli bars and Post-its reminding me to ‘Be Awesome!’ It’s the hottest day of the year, so I’m delighted to see they’re also serving ice cream (vanilla, mango or salted caramel). 

It feels inappropriately intimate to be sitting on a plush grey sofa just a couple of metres from the ‘donor cabins’, with lights above the doors that glow red when occupied. Each has a rack of porn mags, excellent internet and virtual-reality goggles. Cryos was the first sperm bank in Denmark to invest in ‘virtual-reality porn’ at a cost of about DKK 20,000 per headset (£2,300), after studies showed that users experienced ‘a strong positive effect on the number of motile sperm in an ejaculate’.[1] Also: the longer they take to create their sample, the ‘better the quality’, I learn from the literature. 

A steady stream of Vikings passes through reception, each picking up a sample cup, then hovering until the light turns green on one of the rooms. I try very hard to be a grownup but catch the eye of a twenty-something Alexander Skarsgård-alike. We exchange an awkward smile, then I glance at my watch to appear busy, ignoring the fact that he’s off to beat one out before a mango sorbet.

Only 5–10 per cent of applicants are accepted onto the donation programme, ‘But getting turned down doesn’t mean you can’t be a father: it just means you can’t be a donor,’ Ole told me. Sperm is divided into IUI (intrauterine insemination) or ICI (intracervical insemination) straws according to the motility and quality. For IVF, you need fewer good sperm in each sample, since you’re injecting it directly into an egg. For IUI, it’s more of a scattergun ‘send ’em up and set ’em free’ approach (and I should know: I’ve tried both).

Donors apply online, then give a sample. This is analysed and, if approved, donors discuss family history and rule out any serious hereditary disorders. Doctors take blood and urine samples, analysed by geneticists. All before a ‘psychosocial interview’ to assess the ‘maturity and mental state’ of the donor. 

From getting to know donors at Cryos and other Danish sperm banks (for ‘research’, I hasten to add), I’ve gleaned that Vikings spreading their seed can loosely be divided into three groups: Family Guys, Donor Disciples and Young Bucks.

A third of donors already have their own family. ‘My girlfriend and I tried for 18 months before we got pregnant the first time,’ says one Family Guy, ‘so I know how hard it can be. After I experienced becoming a parent, well … it just does something to you. I think that everyone who wants kids and can take care of them should be able to have them.’

Then there are Donor Disciples, those with first-hand experience of donor families. ‘My sister has a little girl by a donor,’ one tells me, ‘so when I was talking to my mum about getting a job when I started university, she said: “Have you thought about donating sperm?” My sister was inseminated because she wasn’t interested in finding a husband or a boyfriend but she wanted a baby. So I wanted to help other women like her who wanted a family.’

The third group are the Young Bucks: carefree men in their early twenties who may not be mad about babies but are happy to help out and assure themselves that they’re virile. 

‘“Is your sperm good enough?” was the headline that first got me interested,’ one Young Buck tells me. ‘It was a leaflet for the clinic saying, basically, “Are you ‘man enough’ to have good-quality sperm?” I came here really just to see how my sperm was. I didn’t expect much after I heard how only the top 5 per cent actually have the quality of sperm to be a donor, but I went through all the tests and got to thinking it would be a good thing to do. And get paid for it.’ 

How much a donor is paid depends on the quality of the sperm and whether or not they have an anonymous ‘non-ID-release’ profile or become an open ‘ID-release’ donor. Remuneration starts at DKK 250 (around £30) for a basic profile with low motility – fewer forward-moving sperm in a millimetre of semen. It goes up to DKK 500 (£60) for an ID-release profile with high motility. But studies show that it’s not about the money for most Danes. 

‘Donors tend to have more altruistic motivations,’ Ole told me. ‘Perhaps it’s something about being raised here – we do things differently.’ Denmark has a world-famous welfare state, tax-funded healthcare and education, and high levels of trust and volunteering (42 per cent of Danes do volunteer work in their spare time[2]). There’s a strong tradition of being community minded – 46 per cent of the Danish sperm donors also donate blood.[3] And there’s no stigma to being a donor in Denmark. ‘I’m pretty open about it and know other guys who do it, too,’ says one Young Buck. ‘I ran into a friend when I was donating once. It was a bit funny, but we found it pretty easy to talk about it. I’m currently seeing someone, and I talk to her about it. I think it’s something you want your partner to know, because if it turns serious, she might be surprised when you turn forty and all of these biological donor-kids get in touch. It’s difficult to say how you’re going to feel when that happens – I can’t even imagine being 40!’ 

‘Same.’ *Side eye* It occurs to me that although I could technically be his mother, it would have caused a great deal of family strife and societal judgement in the 1990s Home Counties. So there’s that … 

Those who elect to become non-anonymous are encouraged to carefully consider how they’ll feel when children conceived with their sperm come knocking. 

‘I could have twenty kids on my doorstep within the space of four years,’ another Young Buck who has chosen to be an open donor tells me. As he talks, I get the sneaking suspicion that he quite likes the idea. ‘It’s a lot,’ he admits, ‘so it’s something I think about.’ 

When children conceived with non-anonymous donor sperm turn eighteen, they are given the name, address and birth date of their donor. Then, it’s up to them – Cryos doesn’t facilitate meetings. 

There’s been a debate in Denmark about whether anonymous donors should still be allowed. Many children conceived with anonymous donor sperm have spoken in public about the disadvantages of knowing just half of their genetic make-up. 

‘That affected me,’ says a Young Buck who decided to be non-anonymous as a result. He tells me how he was raised by a solo mother, ‘And it’s strange, not knowing half of what made you.’ 

I understand this. Not having a relationship with my own dad means that when I look in the mirror, I wonder how much of him is in there. It’s the same with my children. One of them has olive skin that definitely didn’t come from my Irish, blue-hued maternal side, nor my Lego Man husband’s Milky Bar Kid complexion, honed by a misspent youth in sunny Middlesborough. 

So is the olive skin from my father? A man my son’s never met?

‘It makes you wonder,’ says the Young Buck/potential father of twenty. ‘And I have no doubt at all that these children are much wanted and will be looked after to the best of these parents’ abilities. If there is any confusion when they meet me, I’ll say: “Hey! You have a great family already! The ones that love you most are over there!”’

All the donors I have met over the years are, as my grandmother would have said, ‘thoroughly nice boys’. So nice, in fact, that knowing where to begin when choosing between 800 hopefuls vying to spread their seed on the Cryos website seems impossible. A friend in the UK who has been through the process of buying Cryos sperm for her own ‘Project Baby’ tells me: ‘It’s a lot like online dating. You start with the basics, so looks, height, eye colour, etc., then nose around at their hobbies.’ These are extensive, but a brief browse informs me that: 

Nikolas likes diving and jiu jitsu.

Emil enjoys Frisbee.

… and:

In his free time Kasper enjoys most things. 

‘Most things’, Kasper? Pick a lane! Commit! 

Badminton is wildly overrepresented in the sperm-donor community (know a Great Dane who’s fond of a shuttlecock? Chances are he’s shuttling sperm in his spare time), and profiles also cover favourite holidays and films as well as ‘staff impressions’. Here, the Cryos team share their thoughts on donors – a bit like Waterstones’ staff picks. You can learn that: 

Ulrik is chatty.

Svend has kind eyes. 

Lars resembles a mix between the American actor James Franco and the singer Joe Jonas. 

Or this gem: 

Aksel has good muscle tone in his arms. He has an attractive triangular body shape, and a roughness to his appearance that adds a lot of charm. Aksel has sparkling green eyes and a flirty smile. The sun is giving him crow’s feet around his eyes, which adds a pinch of wisdom to Aksel’s appearance … 

Dear staff member: I think you should date Aksel.

If you’re looking for a donor with a specific facial feature, like a curve of the nose, you can ask for a manual photo match. ‘Generally, people want a better-looking, smarter version of themselves,’ says Helle Sejersen Myrthue, CEO at Cryos following Ole’s retirement. 

And are some donors more popular than others?

Helle laughs: ‘You’d be surprised! Sometimes we get people in, we’ll see the photos or their profiles, and someone might say, “I can’t sell him.” But then someone else in the office will love them. There really is someone for all of us!’

Prospective parents can also see personality-test results, handwriting samples, donor baby pictures and adult photographs. The latter are behind a paywall – ‘to stop their friends browsing just for fun’ – and there’s a lot of interest in the adult donor photos from the UK. ‘It is by far the European country with the greatest number of people who have paid to access the images on our website,’ says Helle.

Once you’ve picked a donor, you click to buy a straw of sperm to be FedExed to your nearest fertility clinic. Each country sets its own rules on the number of children a donor can father. American guidelines recommend twenty-five children per population of 850,000, although there’s no enforced national limit. In Denmark, donors are subject to a twelve-family limit. So families can have multiple children by the same donor, but a donor can’t donate to more than twelve different families. And in the UK, there’s a ten-family limit. As long as a donor hasn’t exceeded his country quota, he’s all yours.

So who are the women opting for Danish donors? 

‘We’re seeing an avalanche of educated older women,’ Ole told me. ‘Eighty-five per cent are aged between thirty-one and forty-five and half have a master’s degree or higher. More and more of them are going it alone.’ Cryos exports 96 per cent of its sperm internationally and the sperm-shopping demographic is made up of 15 per cent heterosexual couples, 35 per cent same-sex couples and 50 per cent single women.

I wonder about the resources needed to raise children alone, as a single mother by choice in the land of Nord where the cost of living is dizzying. ‘It’s actually easier to be a solomor – or single mother – in Denmark than elsewhere because society accepts and supports you,’ says Karin Erb, lab director at the fertility unit of Denmark’s Odense University Hospital. ‘If you have a good network, babysitters and family nearby willing to lend a hand, then there are ways to make it work.’ There are currently 135,000 households headed up by single women with children in Denmark (and just under 32,000 headed up by single men, according to Statistics Denmark).[4] 

Becoming a solo parent via donor conception isn’t most people’s Plan A, and 90 per cent of women surveyed wanted to have a child with a partner, according to a study by Copenhagen’s University Hospital.[5] Lone Schmidt, professor at the University of Copenhagen Department of Public Health, tells me: ‘Two-thirds had a partner with whom they wanted to become pregnant, but their partners weren’t ready.’ The average age of couples seeking help for fertility problems in Denmark is thirty-three, while the average age of single women is thirty-six. ‘In other words, women are waiting it out, and when it becomes clear that there isn’t going to be a man in the picture, they’re taking action themselves,’ says Lone. 

Back in 2015, I interviewed a series of elective single mothers in Denmark for the Guardian newspaper and have kept up with a few over the years. One of the growing tribe says: ‘I was so focused on finding the man and then having the child. The possibility of turning the order on its head hadn’t crossed my mind.’ When it did, the choice became simple: ‘Having a child without a man and then hoping for a man to enter my life later became a rational solution.’ Another shared: ‘I’d always dreamt of having three or four kids, but the man I was in a relationship with in my thirties wasn’t ready. I wasn’t anti-men: I adore men! I just couldn’t find one who wanted kids. I saw lots of friends choose to become pregnant with boyfriends they knew wouldn’t last – purely because the desire to have a child took over. I also saw “traditional” families breaking up all around me, so I thought, Maybe I should just make this happen on my own.’ 

These women asked themselves ‘all the hard questions’, like: ‘Does the world need more people? Couldn’t I adopt?’ And most looked into it, but adoption is an expensive, lengthy process with no guarantee of a positive outcome – in Denmark those over the age of forty-two aren’t allowed to adopt babies.[6] Many considered a one-night stand – not a big deal in Denmark – but felt this would be somehow dishonest, ‘stealing’ sperm from someone. This left donor conception. 

The cost for the women looking to conceive with donor sperm varies based on circumstances and donor choice. A straw of sperm from an ‘anonymous’ donor might cost the equivalent of £630, including donor costs, extensive screening and shipping. You might pay a local fertility clinic £600 for an IUI and get pregnant for £1,230 all in. Costs rise to £1,590 for a straw of sperm from an ID-release donor with an extended profile – and upwards of £1,050 for sperm micro-injection in an IVF cycle. In this scenario, the total costs will be upwards of £2,640 per try. It’s a lot. But it’s less than you’d pay elsewhere. In the UK, even IUI procedures cost between £700 and £1,600 per try, excluding donor sperm.[7] And same-sex couples must go through six attempted inseminations before they can receive government support. ‘So it’s just much harder,’ says one British woman who has elected to be inseminated in Denmark instead.

Henriette Cranil got lucky first time. A striking woman with piercing blue eyes who also happens to be a solomor by donor sperm, says: ‘I was in my thirties, my relationship ended, but I wanted kids – and to be a single mum has been an available option in Denmark for a long time. I was at a party with a lesbian couple, and one was pregnant, and I thought, I could do that too.’ Henriette had a successful insemination with an anonymous donor, but during her first scan, the nurse looked confused. ‘She could see two tiny flashing hearts. Twins.’ There was a moment of concern about how Henriette would cope with two babies as a single mum. ‘I could see the worry in the nurse’s eyes – and the doctors’ notes! We all knew this was going to be hard. But I felt really looked after.’ She had weekly scans and the babies were born at thirty-six weeks. ‘We were in hospital for two weeks, then we went home, and my parents came to babysit for an hour every day so I could sleep.’ 

An hour of uninterrupted sleep a day is hardly ideal, but it’s better than no hours. Any newborn is hard. Two newborns? Psychedelically so. 

‘I was extremely exhausted for the first seven …’ – she corrects herself – ‘eight … no: nine months. Then I went back to work as a psychologist, and they went to a very good daycare. I was totally knocked out, but I got used to it.’ Henriette recommends baby-proofing your life as a single mother: ‘Finding other adults who you can share the small moments in life with is key.’ The hospital where she gave birth had a Facebook group for single mothers, ‘So from day one, I’ve had a community.’ There are around 20,000 donor-conceived children in Denmark today.[8] ‘And we hang out with other donor families – so it’s normal for us.’ The only real difficulty? Dating. ‘Being a single parent locks you in, romantically speaking. There’s a window of time [when] you can go everywhere you want with a huge pram, but it’s not ideal for dating.’

No … Talk about intimidating: my twin transporter was the size of a tank and just as menacing rolling towards you. Shoppers would scatter in anticipation.

Henriette is now married to a former colleague. ‘Early on, he was aware we needed to make some big decisions – everything is more complicated with children involved. Of the women I know who are single mums, life is primarily work and children,’ she says. ‘I’m sure if they could have had their children with a great love, they would have preferred that. But not to have had their children? That would have been far worse.’ 

This I understand. When baby fever began to consume me, age twenty-six, the idea of a ‘great love’ became far less important than my preoccupation with procreation (sorry to my boyfriend at the time: I get it, I was A Lot). 

The solo mothers of donor children spend years researching the pros and cons of single parenting before starting treatment – including the psychological impact on a child. There’s a traditional idea that children of single parents suffer. But this tends to be based on lone mothers bringing up children post-divorce or after unplanned pregnancies, says Professor Susan Golombok of the Centre for Family Research at the University of Cambridge in Modern Families: Parents and Children in New Family Forms.[9] ‘Unelective’ single mothers may be statistically more at risk of mental health struggles, due to the stress of a split, conflict with a former partner or financial anxiety. But single mothers by choice are spared all this. Children conceived through medically assisted reproduction (MAR), such as IVF, are at no more risk of developing emotional or behavioural problems than those conceived naturally according to London School of Economics (LSE) research.[10] A collaboration between University College London and the University of Helsinki looked at 280,682 children born between 1995 and 2000 and found that children conceived by MAR actually did better at school.[11] This could be because parents who elect to pay for fertility treatment tend to be highly educated themselves and so prioritise education. But still, researchers agree that donor children are likely to be ‘okay’ – as long as they’re told the truth about where they come from.

Henriette has been honest with her twins from the start. ‘We’ve always talked about it and I haven’t tried to take away the sadness at not having a dad – that’s just how it is. Life isn’t perfect.’ 

Twenty-six-year-old Emma has known she was donor-conceived for as long as she can remember. ‘Mum and Dad made me a children’s book when I was two and explained how they loved each other very much and wanted a child but couldn’t have one. They went to a doctor and found out that Daddy didn’t make enough sperm, so a nice man gave us some of his to put on Mummy’s egg. They read this to me as a bedtime story and I could ask all the questions I wanted.’ And she did. ‘Mum still has the drawings of the egg and sperm cells I did when I was five, explaining it all to my classmates.’ 

Goodness … how did that go down?

‘They were fine about it!’ 

I wonder whether she’s ever felt different as a donor-conceived child.

‘Never. Donor-conceived children are the most wanted and hard-won. I’ve always felt super-loved.’ 

This is wonderful to hear. Any assisted reproduction is tough, I know – with daily injections, painfully invasive treatment, a tsunami of hormones and 75 per cent of all fertility treatments failing. It’s never the easy option.

Many of the sperm donors – even the young ones – realise this. A Young Buck with sandy hair says: ‘I know parents will have given it a lot of thought and will give all their love to this donor child.’ A Family Guy agrees: ‘There’s been prejudice against lesbian couples and single mothers in the past – but if it’s two women or one woman, then I don’t think that should decide whether or not you have children. We’re liberal in Denmark and we’re not going to stand and giggle about it. If I told someone in the street that I was a sperm donor, they’d say, “Great! Good for you.”’

At the end of my time at the clinic, I’m back in reception when Alexander Skarsgård-alike finally emerges from the donation room. Blimey, I look at the clock: he’s been in there a while. I remember what I was told earlier: ‘The longer it takes, the better the quality.’ 

Wow … good job. 

Skarsgård and I exchange a smile and both pretend that he hasn’t been furiously masturbating for the duration of my interview. He’s walking towards me and for a moment I contemplate a ‘hej!’ or even a high five, then I see him reaching for the hand sanitiser and think better of it. 

Instead, I pick up a packet of Post-its reminding me to ‘Be Awesome!’ and make my way down ten flights of stairs, back out to the busy street.

What I’ve learned about how to raise a Viking from cell-cluster onwards


1. Embrace science when necessary. Nature is great. We all love nature. But isn’t it amazing that humans can give it a helping hand once in a while? Without science I wouldn’t have two-thirds of my family. I am exceedingly grateful that fertility treatments were a) accessible to me and b) worked. Thank you, science.

2. Be honest about where your small person has come from. For much of human history, ‘brushing things under the carpet’ was the modus operandi for many parents. Adoptees weren’t told they were adopted. Children conceived with fertility treatments or surrogates were kept in the dark. But now we are (allegedly) enlightened – and children are pretty liberal and accepting. Tell a child their origin story early and they’re unlikely to blink an eyelid.

3. Keep an open mind: a loving family comes in many forms. Baby Mette may have two mums; Svend may be raising his son single-handedly; Lars and Ingrid may have used donor sperm. Each of their families will have strengths and flaws – just like ours. Learning more about the Nordic approach to family has shifted some deep-seated private shame that I had no idea I’d been carrying around with me for the past forty years. Growing up the only child of a single mum, I was often made to feel that my family was ‘lesser’ somehow. So I internalised this. Believed it, even. But it’s not true. It can’t be. What matters is how much we’re loved. We know enough by now to appreciate that the ‘traditional’ set-up is no guarantee of future happiness. And normcore couplings don’t have the monopoly on well-adjusted children. 
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A Viking is Born

IN A SCANDI modern glass house with the Danish flag flying outside and a view of the Baltic Sea, it finally happened. After years of trying came two blue lines. And life changed for ever.

Thanks to a centralised healthcare system and a handy yellow ID card, after the first doctor’s appointment I was officially ‘in the system’ and on autopilot. I was assigned a midwife, my appointments were scheduled, and I was ‘enrolled’ at the local hospital. My progress was tracked in a yellow journal, used by every expectant mother in Denmark. And I learned early on that Danes use fewer needles, tests, exams or any other medical procedures than elsewhere. Because Vikings go old school – as typified by visits to my midwife. 

Following a cursory chat about how I was doing and a good deal of linguistic creativity (my gynaecological Danish being below par), she came at me with an ear trumpet. 

‘Now, we listen for the heartbeat!’ I had been expecting a scanner, but apparently a ‘Pinard horn’ worked just fine. And aside from encouragement to eat a vegetable once in a while, dietary and lifestyle advice was minimal. Consequently, other internationals expressed horror at some (‘all’) of my life choices during pregnancy.

‘Coffee! You’re drinking coffee? What about the baby?’ 

The blood rose in my cheeks. Had I mistaken ‘coffee’ for ‘crack’? I checked the guidelines in my yellow journal: ‘Coffee: No more than 2–3 cups a day.’ 

‘I think a single-shot latte is probably okay …’

‘In Denmark, maybe …’

The following week, lumbering to a Japanese restaurant with friends, I was ambushed by the judgey international again. 

‘Sushi? You’re eating sushi?’ 

I got out my yellow journal to show him how pregnant women are advised not to eat sushi made from fish that has not been frozen. But in Denmark, all fish has been pre-frozen, ‘So it’s safe to eat sushi when pregnant in Denmark.’ Actually. 

The only restrictions – other than alcohol and smoking – are around two major Danish food groups: leverpostej (liver pâté) and lakrids, or liquorice. The former contains too much vitamin A, while the latter can increase blood pressure and cause fluid retention. I don’t know about you, but I retain plenty of fluid all by myself, so I steered clear. But Danes confine themselves to the smallest smear of pâté and limit liquorice to 50 grams a day in pregnancy. Then, for the most part, it’s business as usual. 

Vikings don’t change their lifestyle just because they’re pregnant. They don’t blast babies with Bach or Gregorian chants in utero. There’s no pressure to do daily affirmations or burn a candle that smells like your vagina (just for instance). Danes are happy to cycle, run and swim up until birth. In Norway, they also ski. ‘Until around six months pregnant at least,’ a mother of two in Oslo told me. Despite looking like I’d been inflated with a bicycle pump by the second trimester, I did my best to keep up with my Nordic neighbours.

Whereas friends in the US and the UK increasingly ‘shower’ mothers-to-be leading up to birth, Vikings simply assemble a few essentials themselves. It’s normal to welcome hand-me-downs or buy pre-loved baby gear, and Danes are a thrifty bunch. There’s no eBay or Amazon in Denmark, but sites such as dba.dk and reshopper.dk are popular for all manner of secondhand items, from toys to car seats. 

Since 1938, Finland’s expectant mothers have been offered a baby shower by the state in the form of a ‘baby box’. This contains a mattress, sheet, blanket, sleeping bag, insulated mittens and bootees. ‘There’s also a hooded suit, socks, a knitted hat and a balaclava,’ says mother of one, author and journalist Katja Pantzar in Helsinki. ‘There are bodysuits, romper suits, a hooded bath towel, nail scissors, a hairbrush, a bath thermometer, nappy cream, a washcloth, nappies, muslin squares, a picture book, bra pads, condoms—’ 

‘Condoms?’ I think that horse has bolted … 

‘—basically, everything you need – for free!’

The contents of Finland’s baby box have changed over the years, offering an insight into Viking parenting norms. In the 1970s, with more mothers working, disposable nappies and easy-to-wash baby clothes in colourful patterns replaced white non-stretch garments that took an age to launder. Then in 2006, cloth nappies were reintroduced to assuage environmental concerns, and the bottle was left out to encourage breastfeeding. 

Once Finns have unpacked their























































































What I’ve learned about how to raise a Viking … from the inside out
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