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Introduction

During the late eighth century, people from the Scandinavian countries—present-day Norway, Sweden, and Denmark—began to shape the course of European history. These pagan people, the Vikings, developed a new type of ship, longships, that were fast and could land on any piece of unprotected shoreline and began to make successful raids on other countries. Fear of Viking raids swept Christian Europe, as no one seemed to know quite how to stop these frightening surprise attacks.

Viking raiders ventured to present-day England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Spain, Portugal, Russia, and even to North Africa and the Middle East. They established permanent colonies on Iceland and Greenland and appear to have become the first Europeans to visit North America. All the while, the Vikings gained a reputation as the most feared force in Christian Europe. Their ships could appear anywhere close to the coast, emerging out of the early morning mist to deposit savage warriors who plundered, took captives, and then sailed away before anything could be done to stop them. In France, the prayer “from the wrath of the Northmen, O Lord deliver us” became a common part of church services. Throughout Europe, other people offered similar prayers to protect them from the rampaging Vikings. Some European Christians came to see the Norsemen not simply as brutally effective warriors but as a scourge visited on the faithful by God.

It soon became clear that it would take much more than prayer to provide effective protection from Viking raids. Part of the problem was that Europe at that time was not formed by large countries but rather by a series of small and often warring kingdoms. What is now England, for example, consisted of four separate kingdoms: East Anglia, Wessex, Mercia, and Northumbria. Each was ruled by its own king, and a shifting landscape of treaties and dynasties meant that these kingdoms sometimes fought together and sometimes against one another. It was difficult for any one of these kingdoms to mount an effective defense against the Viking raids—by the time that an army had been assembled and sent to the site of the raid (and assuming that it was not needed to fight against another kingdom), the Norsemen were long gone with their booty and their captives.

The Scandinavian homelands from which these raiders came were also very different from the nations we see today. In the beginning, the Norse raiders came from scattered hamlets, and attacking fleets comprised no more than a handful of ships. Then, in 872, a man named Harald Fairhair became the first king of Norway. Although this wasn’t the same nation as present-day Norway (it covered only the coastal areas of the west and south of that country), it marked the beginning of a new phase of Viking incursions. As small polities merged to become larger kingdoms, invasion fleets grew in size until some involved hundreds of ships. These new fleets came not just to raid but to occupy territory and to create new Viking lands far from Scandinavia.


Chapter One

England in the 9th and 10th Centuries

“In prosperity a man often destroys the good he has done; amidst difficulties he often repairs what he long since did in the way of wickedness.”

—King Alfred the Great

In addition to establishing colonies on the largely uninhabited islands of Greenland and Iceland, Scandinavians began to establish permanent colonies on the east coast of England during the ninth century. Much of the land they took and occupied had been ruled by the largest of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, Wessex. In 865, a large Scandinavian army (known to the Anglo-Saxons as the Great Heathen Army) comprising forces led by two Danish Viking kings, Halfdan Ragnarsson and Bagsecg, landed on the coast of England. Their motive was simple: England provided much more fertile agricultural land than could be found in Scandinavia, and occupying this territory would assure the Scandinavians of plentiful food for their growing population.

The Great Heathen Army quickly occupied towns on the east coast and, over the next five years, gradually expanded the territory that they controlled. In 869, the Danish forces were able to defeat King Edmund of East Anglia at the Battle of Hoxne. They were then able to occupy most of the Kingdom of East Anglia, and their main remaining opponent in England was the king of Wessex, Aethelred. The two sides fought a series of battles that left both exhausted. The troops of Wessex were unable to drive the Scandinavians from English soil, while the Vikings were unable to occupy any additional cities or to notably expand the territory they controlled.

This campaign was still in progress in 871 when Aethelred died and was succeeded by his brother, Alfred (later remembered as Alfred the Great). Alfred proved to be a highly effective military leader, though he did suffer a number of defeats during the early part of the campaign against the Danes. After a period when he was forced into hiding, he was able to re-emerge, gather a new army, and finally defeat the principal Danish leader, Guthrum, at the Battle of Edington in 878. Nevertheless, victory in this battle did not allow Alfred to eject the Vikings from England. Instead, he was forced to agree to the Treaty of Wedmore, under which the Scandinavians were allowed to retain territory in northeast England that had formally belonged to the Kingdom of East Anglia.

Now freed from the need to fight the Danes, Alfred was able to turn his attention to the other most significant Anglo-Saxon kingdom in England, Mercia. In a series of brilliant military campaigns, he was able to establish the ascendancy of Wessex, and in 886, he became the first king of the Anglo-Saxons, uniting the four kingdoms into a single polity, though in truth, a great deal of Northumbria and East Anglia was still occupied by the Vikings.

Alfred was a pragmatist. He recognized that he lacked the military power to eject the Danes from England, and in the year that he became king of the Anglo-Saxons, he also signed a formal treaty agreeing that the north and east of England was to become Scandinavian territory divided into two kingdoms, the Kingdom of Guthrum in the south and the Kingdom of Danish Mercia in the northeast. This territory stretched from the city of Jorvik (present-day York) in the north to London in the south. Later, this area would become known as the Danelaw (from the Anglo-Saxon Dena lagu, meaning “Danes’ law”). In effect, this was English territory where the law of Denmark (and the Norse language) took precedence as opposed to the rest of the country, where Anglo-Saxon law, custom, and language prevailed. As one of the terms of this treaty, Guthrum was forced to agree to convert to Christianity and to accept Alfred as his Godfather, though in practice this seems to have made little difference to the Danish leader.

At its peak, the Danelaw covered more than one-third of the territory of present-day England, including not just the main Danish city, Jorvik, but also present-day Leicester, Nottingham, Derby, Stamford, Lincoln, and Cambridge. The Danelaw extended from the River Thames in the south to the River Tees in the north and was bordered to the south and west by Wessex and to the north by English Northumbria, all controlled by the king of the Anglo-Saxons. The Danelaw was divided into five boroughs, centered on the fortified towns of Derby, Leicester, Lincoln, Nottingham, and Stamford, and with the overall capital in Jorvik. Each borough was ruled by a Viking jarl (earl).

When the Danelaw was formally created in 886, it was powerful, guarded by five Danish armies, one for each borough, and it seemed to be a permanent and self-sustaining part of England. However, the kings that followed Alfred would conduct a series of campaigns against this independent territory that would see it incrementally reduced and finally destroyed completely.


Chapter Two

The Danelaw

“You can hardly expect any peace for troublemakers.”

—Norse proverb

In many ways, the Danelaw was the precursor to what could become the North Sea Empire. While the rule of this area remained in the hands of the Danish military aristocracy, many ordinary Danes moved to England and married local people. Recent studies have found, for example, that the DNA of people from Derbyshire shows significant traces of Danish heritage. Culture, law, and even language became intermixed, with many people using a blend of Anglo-Saxon and Norse dialects.

For the 80 years that it remained in place, the Danelaw became culturally and socially quite separate from the rest of England. The Danish rulers minted their own coins and promulgated laws that were very different from those in Anglo-Saxon regions. In many ways, these laws gave the poorest people more rights and freedoms than they were given under Anglo-Saxon rule. When Alfred the Great died in 899, the Danelaw seemed to be a permanent feature of England. However, Alfred’s successor set out to change that. In order to become king, Alfred’s eldest son Edward first had to fight off a rival claimant, his cousin Aethelwold. After he had done that, it seems that soon after becoming king, Edward set out to reduce the size and power of the Danelaw.

Records for that period are scarce and not always reliable, but what is known is that a battle took place in 902 between Anglo-Saxon and Danish forces. While this is recorded in contemporary histories as the Battle of the Holme, we don’t
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