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As Vikings go Thor was presentable. In fact for some people he represented the epitome of what a true Viking should be, though by this time even the best of his friends would be forced to admit that he was becoming a little frayed at the edges. Nevertheless it was impossible to overlook that towering frame, the carved, determined features and the hair that, even by Viking standards was blond and plentiful. His arms bulged with muscles bulked out by daily practice with the battle axe and the judicious use of anabolic steroids. Difficult to believe that he had once been thought of as the runt of the litter.

The shivering thirteen year old had been bundled aboard his first longship deep in his home fjord by a father who was determined to bring him to manhood following the long tradition of his family. He bore a family name that was even by Scandinavian standards unpronounceable when sober  but the boy had been pleasantly surprised as the oars were plied and the boat shot off from shore to the relief of his mother as he had been truculent and difficult, a whining child. Beneath the high prow the bow cleaved the placid water and Thor began to think that to go aViking was not the fearsome exploit he had been led to expect.

That was before they reached the mouth of the fjord and the open sea. The boat pitched and rolled. At times it did both simultaneously. Thor, barely at this stage in long trousers felt the first intimations of sea-sickness but he remembered his father’s threat to pitch him overboard if he dared to tarnish the pristine woodwork with so much as a suggestion of vomit so he was forced to resort to the ancient Viking tradition of concealing the eruptions of his stomach in the depths of his bearskin jacket. He was grateful for a brief burst of warmth but this was more than compensated for by the appalling smell and the sight of diced carrot.

The agony had no end. Every day they ploughed the tossing widow-maker and Thor’s jacket became less and less habitable. They sighted land but the captain of the vessel pointed out that they had recently made landfall at that very spot and that the local inhabitants had not had time to rebake a supply of pots, let alone replenish them, that there was not so much as a chicken to be seen and as for virgins...Thor perked up at the mention of virgins but his prospects were dashed as they sailed by on a voyage that was clearly destined to last for as long as he could endure the torment. He consoled himself with the thought that until he could launder his jacket he had little prospect of success with even the most desperate of virgins.

Thor likened his propensity to seasickness to the plight of a bird with vertigo. He tried all manner of remedies from off the shelf concoctions on sale in the folk-lore store to the latest pharmaceuticals but it was not until he encountered a Faroese specialist in self-hypnosis that he was able to discard the last in a long line of disgusting jackets that had been the cause of social ostracism and threats of abandonment at sea. He torched the jacket and concentrated on the advice of his Faroese hypnotist to focus his mind on a place that had a special resonance for him. Initially this had proved a problem. No matter how hard he focussed it was impossible to imagine anywhere, and by this time he had travelled widely, that he did not associate with vigorous vomiting and diced carrot. He had only to think of the Grand Banks, for instance, and he was overcome with nauseous sensations and appalling stomach cramps. Such was his misery that he had begun to consider a shore job. His father, now retired and too weak even to sharpen his battle-axe, heard the news and died a shattered man. His mother who was still hale enough to defend herself from all but the most overwhelming of vicissitudes refused point-blank to consider the idea. She had, she pointed out, a healthy fjord-side cottage industry supplying veg. and goats’ milk to the local stay-at-homes and she had no intention of jeopardising her comfortable life for the sake of a son who refused to conform to the exigencies and traditions of his race. She would never be able to show her face outside her front door and how the neighbours would sneer at the sight of a man named after the Thunder God squeezing the tits on a goat. To add determination to her words she began to sharpen her dead husband’s battle axe.

Thor took the hint. He signed on for a make-or-break voyage. He would make his best effort but if, in spite of diligent self-hypnosis he failed to contain his breakfast he would come ashore and defy the neighbours’ disdain. This was to prove a momentous decision. Clad in a brand new and fragrant jacket he took his place on the bench, applied horny hands to the oars and set sail. His mother looked over the back of one of the best of her goats to ensure that she was safe at least until ice-thaw in the following spring and sighed with relief.

No sooner did the long ship leave the tranquil waters of the fjord than it began to pitch and roll; no sooner did the ship begin to pitch and roll than Thor’s breakfast rose to the occasion, the other members of the crew growled into their beards and his social ostracism began. If there is a maritime equivalent of “defenestration” in contemporary Norse there was not then – there was simply the vernacular threat to “pitch the bugger overboard”.  Thor, however, had (probably as the result of drinking vast quantities of his mother’s goats’ milk) grown into a mighty specimen of a Viking, added to which he had taken care to pack his hammer for the voyage. It was all very well to mutter what should be done but it would be a brave man who initiated the process, besides which there had been a hint of a momentous event in this man’s life and so far nothing remotely momentous had occurred.

It might have been the fourth, fifth or even sixth day out to sea when the navigator reported to the captain that they were lost and that he did not even know which day it was. This confirmed the captain’s impression that dated from the moment when he waved goodbye to his wife at the mouth of the fjord. Then came the fog. They could be on the Grand Banks. It is invariably foggy on the Grand Banks – or Greenland? The suggestions came thick and fast. They bobbed about in thick mist for days? weeks? One guess was as good as another. 

The fog lifted just as if Thor had wielded his heavy hammer and chased the clouds back to where they belong and, in the following days, the whole crew was vouchsafed a glimpse of Paradise. Thor was especially impressed as the sea was as calm as his home fjord but the sun was warm enough for him to discard his smelly jacket. First, however, there was a moment of alarm at the sight of cliffs dropping precipitately into the sea but their ship was being gently carried by the tide and even as they rested on their oars and the more viral of their members began to contemplate visions of virgins the landscape opened up and they saw a long sandy beach fringing acres of the greenest fields they had ever seen. Cows with glistening coats and gigantic udders looked up as they hove into sight, lowered their heads and continued grazing. There was a forest in the distance in which grew every tree useful to man for the production of every weapon known to man.

The crew was stunned and silent. The man on the rudder oar had been lifted off his feet so he had the best view but the sight was so awesome that he had even forgotten what he was supposed to be doing, not that it mattered because the boat was being carried towards the mouth of a stream that flowed down the beach. The first wave of any consequence that they met that day lifted the boat and impelled it up the beach, depositing it beside the stream as gently as a mother laying her baby down in its cot.

There was driftwood in abundance, fresh water flowing down the stream and the possibility that the locals might not miss one of the grazing cows that would undoubtedly be delicious. Why did they hesitate? The reason was complex but compelling and the result of superstitious dread. They were convinced that they had fetched up on the shore of a land populated by madmen and if the men were mad might that not be true of the women and what could be worse than that? It was a firm belief of the Vikings, at least the Vikings from this fjord, that madness was contagious. They had all seen the play; the mad prince being shipped off to this country where they were all mad as hatters so no one would notice. They might lit a small fire or two; they might see if they could waylay a calf but first they must reverse the ship and ship the oars; they must be ready to set sail at a moment’s notice and as for the virgins, in the unlikely event of there being any, they would leave well alone. What could be more contagious than a mad virgin?

This was undoubtedly sound advice and it was received with general accord. Thor, however, was unhappy. He had been promised a momentous event and so far he had been disappointed, besides which he was by temperament a risk taker and an adventurer. In fact one of the reasons why no one so far had been tempted to tip him overboard in spite of his outrageous odour (modified now after immersion in the sweet water stream) was that he was not merely a colossus but he was dangerous with it. These were the factors that drew our hero into an encounter with another hero – Henry! Let the other members of the crew cower
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