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About this Book

This is the story of a voyage made by a shipload of Northmen about the year AD 780, before the regular Viking invasions on Britain began. In this book the word ‘Viking’ means ‘a sea-traveller,’ though it can also be taken to imply ‘a dweller along the wicks’, or fjords. ‘To go a-viking’, therefore, is to go on a voyage.

Who were the Northmen? It is perhaps wrong of us to think of them as being definitely Norsemen or Danes or Swedes or Finns or Lapps. At this stage in their history they had not fully developed those differences in nationality which they have today. Though, of course, there was some similarity, especially in their folk tales and myths. Horic’s wind-tying, and his trick with the beetle, both belong to Lapp folklore; while Thorkell’s tale about the Vikings who discussed the afterlife while waiting to be beheaded comes from a Norse saga.

What manner of men were these Northmen? They are often described as being bloodthirsty pirates and nothing else. Yet it is worth noting that when they had settled in this country they became some of its most law-abiding inhabitants. Moreover, their wonderful sagas show that their literature was a highly cultivated one; the splendid construction of their longships demonstrates their intelligence and ingenuity. No doubt they were fierce and reckless; yet it must be remembered that they had to face equally fierce and reckless enemies. Had the Vikings not possessed such qualities, they would not have left their enduring name on the pages of history as they have done.

But why did the Northmen suddenly decide to go a-viking, after centuries of quiet living? Historians have a number of answers to this question. Some say that the Scandinavian countries were becoming overpopulated and that the Vikings sought new homes. Yet it is a strange thing that, in the early stages at least, after making their raids, they then returned to their own homes. Other scholars say that the Vikings were some of the most independent Northmen, who wished to get away from the new centralized governments that were being set up at home. Still others put forward the theory that the Northmen were carrying on a great battle against Christianity, which was at last threatening to engulf them. Such experts see the Viking invasions as being ‘the last great effort of Odin to limit the dominion of Christ’. Yet, once again, it is worth noting that when they became Christians, the Vikings were only too anxious to spread their new faith, even to the extent of chopping off the heads of those who would not forsake Odin!

It is all a great enigma. Perhaps those historians who say that the Vikings sailed simply because the herring on which they fed had moved to other places are as near as anyone else in solving the problem. But what we do know without any doubt is that they did sail and, in sailing, created a great sea tradition which we British have inherited from them; for the blood of Aun and Harald and Thorkell runs in our veins too.

This book sets out to tell the story of one of the earliest voyages, not one of the great journeys, for it happens before the sea-rovers had a very clear idea of the broader world about them. Yet it was a pioneer voyage, and so full of unforeseen dangers. It is the tale of one longship, on one voyage.

In our world, when we are used to big aircraft making their daily trips across the Atlantic, month in and month out, we perhaps forget those early pioneers who flew ten miles – and then no more. We admire those prairie schooners that passed over the wide spaces, from one side of America to the other; but do we ever give a thought to those wagons – small worlds of wood and canvas to their occupants, like our longship – whose wheels and shafts lay, bleached like bones among the cactus in the cruel sunlight, after the Indians had fired them?

Nowadays, perhaps too many of us long for immediate glory. We ignore, and even despise, those who do not quite ‘make the grade’. Yet they are often the pioneers, because of whose hard efforts later adventurers find an easier success. Someone must set the ball rolling, whoever scores with it afterwards!

Have you ever seen the painting which shows an incident in the boyhood of Raleigh? In it an old sea dog is telling the boy about the adventures to be met with on the high seas. Young Raleigh sits, cross-legged and wide-eyed. The old sailorman passes on his experience to one who will make a more glorious use of it one day. But who was that old man?

Perhaps, when you have read this, you may see the importance of Thorkell and the many others who went to Valhalla. And perhaps you will understand Harald better. I hope so.

HENRY TREECE
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1

The Hall by the Tarn

Two figures stood in the darkness, a man and a boy. Behind them the pine woods sighed, as though overcome by a great and unnameable sadness, the melancholy sound made by all ancient forests. As the round moon came from behind a bank of cloud, throwing its silver light over the rough and rocky land below, the two figures peered down into the valley beneath them, their heavy cloaks sweeping away from them in the night wind that blew towards them from the woods. A great white seabird circled above their heads, crying harshly and pitifully in the moonlight. They shuddered at the sound, looking up in dread. The man’s bearded lips moved silently, as though he spoke a charm against the witches of the night. The moon slowly withdrew behind the straggling cloudbank, and for a moment there was utter darkness once more.

Then suddenly, from the valley, came a surge of flame, a great red and orange spurting-up of light. A thick cloud of oily smoke rose above it, into the night air. A flock of birds flew, twittering up from the valley, to the woods. The two watchers drew in their breath as the many wings beat above them in the darkness.

[image: image]

Now the fire-glow spread and its angry light flared out over a black tarn nearby, so that the man and boy saw reflected in the sombre water every shape and hue of the flames.

The man licked his lips and said, ‘His hall burns well, son. When we laid the logs for him, I did not think we should see such a sending-off fire.’

The boy said, ‘Such a king as he does not deserve a funeral fire like that. A king who has no ship to take him to Odin is not worth following. Better a man should go a-viking for himself.’

The man looked angry for a space. Then he smiled and said, ‘It would go hard with us old ones if you young cocks ruled the world! Gudröd could not help being a poor man. There are too many kings in the land, lad; and not all of them can be rich men. My choice fell out badly, to pledge myself to a poor man, that is all. Yet, no doubt, Odin will receive Gudröd in Valhalla no less courteously because he sails there in a burning house than if he came in a longship!’

The boy frowned and said, ‘You served him too faithfully, Father. We should have left him before the famine came. When his corn failed, we should have gone to the coastwise Norse and lived off fish. The herring never fail.’

Now the fire had reached its height and began to slacken. The air about the two was filled with the smell of acrid smoke. Small burnt particles and ashes fell about them. The man wiped his hand across his forehead. His gold arm-ring flashed in the glow. He said, ‘Who is to know? One day the herring might go away. Then what will the fishers do? They will have neither corn nor fish, Harald. How shall a Norseman live then, think you?’

‘He will live on his wits, as Odin meant him to, Father,’ said the boy. ‘There are other lands and other folk who have plenty. The Danes have plenty, so have the English. Or a man could voyage overland and take his bread from the Romans. There is no need to starve, Father.’

Now the blaze below them was sinking to a dull glow and the birds were flying back from the wood towards the tarn’s dark waters.

The man said, ‘Life is never sure, Harald. Whichever way a man turns, he thinks he might have done better to take the other path.’

The boy frowned and shut his eyes tight, as though squeezing the sudden tears from them. ‘If we had left Gudröd sooner, my mother and brothers might still be alive with us. They would not have died in the famine.’

The man made an impatient movement under his cloak, almost as though his hand would strike the boy, but he answered calmly, ‘Only Odin knows whether that is true, son. We might have lost them in a village-burning if we had gone to the coast. They might have been chosen as sacrifices when the fishing went badly. We do not know. At least, old Gudröd did not call for sacrifices. That much can be said for him.’

The boy’s voice was bitter. ‘No, he knew which side his bread was buttered. He had so few followers left that he could not afford to lay any of them on the stones. He might have had to do a hand’s turn himself, if he had done.’

The man turned away from him, impatiently. ‘Come, Harald,’ he said. ‘We will make the best of a bad job and find another lord to follow.’

They made their way towards the dark woods, and only once did they turn back to glance at the dying embers of Gudröd’s great hall. As the pine trees enfolded them the man said, ‘This way lies the fjord, if the beasts of the forest will let us pass.’

The boy said, ‘Better to become the bear’s supper than to remain the cow’s slave.’

The man smiled grimly, ‘Who shall say that but one who has found himself on the bear’s dish?’

They spoke no more as they pushed past the overhanging boughs and went into the deep darkness of the forest.
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2

Thorkell Fairhair

The fjord was full of the noise of busy men. The very air seemed to vibrate as in a great open-air smithy. The clanging of anvil-blows, the hammering of planks, the buzzing of long two-handed saws echoed and re-echoed across the enclosed blue water. And all these sounds seemed to glance like flat stones over the surface of the sea-valley, to lose themselves up the farther rocky slopes and then in the great dim forests that crowned the rim of the inlet and stretched far away into the mountains, into the unknown frightening spaces of trolls and witches.

The little thatch and wooden settlement that straggled along the shore of the fjord throbbed with activity. Black-faced men in leather aprons worked the great ox-skin bellows to fan the flames of many outdoor furnaces; others beat out long iron nails on anvils that were gripped between their padded knees; yet others walked backwards down long rope-walks, twisting the harsh fibres in their raw hands. The women worked busily stitching, with thick waxed thread, or at the shuttles of their looms, which were set up outside the hovel doors so as to make the most of the new and welcome spring light. Children scurried back and forth, fetching and carrying for their sweating elders, sometimes a hammer, or a pail of ice-cold water to temper the iron, sometimes a roughly-cut hunk of barley bread or a pannikin of corn-wine.

All worked in that place, even the very old and the crippled. The ship they were building was not the toy of one man; it was the property of them all. And it was almost finished. Another day at the most would see it ready for the painters. Even the oldest ones, plaiting thongs, horny-handed in the shadow, saw new dreams of gold taking shape before their dim eyes. ‘Share and share alike,’ thought they. ‘To each his portion, and may she speed well and return laden before I make my greetings to Odin.’ This longship had been built by the whole village. Those who were skilled in shipbuilding had worked day by day, with an adze on the planks or walking backwards along the rope-walks. Those who had no such skill, or were too old to wield an axe or to ply a needle, had contributed in other ways, either by supplying food and drink to their more active neighbours, or by paying good money to shipwrights to come from afar … And all this, so that the ship should bring back profit to the village. These men did not think of glory, or even of adventure. They were practical men – as most northerners are – who wanted a good return for their labour or money. And the ship which they were creating would bring back those good returns, they hoped. This village had heard of the rich court of the Franks. They had seen the fine silks and the painted pictures that had come from Miklagard. And such English noblemen as had crossed the northern seas to them had worn gold about their necks and arms … The rest of the world must be very rich, they thought.

And so they built this longship, to relieve the rest of the world of some of its surplus riches. The village on the fjord could do with a little gold, and some silks. It would not even object to a few pictures – provided, of course, that the artist had used real gold leaf in painting them!

Among all these fjord folk, the longship lay on her runway like a royal thing, a proud princess whose slaves attended to her every want. A longship that would brave the harsh buffeting of the open seas, or out-trick the subtlest of rivers. A handsome shell in which a warrior king would feel proud to drift out on an ebb tide, the death-flames licking round him as he lay among his furs and his weapons and his hounds, on that last long journey to Odin’s feast hall.

Of clean and fresh-smelling oak, the longship was almost eighty feet long, from stem to stern, and sixteen feet broad at her middle. Standing over seven feet high from keel-bottom to gunwales, she dwarfed the many busy men who toiled about her on the stocks, even though as yet her forty-foot mast had not been stepped into its socket in the keel. They smiled at each other, satisfied with their work. If the good weather held, they would step the mast tomorrow, so that it would fall backwards quickly and easily when the forestay was eased off. And tomorrow, by the help of all the gods in the groves, they would fit the other ropes, the stays to prow and stern, those that braced the long yardarm, those that ran on pulleys to raise and lower the sail …

The foreman of the shipwrights wiped a rough and work-soiled hand over his red face. He turned to the apprentice lad who caulked the smart clinker-built planking of the sides.

‘Never was maiden more comely,’ he said. ‘Trust a horse before a hound, a hound before a lass – and a longship before them all!’ The boy grinned back at him. ‘Maybe you are right, Master Björn,’ he said. ‘But women can be useful at times! My aunt and my sisters have woven the sail for her, and a fine thing it is – all red and blue and green, in great stripes the thickness of a pine-trunk.’

‘Ay, and your mother has embroidered the pennant, hasn’t she, lad?’ said Björn, smiling.

The boy looked down, as though he knew not what to say. ‘Well, Master,’ he ventured at last, ‘she has edged it and put on its long golden fringe, but no one has told her what emblem to work on the white silk. It rests as unmarked as the snows on the Bear Mountain. We know not what name she shall carry.’

He glanced at Björn craftily, as though expecting his master to give him the answer. But Björn only whistled and bent to examine a row of rivets and their great square washers that held the long oak planks fast together.

‘Ay, ay,’ he said, in a whisper, ‘who knows what she will be named!’

The boy was suddenly conscious of a hush about him. He stopped working and bent towards Björn. ‘Here is the one, Master, who will know, if anyone does.’

Björn turned and then pulled his forelock, and, like all the other workmen, stood silent and waiting. And among the huts by the blue water a name was whispered that fetched the young maids to the doorways, and put a smile on the faces of the older women.

‘Thorkell Fairhair! Thorkell Fairhair!’

In the shadow of one hut an old man sat, patiently mending a fishnet. His hands were gnarled and twisted with rheumatism, but he forced them on and on, to tie the knots in the tarry twine. A long sword-cut had once ploughed the length of his cheek and had taken away the teeth on one side of his jaw. He heard the name, this old warrior, and a shiver seemed to pass over his face like a little cloud before the sun. His battle-scarred face wrinkled along its war-cuts in a strange, ironic smile.

‘Ay, Thorkell Fairhair, the maids call him, knowing but his beauty! Thorkell Skullsplitter is his name in other parts.’

He shrugged and went on mending the net, his head shaking a little with a palsy brought on by the bitter wind that blew along the fjord for the greater part of the year.

The young man, Thorkell, stood among the silent folk. He was but of medium height, and slimly made. As yet he wore no moustaches or beard, and his blue eyes looked out of his smooth face as mildly as a girl’s. Only there was something in the thin twist of his lips that took away from the gentleness. Something in the lean twitching of his jaws that spoke of tireless nervous energy. Something in the quick catlike tread that told its own tale of sudden action. Those who noted only the long corn-golden hair that hung, unplaited down his back, down the gilded mail shirt, would have been deceived, thought Björn.

Those who noted only the many glittering rings that circled his long slim fingers, the thick armbands that clasped his arms, the gold gorget at his throat, would have been deceived, thought the apprentice lad, with a secret grin. This was no maid; this was Thorkell, call him by whatever name you cared or dared, but Thorkell.

And when Thorkell came to the village, men were silent until he gave the word to speak. Even the old warriors, men who had killed bears in the high summer on the mountain tops. Some said he was the son of an outlawed king; some said he was a king himself, of another land beyond Ultima Thule; some, the oldest ones who had lost their grip on the life of ordinary men, whispered that Odin had sent him down among the Northmen to see what they were up to and to report back when he had seen. But when one too-daring young warrior in his cups had called him ‘Thorkell Odinson’ to his face, he had kicked the fool’s feet from under him and had come near to throttling him with those same slim, ring-laden fingers … So no one really knew what to think. And now Thorkell Whoever-he-was stood looking at the longship, looking and smiling faintly, out of those cold blue eyes, that seemed to see beyond the hull, beyond the ice blue fjord, beyond the farther hills and forests, and on and on, beyond the very rim of the world herself …

Behind him stood another one. His sacking cloak hung as limply as the rough red hair that he had plaited loosely and had braided with leather shoelaces; a tall thin man, with the nose of a hawk and the quick eyes of a ferret. A man who was constantly scratching his side or poking a bony finger into his great red ears. This was a different sort of man. He wore no mail shirt, but a long leather jerkin, plated here and there with strips of iron to act as armour of a sort. About his thin waist he wore a rusting chain – not a gilt-studded belt, like Thorkell’s. But from that chain hung something more terrifying than the red-sheathed longsword that Thorkell bore; a mace of bog oak, into which a score of sharp flints had been sunk, each one jutting horribly forth, its sharpest point outward. This was a weapon to fear in all truth. The sword is deadly, but its work is done in a minute. Such a thing as this man wore might bring the torments of the damned upon a man before Odin smiled down on him and gave him some relief.

The villagers saw the mace, saw the strange, sad, sheeplike face of the man as he scratched his thin hair or shuffled his high shoulders as though the nibbling-ants were at him. ‘Wolf Water-hater,’ they said. ‘Wolf who has never washed in his life and vows to stay like that until his time comes!’

And even the children giggled and pushed closer to see this Wolf, who had sailed on every sea man knew, yet hated the very thought of water touching his tender skin!

Then the long silence was broken. Thorkell turned his head towards the tall man. ‘Is she fair?’ he asked, laconically.

Wolf stepped forward so pompously that even the apprentice lad smiled. He went onwards, his pale eyebrows raising and lowering themselves, and seemed to look at the longship as though he had never seen one before.
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He stopped and poked his red finger into one of the sixteen oar-ports that ran along each side of the ship in the third strake from the top. They were not round holes, but long narrow ones. Wolf ran his finger along them for a while, then turned and said, ‘Cut off the shipmaster’s thumbs; he is too lazy to carve a circle.’

There was a stir among the folk. Björn was a true Norseman and did not wait for anyone to ask where he was. He stepped down from his plank and nodded to Thorkell. Then he waited for the other to speak. Thorkell said, ‘Shall we cut them off with your own knife or with mine?’ He drew a long thin blade from his girdle. The haft was set with coral, noted Björn. The village folk drew in their breath. The children were secretly cuffed into silence. The old man mending the net shrugged his shoulders and licked his forefinger to twist another knot, as though he had heard it all before and thought it little worth the noting.

Björn said, ‘Yours, Thorkell. Mine is too tarry from the ropes.’ He held out his hand for Thorkell’s knife. It was a pretty one and Björn was curious to see how it was made. Thorkell handed it to him and the shipmaster examined it carefully and then returned it with a smile. ‘Not much good against a wolf, I should say,’ he said.

Thorkell said, ‘You are wrong, Björn. If you were to keep your thumbs, I would bet you a horse against a yard of rope that this knife is just the thing to probe beneath a spring bear’s fat.’

He went towards Björn to illustrate what he was saying. ‘Look, the blade is thin and keen. You just slip it under his arm as he grasps, and you roll sideways, like this, and then he falls, but you must be ready to jump back for he weighs heavier than a chariot! He would crunch your leg like a winter stick!’

As he said this he made the movements of the hunter, while Björn pretended to be the bear waked from his hibernation. The folk stood stock-still, sucking in their breath with expectation, for they were simple northern folk who readily gave themselves to a tale.

Thorkell thrust with his thin knife, and the strong-armed Björn watched and twisted sideways as the hunter twisted. And the bear held the knife clasped firm beneath his armpit. Thorkell was trapped!

So long the two held this lock that a child said, ‘Mother, the men are silly with the new sun. I want my milk, mother! Milk, mother!’

Then Thorkell let his knife fall on the pebbled shore of the fjord. He straightened up and smiled. Björn straightened up and smiled too. Then Björn stooped and picked up Thorkell’s knife and gave it back to him.

‘Here are my thumbs,’ he said.

Thorkell said, ‘Wolf, you are a fool. You should go back to the Caledonians and say that you are a fool. Björn is a sensible man. He has bear’s blood in him, like all proper Northmen. Björn will tell you why the oar-holes are not round.’

Björn said, ‘Master Thorkell, saving your presence, Wolf is a fairly sensible man for a Pict, but he is hasty. That is all. The oar-holes are not round because my lad here has sense. In truth, he has never sailed farther across the water than this fjord, but he has sense. This is his idea. “When you have the sail up,” says he, “you do not need the oars, Master.” I spoke him fair and agreed with him. “All right,” says he. “When you pull in the oar, what have you left?” “A hole,” says I. “Right,” says he, “then make your hole flat and straight, so that an oar can come into the ship by it, allowing for the blade. Then make a little shutter over the flat hole, and you have got rid of the fear of water!” All this said the boy, and like a fool I followed him, for the idea seemed a good one to me. And I put little shutters, as he had said, over the oar-holes, so that the ship would be safe from the waves.’

Björn moved across to the longship and pointed to the securely-bolted pieces of wood.

Thorkell watched him. Then he turned his pale blue eyes upon Wolf, slowly, steadily, with a sidelong motion of the head. And the smile on his lips was not pleasant to see. The old man in the shadows lowered his war-torn face and said, ‘Aiee, Aiee, Wolf should not speak so fast!’

Thorkell said, ‘Wolf, come you here, you dolt of dolts.’

Wolf shambled back from the longship as readily as he had gone to it, a smile on his thin red face, his thin red hand still scratching under his leather jerkin.

‘Kneel before the shipmaster and beg his pardon,’ said Thorkell, looking down at him.

The villagers stared as the thin man knelt.

‘Not with his knife,’ said Wolf, pleasantly. ‘I would prefer yours, Thorkell. Every man can make a mistake, but that is no reason why he should suffer more than a twelvemonth.’

Björn said, ‘Must he take my punishment, Thorkell?’

Thorkell said, ‘Who talks of punishment among a free folk such as this? A man may have a joke, may he not, without spoiling the hand of a good tradesman?’

Wolf looked down at his red scarred hands. ‘What trade can these follow, Thorkell?’ he said, smiling quietly.

Thorkell kicked him gently in the side and rolled him over on to the pebbles. Then Wolf rose, rubbing his long finger below his nose, with a comical expression on his face, and Thorkell put his arm about his shoulders.

‘Come, sideman,’ he said, ‘let us drink a horn of mead in this place and think about a name for the ship.’ Then as an afterthought, he said, ‘Come you, shipmaster, and let us drink together, for you seem a sharp fellow.’

Björn said, ‘Not I, Thorkell, but my apprentice.’

‘Bring him, too,’ said Thorkell. ‘A lad who has thoughts about oar-holes like that should make a Viking one day.’
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The Crew-Choosing

Now she lay ready, the proud longship of the fjord. In the three days since Thorkell Fairhair had returned to the village, the master painters had been at work on her, using their bright hues to transform the smooth-planed oak to a picture of magnificent colour. Each strake of her sides was painted a different colour, red and blue and ochre. Her gunwales were gilded. Each shutter over the oar-ports was painted a deep black. Her tall mast stood silver in the sunlight. The high-flung bows and stern shone richly under a thick layer of gold leaf, varnished with an Eastern resin to withstand the salty ravages of any deep and distant ocean. Even the platforms, fore and aft, were coloured leaf green, with an especially durable pigment whose secret was known only to these travelling craftsmen who journeyed here and there along the fjords at this time, selling their skill to any community that had such a venture in hand.

Thorkell Fairhair and his henchman Wolf sat at a rough table on the edge of the village, at the spot where the shore first started to run down to the fjord. On the board before them lay a heap of white knucklebones, perhaps four score in all. Thorkell’s long sword lay beside them in its sheath, its hilt turned away from his hand so that he might only draw it at a disadvantage.

Behind the table stood the villagers, in many rows, old men, women and the children. Dogs and grunting pigs wandered here and there, some of them even stopping to rub against the trestles, or to push beneath the stools of the seated men.

Before the table stood a long line of men, some of them villagers, even men who had wielded the heavy adze on the oaken planks or dragged the giant spokeshave along the tall mast; others were men from farther away, who had heard the news of the venture and were anxious to share the excitements of the voyage. Yet others came from beyond the fjord, from far away where different kings ruled and different gods haunted a man’s dreams. Yet all were welcome to Thorkell Fairhair, whatever strange tongue they spoke, whatever the colour of their skin.

For Thorkell must gather about him forty sailors before his new longship might set her face towards the farthermost seas. Forty men who feared nothing and who used a weapon as readily as they pulled at an oar. It was not always easy to find so many men of such qualities from one small community. And now men stood before him, saying their names, and the name of their weapon, laying their hands palm upwards on the tabletop so that Thorkell could judge whether they were callused enough to pull at an oar for days on end … Those he rejected with a grim smile and a nod of his golden head smiled back as grimly and walked away, taking the path they had come, to find another village where a good ship was being pushed out into the fjord – for at this time a great restlessness was sweeping across the countries and men everywhere woke up with the itch to be moving … Those he chose were given a pair of the knucklebones to keep, as sign that they were under contract to Thorkell. They must keep these bones safely, until such time as they wished to break with him and leave the ship. Then, all they had to do was to hand them both back, putting one in his right hand and one in his left, with the words: ‘The snow leaves the hills, the leaf leaves the trees, the bird leaves the nest – and I leave you.’ Once the bones were given and the words spoken, neither man was under any obligation to the other, and might even kill each other should they feel the need to do so. But while the man had the bones and the words had not been said, he was bound to serve and to obey; nor might either harm the other even in the slightest degree, without becoming liable under the law of the folk-meeting to severe penalties. And these laws were strictly adhered to, even among men who might be called thieves and murderers by the rest of the world – the Christian world of the Franks and the English …

‘I am Rolf Wryneck, steersman, and my dagger is named Battlefang,’ said a thin man who carried his head on one side and seemed to sniff with a perpetual cold.

Thorkell turned back to Wolf and both laughed. ‘This man should serve us well,’ said Thorkell, ‘for he will be able to see round the corners before we get there! Here are the bones, Rolf Wryneck, and may you steer us well!’

‘I am Gnorre Nithing, from Finland, and my sword is Grunter,’ said the next man, so stooping and round-shouldered that he almost looked deformed.

Wolf said, ‘Nithing is a strange name, man. It is only given to one who has broken the law and whose life is any man’s to take.’

Thorkell looked at him searchingly. ‘What did you do, Nithing?’ he asked sternly. ‘No outlaw can sail with me.’

The Finn looked piteously at Thorkell. ‘Master,’ he stammered, ‘I killed a man. Only that.’

‘Only that!’ echoed Thorkell, gazing at the Finn’s bent back and stooping posture. ‘What was he, a straw man in the spring festival?’

The villagers began to laugh and the Finn’s face went red. He stammered and could not answer. His coarse hands trembled as he laid them on the table.

‘Come man, speak up,’ said Wolf, half jeering.

Then the man behind the Finn pushed forward. In height and breadth he was the biggest man the village had ever seen. His harsh black hair hung down unkempt beneath his iron, horned helmet. About his massive chest he wore an untanned bearskin, pulled in to his thick waist with a length of rawhide. A double-bladed axe swung down to the ground from the strap.
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‘The Nithing asks for work,’ he said to Thorkell, without any sign of respect. ‘He does not ask to be tried by the folk-meeting here. He killed a man who had killed his brother. But that man was a king in Finland, and so Gnorre became a Nithing. I would have killed him. Would not you?’ He fixed his red-rimmed eyes on Wolf and his great black beard jutted out towards Thorkell’s henchman.

There were many about the table at that moment who edged away a little and took a firmer grip on their weapons, for it was at such moments as these that a deadly fight might begin.

Wolf scratched the side of his nose calmly and came round the table. He stood within an axe-stroke of the great man and said pleasantly, ‘It is peaceful up there in the woods, among the trees. Here a man can hardly move for folk. And always there are women under his feet screaming that he will wake the baby.’

The big man smiled back grimly and said, ‘I am of the woods. I get my clothes from the woods as you see. I am at home there. I know nothing of women and babies, but I will go with you to the woods.’

Now all about the table sucked in their breath for they knew what these calm words meant. Only Thorkell seemed unmoved. He said, ‘Who are you to come here boasting of your prowess over bears? We have each killed a bear and do not go about parading his skin like a young man who is anxious for the girls to think him brave.’

The big man stopped smiling and said, ‘I wish to call you Master, or I should answer you another way. I am Aun Doorback and this is Peacegiver.’ He rattled the great axe on the tabletop. ‘I speak now for Gnorre Nithing because he is not a man to speak for himself. He is a warrior and a Viking, not a talker about firesides.’

Thorkell smiled up at him gently, ‘What right have you to speak for another man, Aun Doorback?’ he said.

‘The best right of all, Master Goldhair,’ said Aun. ‘It was my brother that Gnorre killed.’

There was a murmur among the villagers.

‘Did you not wish to kill Gnorre, then?’ asked Thorkell.

‘No, Master,’ said Aun. ‘If Gnorre had not killed him, I should have done, for my brother was an evil man.’

‘Should you not be king in his place, then?’ asked Thorkell.

Aun said, ‘Yes, but when the folk-meeting judged Gnorre to be an outlaw, I could not stay and rule such a stupid people. I chose to go with Gnorre and keep men from striking him down unjustly.’

Thorkell said, ‘Take you two pairs of bones, Aun. One for yourself and one for Gnorre. You may be a good man.’

But Aun would not go from the table. He turned now to Wolf. ‘Have we a debt to settle?’ he said.

Wolf said, ‘Let me feel the weight of your axe.’

He took the great weapon and made the motion of raising it. The veins in his arms stood out and his face was red. He smiled ruefully and said, ‘I pity the bear on whose skull that falls.’

He handed back the great axe.

‘I will fight you with knives or not at all,’ he said.

Aun burst into a great laugh and said, ‘I have never used a knife but to cut my meat. I should not be able to do more than scratch at you.’

Wolf said, ‘That would suit me, friend! As for me, I should burst a blood vessel if I swung an axe big enough to match that tree trunk.’

They looked long at each other. Then Aun held out his hand and said, ‘You are too brave a man to feed the ravens. I will not send you to your death, Redhead.’

Wolf took his hand and said, ‘It would be a pity to spoil such a great mound of a man with my wicked little knife.’

Thus they were friends and Wolf went back behind the table, while Aun and Gnorre drew to one side to let the next man come forward.

And so the names were given, of man and weapon: Hasting and his axe Dream-maker; Gryffi and his sword Yell-stick; Kragge and his knife Homegetter; Ivar and his axe Pretty One, and so on, along the line of men, until at last there was only one man left. Yet Thorkell still had six knucklebones upon the table, enough for three men.

The last man sat silently, away from the others. He seemed to be crouching upon the pebbles, as though he were busy with something that held his attention. He had forgotten where he was. All eyes turned towards him and many men laughed to see him. He was very small and his face was the yellow colour of parchment. His black hair was shaven from the sides of his head and his one long plait was wound round and round on top of his skull and held up with bone pins. His eyes were narrow and his cheekbones high.

Thorkell called to him a time or two and at last he heard and came towards the table. Then they laughed. He wore a long heavy cloak of sheepskin and trousers of reindeer hide, but they hung too low between the legs so that his appearance was that of an ape rather than a man. He walked with his toes turned in and his long arms hanging at his sides.

When he got to the table he smiled, ignoring the laughter, and stood silent. Thorkell said, ‘Are you a man?’

He did not understand the question and said thickly, ‘No, I think not.’ All the village roared, even the children, who crowded round to see what that funny man was like.

‘Look at the beads sewn on to his skin tunic,’ said one child.

‘Yes, but look at the great bone rings on his wrists and arms. No bear has bones big enough to make such rings. He must be a Lapp wizard,’ said another.

Thorkell heard the child. ‘Are you from Lapland?’ he asked.

The little man smiled even more broadly and shook his head so violently that it seemed his hair would come undone and fall about his face.

Thorkell said slowly and loudly, as one who speaks to a stupid child, ‘What sword do you carry?’

The Laplander made the motion of carrying a heavy load. When the men had quietened again, Thorkell said, ‘Have you a weapon?’ He pointed to his own sword on the table. The Laplander went forward to take it up, thinking Thorkell had given it to him. Thorkell snatched it away only just in time.

‘Speak to him, Wolf,’ he said. ‘I do not know how to make him understand.’

Wolf came forward and took the little man by the arm and went through the dumb show of fighting with a knife, then an axe, then a sword, even of wrestling.

It was at the last that he made the mistake of gripping the Laplander’s arm too tightly. It seemed that the man thought he was actually being attacked. What happened then was too fast for most of the men to see properly. First they saw Wolf smiling, and grappling in play with the Lapp. Then they saw Wolf’s legs disappearing over the little man’s shoulder, and Wolf stretched out on the pebbles, the breath knocked quite out of him.

The little Lapp went forward and helped him up again. Wolf rubbed his shoulder painfully and said, ‘Do your own talking now, Thorkell. I had almost as soon fight Aun Doorback.’

Then Gnorre came forward and whispered in the Lapp’s ear. The man grinned and went to the table, ‘Horic Laplander,’ he said, ‘no axe, no sword, no knife. This.’

He pulled from his pouch a thin length of tarred twine. There were four knots tied in it along its length. Thorkell put out his hand, in wonder, to touch it, but the man jumped back and shook his head. Gnorre said, ‘You must not touch it, Master. It is a magic thing.’

‘What does he call it?’ asked Wolf, bewildered.

Gnorre spoke to him again, and the man said, ‘Wind-maker. Horic bring whatever wind ship wants. Untie knot, wind blow; tie knot, wind go.’ Then he laughed aloud and stared from one face to another, in wonder, for no one believed him.

Thorkell said, ‘No good. We have too many lunatics in the ship’s company already. He must go back to Lapland with his winds.’

Aun stepped forward and said, ‘If you send this man away, I shall go too. He will take the good winds with him.’

And three or four other men spoke up then and said that they would follow Aun and give back the knucklebones.

Thorkell was about to tell them to go when Wolf whispered and a smile came over Thorkell’s face.

‘Aun,’ he said, ‘you seem to spend your life fighting other men’s battles, but I think none the less of you for that – unless you become too great a nuisance. You must remember that I am the shipmaster. Now, I will tell you what we will do – if this Horic is as good a wizard as everybody seems to think, let him do something we can all see, something useful to our enterprise, and then I will let him sail with us, for he seems to have strength enough to row the boat himself, without any help from us!’

Gnorre spoke to Horic, telling him to make a magic that would help the ship. Horic nodded and then bent down low over the ground, seeming to search among the coarse grass for something he had lost. Everyone watched him carefully now. Even the children were still.

Horic picked up something from the ground. It was a small black beetle. He stooped then and found a twig. All men watched him as he pulled out one of the black hairs of his head and carefully tied one end round the beetle’s body and the other end to the twig. Then he pushed the twig a little way into the sandy ground and sat down near to it, watching.

The beetle began to walk round the twig, trying to get away, but he was tethered by the long black hair. All he could do was to go round and round. As he walked about the twig, the hair wrapped itself shorter and shorter until the beetle was only an inch from the twig.

By now men were beginning to think that this was only a jest that the Lapp was playing on Thorkell, and they began to laugh. But the little man looked up sternly and waved them to silence. Then, as the beetle approached the twig on the end of the hair, he looked up towards the wooded hilltop, his yellow face anxious, his narrow eyes keen and watchful.

‘What in Odin’s name is he doing?’ asked Wolf.

‘He is bringing you shipmen,’ said Gnorre, in a hoarse whisper.

Now Thorkell watched with great concern for he was anxious to make up a full crew before he sailed. Yet every day’s delay was a serious one, for these wandering men were impatient and would hand back the bones if they did not sail quickly.

Now the Lapp was trembling with an inner excitement and Thorkell saw that the beetle had almost touched the twig.

Suddenly it moved its hard-shelled back against the slip of wood, and Horic, gazing up the hill gave a little cry of pleasure and pointed towards the woods with his yellow hand.

They all turned and followed his gaze.

From between the hanging pine-boughs two men came, a young one and an older man, staggering as though they had come far across the mountains and through the woods.

The older man’s head was covered by his long cloak, but all men saw that the young one had hair the colour of corn. The two waved joyously, as though with relief, and began to descend the hill towards the village. Thorkell shook his head in wonder then held out the bones to the Lapp. For a moment his eyes were fixed beyond the world’s edge and he did not see them. Then he awoke and took the bones and stood by Gnorre to watch the two come down.

Aun said, ‘The young one will make a proper Viking in time.’

So Harald and his father Sigurd came to the village at last.
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The Ship-Naming

In the feast hall men were merry. Spruce boughs lined the walls, turning the long log shed into a forest glade. Resinous pine-boughs burned in iron wall-sockets, throwing their flickering light over the many laughing faces of the shipmen and the villagers who served them with mead and corn-wine, or carried in the great wooden platters laden with barley bread and fish, or tender sucking pigs.

The smoke of the fire in the middle of the hall blew back in gusts from the high chimney hole, for the wind was in a bad quarter. It was blowing out to the mouth of the fjord, and when that happened the smoke always seemed to come back, thick and choking, into the feast hall. But this night no one minded that, for all men spoke with great enthusiasm of the voyage they were about to make, no man knew where, in a great new ship as yet without a name.

Harald said to his father, ‘It was a journey worth making, that through the forests, to reach such a place as this, and to be accepted among such men as these.’ The boy’s bright eyes lingered on the gay figure of Thorkell, who had dressed his beautiful hair with gold braids for the feast and wore a sky-blue cloak that seemed to be woven of the very texture of summer.

Harald’s father, Sigurd, curled his lip a little disdainfully. ‘It is always thus, my son,’ he said, ‘before a voyage. Men seem heroes in the torchlight at a feasting. But we must wait till the harsh salt cakes on their hands and the bitter wind tears their fine cloaks from them before we can judge whether they be true men or no.’

The boy gave a quick glance towards his father, an angry comment already forming on his lips. Then he thought the better of it and said nothing after all. Yet in that moment Harald hated his father a little for those slighting remarks about Thorkell Fairhair.

Seated next to Thorkell at the head of the long trestle table was the village headman, an old peasant with a fine leathern face, whose white hair hung down in snaketails on either side of his head. He wore a thick frieze wrapper about his shoulders, for he was a sick man and the wind that blew down the valley at night-time brought on his rheumatism. Although a horn of corn-wine was set before him, he did not taste it, for he was an abstemious man who had never drunk anything but water from the springs, or at the best, goat’s milk, when there was too much to be made into cheese. But this he did only infrequently, for he looked on such drinking as waste. A man might drink in five minutes enough milk to make a cheese that would last a family a week, he said to himself. This headman’s name was Thorn. He was as sharp as his name. Although his hands were now too crippled to hold a stick, all the boys went in fear of him, and stopped whatever they were doing when he hobbled along the village street. It was this Thorn who had conceived the idea of building the longship and of sending it out to bring back treasure to the village. It was Thorn who had said, ‘I choose Thorkell Fairhair for her master, if he should travel this way before we have finished her.’ And all the villagers had agreed in their council, for every man liked Thorkell, and would trust their venture in his hands.

So it was that Thorn sat at Thorkell’s side. And at last Thorn said, ‘Master Thorkell, all goes well. The ship is ready and the crew chosen. If this wind holds, it will carry you out to sea tomorrow to begin your viking. But one thing is lacking. The ship has not been named, nor has she an emblem carved on her prow as most of our longships have. A raven or a dragon or a wolfhead.’

Thorkell smiled down at the old man lazily in the torchlight. ‘Master Thorn,’ he said, smiling, ‘how call you this wine before the corn has been put into the mashtub and wetted?’

All men listened as he spoke, some puzzled, some laughing. The old man blinked up at Thorkell, ‘How call you it?’ he said, wondering. ‘How can we give it a name, for it is not yet made. It is nothing until the water is put on it and the corn has fermented. Nothing. It has no name.’

Thorkell said, ‘What right has a man to call his sword “Brainbiter” until it has bitten a brain!’

The old man smiled tolerantly and said, ‘We are talking of our ship – not of wine, or of swords, Thorkell.’

Thorkell said, ‘Should a man name his ship “Land Ravager” if she is destined to sink before ever she sights land to ravage?’

When he said these words, many men crossed their fingers or spat upon the floor, to keep away the evil omens. ‘He should not have said that,’ whispered Aun Doorback, looking first over his right shoulder and then over his left, to see if the wicked ones were listening.

Thorkell sensed the unrest about the table at his words and he laughed loud. ‘My friends,’ he said, ‘we are fighting men, not shivering old women, to be frightened with a strange word! I tell you that nothing ever happens unless it is fated to happen, long ago, before today or yesterday. Before last sowing or ten sowings before that. What happens was written down by Odin when the world was first made. It is there, in his writings, and nothing a man says can change it. Now, be still.’

‘What then will you call the longship, Fairhair?’ asked the old man, Thorn, impatiently. ‘We built her and gave our money for her. We must know what her master will name her.’

At that moment Thorkell paused in his drinking and with a shrug of his broad shoulders stood up, so that all men watched him, wondering. Thorkell Fairhair pointed down the long table towards the Finn, Gnorre, who was at that moment hacking away with great concentration at his piece of salted beef. All men’s eyes turned on the Finn, who looked back wide-eyed and surprised.

‘Tell me your name, friend,’ said Thorkell. ‘I have forgotten it in the excitements of the day.’

The Finn said, ‘Gnorre, Master. I am from Finland. I told you so earlier.’

Thorkell smiled again. ‘By what other name are you known, Gnorre?’

Aun Doorback’s face flushed and his great red hand began to fumble for his axe. But Gnorre patted him gently on the arm and whispered, ‘Have patience, Aun. Perhaps he means well. You shall kill no more men for my sake. I can fend for myself, come the worst.’

Gnorre stood up, a strange bent figure in the torchlight, which played about his thin lined face. Then he spoke so proudly that all the hall was still and men listened.

‘I am Gnorre Nithing, shipmaster,’ he said. ‘I took the knucklebones from you today as a Viking, not as a prisoner to be handed back to those who would slay me for my past misdeeds. Now stand I here a warrior with a warrior’s weapon and who takes me shall need to be a good swordsman.’

With that Gnorre leapt backwards with a speed that startled every man. And they saw that his sword, Grunter, was out and shining in the torchlight.

Then Aun Doorback had moved and the bench fell over, scattering the men who had been sitting at it among the rushes.

A woman screamed and one of the villagers dropped an earthen pitcher of wine. But Thorkell never moved a muscle. His gay face still smiled fixedly and his golden hair wafted softly in the breeze that stole in through the hide covering of the door.

Then he stretched out his hands towards Gnorre and Aun, almost in an attitude of pleading. ‘I have picked two real men, my friends. I know a man when I see one, never fear. But when I asked your name it was so that everyone should see what I mean. Nothing more. All Finland must come to take you back, Gnorre, if they want you. But they must find their way beyond my sword guard to do it.’

Now Aun and Gnorre looked at each other like fools, a smile of embarrassment on their faces. The men who had fallen to the floor got up and scratched their heads, puzzled. The headman, Thorn, shook his grey head a little more, petulantly.

‘Gnorre Nithing,’ said Thorkell, ‘you have given our ship her name. She shall be the Nameless. She shall wander as you have done, Gnorre, an outlaw of the seas. Perhaps all men’s hands will be against her, as they are against you. But though she may be nothing at her launching, she may prove to be something at her beaching when she returns. Then we will give her another name, you and I.’

At first there was a hush in the long room, then everyone began to talk at once, and though the villagers did not seem to like the name, the shipmen were pleased with the way in which Thorkell had chosen it. For it seemed to free them of all responsibility. Now they would become outlaws, their own masters, to do as they pleased, obeying only their shipmaster, Thorkell.

Now men began to call to the villagers to fill up their wine-pannikins again, and here and there they began to slap each other on the back, sometimes a little too hard. And just when it seemed that the feast might become an excuse for rough horseplay among the Vikings, Horic Laplander leapt on to the table, a weird misshapen figure in his bundled clothes, with his thick pigtail flying out behind him.

Now he whirled about in a strange winter dance of his people, striking grotesque attitudes, of bear or wolf and even of a pine tree. His padding feet now grew as noiseless as those of a mouse and he danced hither and thither among the drinking horns and dishes without disturbing a thing. The men of the village, whose own dance was a heavy-footed stamping affair, gazed open-mouthed at his skill.

Then even Horic appeared to tire. He sank down in the middle of the table and seemed to roll himself into a great ball. In this position he stayed still for such a space as a man might need to count twenty. Then without warning he sprang into life again, his hands held upwards and outwards, his feet wide apart and his thick body swaying. No man understood the language he spoke, for it was of the farthest northern forests and not spoken along the fjords for many hundreds of years. But they knew that Horic was telling them a story – a grim tale of the great forests and the wolves and the bears, and, worse still, of the old gods who demanded sacrifices in return for a good harvest, or a good reindeer foaling, or a good catch of fish. And they shuddered as they heard the gods speak through Horic’s mouth, heard the forests sigh in his deep breathing, heard the wolves howl about the winter stockades, or the bears grunting outside the doors when all else was still and the children were asleep.

Now no one drank any more, or bothered to eat, though they still held their bread in their hands. Many even lost all knowledge of where they were, for the man’s spell was so strong.

And then, when all stared at the Laplander, and even the torches set along the walls had stopped flickering, there came a great laugh from the darkness outside, and a moment later the hide covering at the doorway was flung aside with a single rough movement. The men in the hall turned slowly round, bemused, to see who had come, and then the spell was broken and Horic was no more than a little Laplander squatting on the table. The one who stood in the doorway had broken the magic, like an earthenware pot, it seemed.

Immensely tall and swarthy-faced, his raven hair hanging below his dark and burnished helmet, the newcomer stood, his long black cloak reaching down to the straw on the floor. Men saw that his strong arms were bound about with ring after ring of gold. They saw the deep tattoo marks across his forehead and cheekbones, the oiled beard and the curling moustaches. This was a fine man, thought those who did not know him. This is an evil omen, thought those who did.

Thorkell gave a little gasp, ‘Ragnar,’ he said. ‘Ragnar Raven! I thought not to see you ever again!’

Ragnar smiled, a soft, dangerous smile, showing his white teeth. ‘Do you mean “thought not” or “wished not,” Thorkell Fairhair?’

Thorkell’s face stiffened slightly and a cold air blew in through the open doorway from the fjord. He stepped forward.
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‘Enter and sit at the tabletop, Ragnar,’ he said. ‘We are blood brothers and come what may you shall share my fortune.’

Men moved away to let the proud stranger sit beside their leader.
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The Blood-Launching

The Nameless still stood on her stocks, above the runway of planks that led down to the waters of the fjord. With the arrival of Ragnar Raven the wind had changed and blew across the sea inlet towards the village, so that it would have been madness to push the longship out only to have her dashed on the rocks that lay below the launching-place.

Men began to whisper, their heads together, saying that Ragnar had brought the venture ill-luck. Some men even said that, were it not that they loved Thorkell, they would have handed back the knucklebones and have gone on free up the fjord to find another ship.

Harald and his father kept together, for they were from inland and knew none of the others, the seafarers. Harald said to his father, ‘I am afraid that this delay will spoil the crew.’ Sigurd laughed and said, ‘Sailors always grumble. Once they feel the planks bucking under their feet and get the sound of the sea-mews in their ears, they will forget all this. A Viking is born, my son, and never escapes his destiny. As some men love horses, and others love hunting wolves, so a Viking loves ships, every plank and rope of them, and he is never happy unless he is riding the track of the whale, treading the path of the gannet.’

Harald said, ‘All the same, this Ragnar makes me wonder whether the venture will turn out well.’

Sigurd said, ‘You are a young fool to bother your head with such thoughts. Ragnar is but a man, though a strong one. He can only do what Odin will let him. And we can only do what Odin will let us. So what can you change with all your worrying? You are but an ant crawling on a hunter’s boot. That boot may carry you a long distance and you will think that life is good to you. Or it may crush you, then you will know no more. If you are a sensible ant you will not worry your head to discover what makes the boot move, for it will not alter your condition.’

The boy scratched his head and looked puzzled. Then he walked away and watched the villagers loading the Nameless with its tackle and threading the stay ropes through the pulleys that should hoist the mainsail.

On his way back to join his father he came upon Horic Laplander, sitting under the lee of a rock and holding a short length of tarred twine. The man was smiling, his eyes half-closed, and rocking back and forth. Harald saw that there were four knots in the twine that the man fingered so lovingly.

He tapped the Laplander on the thick shoulder. ‘What are you doing, friend?’ he said curiously.

Horic came out of his trance and whispered hoarsely, ‘This is a bad wind for it keeps us ashore, quarrelling. I have just asked for a good wind to blow, now I must untie it so that it may come down the fjord and carry us out to sea.’

With a deft movement of his yellow hands he slacked the knot and gave it a tug. Then he shut his eyes and rocked back and forth again. Harald stood amazed and wondering. The wind which had been blowing into his face, slapping it roughly as he stood, ceased suddenly, and for a moment there was a complete stillness. Harald looked round and saw that the smoke from the chimney holes was going up straight. Then, as though a great door had been opened somewhere up the valley, a low roaring noise came, growing louder and louder. At first the smoke still eddied, then it flicked like a whiplash and began to flurry. The pine trees high on the hilltop gave a faint sigh, then they too bent under the blast and began their own roar.

Now the wind struck Harald at the side of the head, and the smoke swept into his eyes. From the huts a man shouted, ‘Praise Odin, the Viking’s wind has come!’ And everywhere the cry went up, ‘The Viking’s wind has come!’

Now all was bustle in the village. The headman hobbled out and said, ‘Odin is pleased with our venture and wishes you to begin without delay. He has sent you a good wind.’

Only Horic still smiled, inscrutably, his length of twine now twisting in his yellow fingers, his eyes half-shut and
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Penguin Books was a big idea from the mind of a man called Allen Lane, who in 1935 invented the quality paperback and changed the world. And from great Penguins, great Puffins grew, changing the face of children’s books forever.
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