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Viking Sagas
Rockstar stories from a thousand years ago
 

Introduction
I’m not here to tell you the truth. I’m here to tell you some bloody good stories.
Most of the people and events I share in this book lived about a thousand years ago. 
None of them wrote a diary, and not even the people around them wrote about them.
The only written accounts we have are from their enemies, and Danish or Icelandic saga-writers several hundreds years later.
We have a few archaeological finds to back some of them, but only their presence, not any details of events. 
So I’ll do what saga writers have always done: Retell the story to the best of my ability, and for your entertainment. 
The chapters are divided into two groups: The legendary Vikings and the historic characters.
 

Legendary Vikings
"Legendary" means exactly that. The characters in this part of the book are most likely summarized stories of wandering myths, heroic poetry and bedtime stories. And perhaps composite characters. If inspiration for details in some of the stories comes from real events, it is more accidental than a conscious choice – and now, a thousand years later, we have no chance of sorting it out.
What we can learn from these stories is what the Vikings found entertaining, enriching or instructive.
 

Skjöldr
The Boy Who Came from the Sea
Before there were Viking kings, before there was Denmark as we know it, there was a boy who arrived from the sea.
Skjöldr
Nobody knew where the boy came from.
One day, according to the old stories, he simply appeared.
There he was, alone on a beach, sitting in a small boat.
No crew.
No parents.
No explanation.
And he was carrying a shield.
That was enough.
The Danes had no idea who he was, but apparently they had no problem making him their king.
It was one of those moments that would be completely ridiculous in almost any other story.
A strange child turns up alone in a boat.
He has a shield.
So naturally, he becomes king.
But this was the beginning of the story of Skjöldr, the legendary ancestor of the Danish royal dynasty.
And perhaps the Danes had a reason for taking him seriously.
The boy was no ordinary child.
According to the traditions preserved much later by Saxo Grammaticus and the Icelandic sagas, Skjöldr was the son of Óðinn.
Not metaphorically.
Not “descended from”.
Óðinn.
The god himself.
If true, the boy had arrived with rather impressive credentials.
But nobody on that beach knew any of this.
They only knew that the mysterious stranger had arrived from the sea.
And he had a shield.
So they called him Skjöldr.
Shield.
The boy grew.
And with him grew his reputation.
The stories surrounding Skjöldr became increasingly extravagant. He was said to have become a great warrior, a powerful king and the founder of a royal line that would rule Denmark for generations.
But before he became any of those things, there was the matter of proving himself.
A king cannot simply sit on a throne because he has arrived in a boat.
At least, not for long.
Skjöldr gathered warriors.
He fought.
He won.
His reputation spread.
The young stranger who had appeared from the sea was becoming something much more dangerous than a mysterious child.
He was becoming a king.
And kings in the Viking world had a problem.
There was always somebody else who thought he should be king.
Skjöldr apparently had a solution.
He went looking for them.
The sagas and later Danish traditions give different versions of his adventures, but the basic image remains remarkably consistent: Skjöldr becomes a powerful warrior king whose fame spreads far beyond the borders of his own land.
He is said to have travelled abroad, fought enemies and returned with treasure.
He also becomes famous for his generosity.
And that mattered.
A Viking king did not rule simply because he had a crown.
There were no crowns in the modern sense waiting on a velvet cushion.
A king needed men.
Men needed rewards.
And rewards required treasure.
A successful king therefore had to keep the gold moving.
Give a warrior a sword.
Give another a ring.
Give another land.
Give a feast.
Give gifts.
Build loyalty.
Skjöldr understood the game.
The shield that had arrived with him from the sea had become a symbol of something much larger.
Protection.
Strength.
Authority.
Perhaps even destiny.
There is another version of Skjöldr's story that is even stranger.
In some traditions, his arrival is associated with a ship or boat carrying not only the boy but also weapons and treasures. He is found by people who do not know who he is, and yet he somehow possesses everything required of a king.
It is almost as if the gods had dropped a complete royal package on the Danish shore.
Here is your king.
Here are his weapons.
Here is his treasure.
Good luck.
And the story did not stop with Skjöldr himself.
His descendants became the Skjöldungar – the Scylding dynasty.
This is where Skjöldr's shadow becomes enormous.
The name survives in Old English tradition as Scyld Scefing, the legendary founder of the Danish royal line described at the very beginning of Beowulf.
There, the story is different again.
Scyld is a foundling who arrives from the sea as a helpless child and grows into a great king.
When he dies, he is placed in a ship surrounded by treasures and weapons and sent back out to sea.
The beginning and the end mirror each other.
He came from the sea.
He ruled the Danes.
And when his life was over, the sea took him back.
It is one of the great images of early Scandinavian legend.
A child arrives from nowhere.
A king disappears into nowhere.
Between the two events, a dynasty is born.
And somewhere in the middle of all this, the historical Danes begin to disappear behind the legend.
Because there almost certainly was no man standing on a Danish beach one morning with a divine birth certificate and a shield, waiting for somebody to make him king.
Skjöldr is a foundation myth.
And foundation myths do not really care about paperwork.
They care about explaining why a kingdom exists.
Why its royal family has the right to rule.
Why its ancestors were different from ordinary men.
And why the story of the people begins with something extraordinary.
For the Danes, the answer became Skjöldr.
A mysterious child from the sea.
A warrior.
A king.
The son of Óðinn.
The ancestor of kings.
And, perhaps most appropriately of all, a man whose name simply meant what he carried with him from the beginning.
Shield.
The shield protects.
The shield stands between the warrior and whatever is coming towards him.
And Skjöldr became something similar in the mythology of Denmark itself.
A man placed between the ordinary world and the legendary one.
Behind him came generations of kings.
The Skjöldungar.
Behind them came stories of warriors, heroes and monsters.
And eventually, centuries later, the historians arrived and started arguing about which parts of it had ever happened.
They were probably asking the wrong question.
Because Skjöldr was never really meant to be remembered as an ordinary man.
He was supposed to be the beginning.
And beginnings are rarely ordinary.
 

Ragnarr “Loðbrók” Sigurðsson
The Viking Who Became a Legend
He was born in four different places, has sons born more than a hundred years apart, and is most likely a name that has been used every time a bullshit story was told. A few details may be inspired by real events, but the man himself is probably what you would call a composite character.
Ragnarr Sigurðsson was already famous before anyone had decided exactly who he was.
According to the sagas, he was a Danish king, a warrior, a raider, a womaniser, a strategist and the father of some of the most terrifying men to emerge from the Viking Age. He was also supposed to have fought dragons, conquered kingdoms, sailed across the North Sea and the Irish Sea, attacked Paris and eventually ended his life in a snake pit at the hands of an English king.
The problem is that history is much less certain about him.
Ragnarr may have been a real man. He may have been several real men whose exploits were gradually combined into one extraordinary character. Some of the events associated with him can be connected to people and attacks recorded elsewhere, while others belong firmly to the world of legend.
But by the time the sagas had finished with him, Ragnarr had become something much more interesting than a historical figure.
He had become a Viking.
His nickname was Loðbrók, usually translated as “Shaggy-Breeches”, and even that name came with a story.
Ragnarr was supposedly not yet the great warrior everyone would later remember when he heard about Þóra Borgarhjǫrtr, the daughter of a powerful man named Herrauðr. Þóra was beautiful, wealthy and apparently rather difficult to impress. Her father had given her a magnificent estate and surrounded it with all the luxuries appropriate to a noblewoman, but then something rather less pleasant appeared.
A dragon.
Not a metaphorical dragon.
An actual dragon.
The creature had somehow acquired a taste for cattle and began terrorising the surrounding countryside. Herrauðr decided that anyone who could kill the beast would have earned the right to marry his daughter.
This was the sort of marriage competition that tended to attract exactly the sort of man who was prepared to attack a dragon.
Ragnarr volunteered.
He knew, however, that charging at a dragon wearing ordinary clothes was probably not the smartest possible approach. So he came up with a rather unusual solution.
He made himself a pair of trousers.
They were covered in tar and then coated with sand.
The idea was that the rough, hardened material would protect him from the dragon's teeth and claws while also making it more difficult for the beast to grip him.
It worked.
Ragnarr confronted the dragon and killed it.
The strange trousers became his trademark, and the man who had defeated a dragon in shaggy, tar-covered breeches became Ragnarr Loðbrók.
The story sounds like exactly the sort of tale that grows larger every time it is retold, but it established something important about Ragnarr's character. He was not simply the strongest man in the room.
He was the man who looked at the problem and thought of something clever.
And there was another woman waiting for him.
Her name was Kráka.
Ragnarr encountered her while travelling, and he was immediately fascinated by her. He sent word that he wanted her to come to him, but he also wanted to test her intelligence. He gave her an apparently impossible instruction: she was to arrive neither dressed nor undressed, neither hungry nor full, and neither alone nor accompanied.
Kráka solved every part of the puzzle.
She wore a fishing net around herself, so she was neither dressed nor undressed. She had eaten an onion, so she was neither hungry nor full. And she brought a dog, which meant she was neither alone nor properly accompanied.
Ragnarr was impressed.
He married her.
Only later did he discover that Kráka was not an ordinary woman at all.
She was Áslaug, the daughter of Sigurðr Fáfnisbani (Sigurd the Dragon Slayer) and Brynhildr, the legendary figures of the Vǫlsung cycle. She had been hidden under the name Kráka after the deaths of her parents, and the mysterious woman Ragnarr had encountered was carrying a much more extraordinary ancestry than he had realised.
Whether any of this belonged to a real historical woman is another matter entirely.
The saga did not care.
It was building a dynasty.
Ragnarr and Áslaug had several sons, and those sons would become almost as famous as their father.
Ívarr inn beinlausi (Ivar the Boneless) would become a strategist and kingmaker. Bjǫrn Járnsíða (Bjorn Ironside) would become a legendary raider who sailed deep into the Mediterranean. Sigurðr ormr í auga (Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye) would carry a strange mark in his eye that resembled a serpent. Hálfdanr and Ubbi would also become prominent figures in the Viking wars.
But before the sons became famous, their father had to make sure they understood who he was.
Ragnarr was not content to sit quietly in Denmark.
He sailed.
He raided.
He fought.
And wherever he went, stories began to follow him.
One of the most famous campaigns took him west towards Francia.
The Frankish kingdom had become one of the great powers of Europe under the descendants of Karlamagnús (Charlemagne), but its wealth made it an irresistible target for Scandinavian raiders. In 845, a large Viking force attacked Paris, and Frankish sources record a leader named Reginheri or Ragnar among the attackers.
The identification with Ragnarr Loðbrók is tempting.
It is also not certain.
But the story fits almost perfectly.
Ragnarr sailed up the Seine with a large fleet, defeated Frankish forces sent against him and reached Paris. The city was not simply some isolated settlement waiting to be looted. It was one of the great political centres of the Frankish kingdom, and the arrival of a Viking army on its doorstep was a serious problem for the Frankish king, Karl hinn skalli (Charles the Bald).
The king gathered an army.
Ragnarr met it.
The Vikings defeated the Franks and captured a large number of prisoners.
Then Ragnarr did something particularly brutal.
He hanged them.
The executions were carried out in full view of the Frankish forces, apparently as a deliberate display of terror. The message was not subtle: fighting these men was going to be expensive.
The Frankish king eventually paid a huge ransom to make the Vikings leave.
Ragnarr sailed away with his ships full of silver.
Paris had survived.
But the Vikings had demonstrated that they could sail deep into the heart of the Frankish kingdom, defeat its armies and force its king to buy them off.
It was exactly the sort of success that encouraged more Vikings to try.
Ragnarr's ambitions were not limited to Francia.
He also turned west towards the British Isles and Ireland, where Scandinavian raiders had already established bases and settlements. According to the later sagas, he became involved in conflicts with the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and eventually encountered Ælla, king of Northumbria.
This is where the story becomes darker.
Ragnarr sailed to England with only a relatively small force, and according to the saga tradition he was defeated and captured by Ælla.
For a man who had fought dragons, crossed oceans and terrified kings, being captured must have been a particularly unpleasant experience.
Ælla decided not to give him an ordinary death.
He ordered Ragnarr thrown into a pit filled with snakes.
Ragnarr was stripped and thrown into the pit.
The snakes began to bite.
According to the saga, Ragnarr did not beg.
Instead, he spoke.
He recited poetry.
He remembered his victories, his battles, his ships and his sons. He spoke of the warrior's death and of the day when he would enter Valhǫll and drink with the fallen.
Then, as the snakes continued to bite him, Ragnarr spoke of what would happen when his sons heard how their father had died.
His final words were:
“The piglets get angry when they hear the old boar roar.”
Then the snakes finished him.
It was a final warning disguised as a boast.
Ragnarr was dead.
But his sons were still alive.
And Ælla had just given them a very good reason to come looking for him.
The news travelled north.
And Ragnarr's sons were not inclined to forgive.
The saga tradition says that the sons gathered a great army and sailed to England. Later sources call it the Great Heathen Army, which arrived in England in the 860s and conquered large parts of the country.
The army's leaders included Ívarr inn beinlausi, Hálfdanr, Ubbi and other figures associated with the sons of Ragnarr.
Whether the Great Heathen Army was actually raised specifically to avenge Ragnarr is impossible to prove.
But as a story, it is almost perfect.
A father is killed horribly by a foreign king.
His sons cross the sea.
And they come looking for him.
Ælla was defeated.
The saga tradition says that Ívarr captured him and demanded to know where he had hidden his father. Ælla was eventually subjected to the most notorious punishment in the Viking repertoire.
The blood eagle.
According to the later tradition, his ribs were cut away from his spine and his lungs pulled out through the wounds, creating the shape of an eagle.
Whether this punishment was ever actually performed is heavily disputed. The surviving sources are late, the descriptions are difficult to interpret and some scholars have suggested that the famous “blood eagle” may have been a poetic misunderstanding of an older execution tradition.
But the story became inseparable from the revenge of Ragnarr's sons.
The man who had thrown their father into the snake pit was made to pay.
And then the sons continued.
Ívarr became one of the most formidable political figures in the British Isles. Hálfdanr established power in Northumbria. Bjǫrn Járnsíða sailed on extraordinary raiding expeditions far beyond England, eventually reaching the Mediterranean. The sons were not simply avenging their father.
They were building their own legends.
And this is where Ragnarr becomes particularly interesting.
Because the more famous his sons became, the larger their father became with them.
Ragnarr was no longer simply the man who had supposedly attacked Paris or died in a snake pit. He became the father of the Great Heathen Army, the father of Ívarr, Bjǫrn and Sigurðr, the husband of Áslaug and the descendant of the Vǫlsung heroes.
His life began to absorb other stories.
His family tree became connected to older heroic traditions.
His victories grew.
His enemies became more spectacular.
And eventually the historical Ragnarr, if there had ever been one single historical Ragnarr at all, disappeared beneath the character created by centuries of storytelling.
Yet something remarkable remains underneath the legend.
The Viking world really did produce men who sailed to Paris.
Vikings really did attack England and Ireland.
Scandinavian armies really did conquer large parts of England in the ninth century.
Men associated with Ragnarr's sons really did become powerful rulers.
The Great Heathen Army really did exist.
And the Viking raids were not simply small bands of pirates appearing briefly on a beach before disappearing into the mist. They could involve fleets, armies, political alliances, negotiations, tribute, conquest and the establishment of entirely new kingdoms.
Ragnarr's saga gathered all of that into one man.
Perhaps that is why he became so difficult to kill.
The historical Ragnarr may have died in the ninth century.
The legendary one never really did.
 

Ívarr inn beinlausi
The Viking Who Won with His Brain
The first thing people noticed about Ívarr was that he did not walk.
That was a problem.
Vikings were not known for making life easy for themselves. They crossed oceans in open ships, dragged boats over land, climbed mountains in armour and thought nothing of spending a winter somewhere that looked like it had been specifically designed to kill them.
And yet there was Ívarr.
Ívarr inn beinlausi – Ívarr the Boneless.
The son of Ragnarr Loðbrók.
Whatever the nickname actually meant, the sagas and later stories turned it into something almost supernatural. Some say his legs were useless. Others suggest that he suffered from a condition that made his bones unusually weak. Still others interpret the name metaphorically. Nobody really knows.
What everyone agrees on is that Ívarr was very, very dangerous.
He did not need to swing the biggest axe.
He needed to be the man who decided where the axe should fall.
When Ragnarr went to England and ended up in the hands of King Ælla of Northumbria, Ívarr was still one of several sons waiting across the sea.
Then the news arrived.
Their father was dead.
And the story goes that when Ælla had Ragnarr thrown into the snake pit, he expected the matter to be finished.
He had badly miscalculated.
Ragnarr’s sons did not simply mourn him.
They came.
In 865, the Great Heathen Army landed in England.
It was not a small raiding party looking for silver and monasteries. This was an army.
And among its leaders was Ívarr.
The Northumbrians soon discovered that killing one Viking king could be considerably more expensive than expected.
Ívarr and his brothers moved through England, taking strongholds and forcing kings to negotiate. Eventually they turned towards York.
York was no insignificant prize. It was one of the great cities of Anglo-Saxon England, rich, strategically placed and sitting in the middle of a kingdom already struggling to keep itself together.
In 866, the Vikings took it.
Then came the man Ívarr had been waiting for.
Ælla.
The king of Northumbria had killed his father.
Now he was standing on the wrong side of a Viking army.
The battle went badly for him.
Ælla was captured.
And here the story becomes one of the most notorious episodes in the Viking Age.
The sagas say that Ívarr and his brothers performed the blood eagle on Ælla – cutting his back open, separating the ribs and drawing out the lungs like wings.
Whether this actually happened is still debated. The contemporary English sources do not describe it, and the later Norse accounts are centuries removed from the event.
But the story survived.
And if Ívarr really wanted Ælla to understand why he was dying, there was probably no need for much explanation.
His father had been avenged.
But Ívarr was not finished.
He was not even particularly interested in England as a place to raid.
He wanted power.
The Great Heathen Army remained in England for years, and the Vikings began doing something that would eventually change the map of the country.
They stopped merely taking things.
They started taking land.
York became the centre of a Viking kingdom. Danish rulers established themselves across large parts of England. The old Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were pushed back, one by one.
And Ívarr disappeared from the English story.
Not because he had lost.
Because he had moved on.
Irish annals give us another Ívarr – Ímar, one of the most powerful Viking leaders in Ireland and the Irish Sea world during the ninth century. He appears alongside Amlaíb and Auisle, fighting kings, capturing cities and controlling territory.
Whether this Ímar and the Ívarr of the English sagas were exactly the same man has been debated for generations.
The dates, names and movements fit remarkably well.
And if they were the same man, Ívarr had built himself an extraordinary career.
From England to Ireland.
From York to Dublin.
From Viking raider to kingmaker.
He became the kind of man who did not need to be everywhere.
People simply needed to know that he might be.
His brothers were warriors.
Ívarr was something else.
He understood kings.
He understood fear.
He understood that an army could win a battle, but a reputation could win ten battles before they were even fought.
The nickname followed him.
Ívarr inn beinlausi.
The Boneless.
A strange name for a man who helped build one of the most formidable Viking forces in Europe.
Perhaps his legs were weak.
Perhaps his bones were brittle.
Perhaps the nickname meant something entirely different.
But there is a delicious irony in the image.
The man who supposedly could not stand became one of the men everyone else had to stand against.
And when the smoke cleared over England and Ireland, the son of Ragnarr Loðbrók had done something his father never quite managed.
He had turned the Viking raid into a political weapon.
Ívarr did not just go looking for treasure.
He went looking for kingdoms.
 
 
 

Bjǫrn Járnsíða
The Viking Who Went to the End of the World
Bjǫrn Járnsíða had a rather unfortunate family situation.
His father was Ragnarr Loðbrók.
His brothers included Ívarr inn beinlausi, Hvítserkr, Sigurðr ormr í auga and Ubbi.
And if that was not enough, his family had already developed a reputation for turning up somewhere with ships, killing important people and leaving entire kingdoms wondering what the hell had just happened.
So Bjǫrn had a lot to live up to.
His nickname was Járnsíða – Ironside.
Nobody seems to have written down exactly how he earned it. Perhaps it referred to his toughness in battle. Perhaps to armour. Perhaps, as the later stories suggest, weapons simply seemed to have trouble finding anything soft on him.
Whatever the reason, it was a good name for a Viking.
Bjǫrn did not spend his career hiding in his father's shadow.
He went south.
Far south.
With Hasteinn, another famous Viking commander, Bjǫrn sailed out into the Mediterranean.
And this was no ordinary raid.
The two men had heard stories about the riches of the lands beyond the familiar Viking world. They sailed past Francia, through the Iberian Peninsula and into the Mediterranean, where the climate changed, the cities grew larger and the targets became considerably richer.
The Vikings attacked Al-Andalus.
They raided North Africa.
Then they sailed towards Italy.
And somewhere along the Italian coast, the story takes a turn worthy of a saga.
Bjǫrn and Hasteinn wanted to get into the city of Luni.
There was only one problem.
Its walls were too strong.
So they came up with a plan.
Bjǫrn would pretend to be dead.
The Vikings sent word to the people inside the city that their great leader had died. They asked whether he might be buried in Christian ground.
The people of Luni, apparently feeling rather pleased with themselves, agreed.
A funeral procession approached the gates.
Inside the coffin lay Bjǫrn.
Or so everyone thought.
The coffin was carried through the gates and into the city.
Then the lid came off.
Bjǫrn got up.
The Vikings drew their weapons.
And Luni suddenly had a very serious Viking problem.
It is one of those stories that sounds almost too perfect to be true.
Which is probably why it survived.
Whether the trick actually happened at Luni, or whether later storytellers attached the story to Bjǫrn, the episode captures something essential about the reputation of these men.
They were not simply strong.
They were inventive.
If a wall could not be climbed, perhaps it could be tricked.
If an army could not be beaten, perhaps it could be avoided.
And if a city would not open its gates to a Viking army, perhaps it would open them for a funeral.
The fleet continued east and south.
The Mediterranean was a completely different world from the North Sea, but the Vikings adapted quickly.
They attacked cities, demanded tribute and learned that the old Viking formula worked just as well under a warmer sun.
Eventually Bjǫrn returned north.
He did not come home empty-handed.
He had seen the great cities of the Mediterranean, fought in lands where Vikings were almost as exotic as the people they attacked, and returned with the kind of reputation that made younger warriors want to join him.
Back in Scandinavia, Bjǫrn became a powerful ruler in Sweden according to the later tradition.
And there, perhaps, is the strangest part of his story.
The son of the legendary Ragnarr Loðbrók had travelled farther than most Vikings ever dreamed of travelling.
He had sailed around Europe.
He had raided kingdoms that his ancestors probably barely knew existed.
He had crossed the Mediterranean and brought the Viking way of doing things into a completely different world.
Yet he ended up where many Viking adventurers eventually did.
At home.
The stories about Bjǫrn Járnsíða became tangled with the stories of his father and brothers. Over time, history and saga became difficult to separate.
But somewhere beneath the legends was a real Viking leader who belonged to the generation that transformed raiding from a northern habit into an international business.
And that may be the best way to remember Bjǫrn.
Not as the strongest son of Ragnarr.
Not as the man with the coolest nickname.
But as a Viking who looked at the map and apparently thought:
Why stop here?
 
 
 

Historic Characters
We know that these people lived. They made a name for themselves, and were mentioned by contemporary chronicles (mainly written by people who really didn't care for them), or by Icelandic or Danish saga writers a few centuries later. We have archaeological finds from some of them. But that doesn't mean that the stories about them are completely true and hold up to scrutiny. A little has probably been added and a little taken away before it became a complete story. Even though these are real people, it's not history teaching. It's storytelling.
 

Haraldr “Hárfagri” Hálfdanarson
The Viking Who Wanted It All
Harald Finehair (or Fairhair) (c. 850 – c. 932) was a Norwegian king. According to traditions in Norway and Iceland in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, he reigned from c. 872 to 930 and was the first King of Norway (well, Vestlandet, a part of present day Norway). Supposedly, two of his sons, Eric Bloodaxe and Haakon the Good, succeeded Haraldr to become kings after his death.
Haraldr was still a young man when he decided he wanted all of Norway.
Not a piece of it.
All of it.
According to the sagas, he first found something rather more difficult to conquer.
A woman.
Her name was Gyða Eiríksdóttir, daughter of a powerful chieftain in Hǫrðaland. Haraldr sent messengers to ask for her hand.
The answer came back.
No.
Gyða had no interest in marrying a king who ruled only a small corner of Norway. If Haraldr wanted her, she said, he could come back when he ruled the whole country.
It was a remarkably efficient way of insulting a king.
Haraldr took the challenge.
He swore that he would neither cut nor comb his hair until Norway was his.
Then he went to war.
For years he fought his way from one kingdom to the next. Chieftains submitted. Others fled. Some gathered armies and tried to stop him.
Then came Hafrsfjǫrðr.
The enemy fleet was waiting.
Haraldr's ships came in.
The two forces crashed together in the narrow waters. Shields locked along the gunwales. Spears flew. Men slipped on blood and seawater. The noise of iron against wood and iron against iron rolled across the fjord.
By the end of the day, Haraldr had won.
Not all of Norway, perhaps. The real process was messier and took years.
But the story had its great victory.
Haraldr was now the king everyone had to reckon with.
And somewhere along the way, his hair had become legendary too.
It had grown long, tangled and wild during the years of war.
After Hafrsfjǫrðr, Haraldr finally allowed himself to be groomed.
Ragnvaldr Eysteinsson, jarl of Mǿr, washed the king's hair, cut it and combed it properly for the first time in years.
When he was finished, Ragnvaldr looked at him.
"Haraldr Hárfagri."
Haraldr Fairhair.
The name stuck.
But the king's greatest adventure was still waiting for him in the far north.
One day Haraldr came to the dwelling of a Sámi man named Svási.
And there he saw Snæfríðr.
She was not simply beautiful.
The saga goes out of its way to describe her.
Her skin was as white as newly fallen snow. Her hair was dark, falling around her face, and there was something about her appearance that stopped Haraldr in his tracks.
The king who had spent years fighting for Norway suddenly seemed to have forgotten Norway existed.
He wanted Snæfríðr.
He stayed with her.
They married.
And for a while, Haraldr was utterly captivated.
He spent his days with her. He wanted no one else. The king who had once refused to let anything stand between himself and a kingdom now seemed perfectly happy to let the rest of the world wait outside.
Then, one winter, Snæfríðr became ill.
She died.
Haraldr would not believe it.
He sat beside her.
"She will wake."
The days passed.
She did not wake.
Still he refused to bury her.
He had her body dressed and kept her near him, as though death were merely some temporary inconvenience that the king could order away.
More days passed.
Then weeks.
The body began to change.
Her beautiful face darkened.
Her skin became swollen and discoloured.
Her hair came loose.
The smell began to fill the room.
Still Haraldr would not let her go.
His men tried to reason with him.
He refused.
Eventually even the king's own household could no longer endure it.
They forced the matter.
Snæfríðr's body was carried outside.
The pyre was built.
And when the flames took hold, the spell that had held Haraldr seemed to break with it.
He stood watching the fire.
The beautiful woman who had captivated him was gone.
The king looked around at the men who had watched him lose himself in grief.
And, according to the saga, his mind cleared.
Haraldr returned to his kingdom.
The story sounds like a fairy tale gone badly wrong – the snow-white woman, the enchanted king, the corpse that would not be surrendered.
Perhaps that is exactly what it is.
But Snæfríðr remained in the stories, one of the strangest and most haunting figures attached to Haraldr's reign.
And Haraldr still had Norway to rule.
His new kingdom was anything but peaceful.
Men who had refused to submit sailed west. Some went to the islands of the North Atlantic. Others settled in Scotland, Ireland and the Northern Isles.
And according to the later tradition, some of the first settlers of Iceland left Norway specifically because they wanted no king telling them what to do.
Haraldr had united a kingdom.
He had also helped create a Viking diaspora.
Far away from Norway, new settlements were taking shape.
But Haraldr himself stayed.
He grew older.
He had sons by several women, and eventually the question became what would happen when the man who had forced Norway together was no longer there to hold it together.
His sons would provide the answer.
Not a peaceful one.
Haraldr died in old age, sometime in the early tenth century.
The kingdom survived him.
The arguments did too.
And somewhere between the battlefield at Hafrsfjǫrðr and the funeral pyre of Snæfríðr, the young man who had sworn not to cut his hair had become something much larger than the boy who once wanted to impress a woman.
He had become Haraldr Hárfagri.
Fairhair.
King of Norway.
And the man whose hair had once been more famous than his crown.
 
 

“Gǫngu”-Hrólfr
The Viking Who Was Too Big for Norway
Also known as Rollo "the Walker" or Rollon, maybe born in Faxe, Denmark, sometime between 835 and 870, moved to Norway as a child, and later France, and died in 933. His family relations are clouded by myths.
Archeological research shows that the vast majority of horses around 1,000 years ago were considerably smaller than modern riding and draft horses, with average sizes matching modern-day ponies or Icelandic horses. The modern popular image of medieval knights charging on massive draft horses (like Shires or Clydesdales) is largely a Victorian myth.
Hrólfr was a big man.
Not just big for his time. The sagas make it clear that he was so large that an ordinary horse could not carry him.
That was a problem in ninth-century Scandinavia, where having a horse was rather useful.
So Hrólfr walked.
And walked.
And walked.
Enough walking, apparently, to earn the nickname Gǫngu-Hrólfr – Hrólfr the Walker.
He was also a man who had a habit of making himself unpopular with kings.
According to the saga tradition, Hrólfr was the son of Rögnvaldr Eysteinsson, jarl of Mǿr, the same powerful man who had once cut Haraldr Hárfagri's famously unmanageable hair.
Hrólfr grew up in a world where ambitious young men were expected to raid, fight and make themselves useful.
He did all three.
But Hrólfr apparently had a particular weakness for raiding Norway itself.
That was less amusing when the man whose lands were being raided was Haraldr Hárfagri.
Haraldr eventually had enough.
Hrólfr was declared an outlaw.
There was only one sensible thing left to do.
Leave.
So Hrólfr went west.
Across the sea he went, towards the lands of the Franks, where the rivers ran deep into the country and enormous amounts of wealth were waiting behind walls.
He and his followers began raiding along the coast and up the Seine.
The Frankish king, Karl hinn einfaldi – Charles the Simple – had a problem.
The Vikings were not going away.
They came back year after year, sailed up the river, attacked towns and monasteries, took silver and prisoners, and disappeared again before the royal army could catch them.
Then Hrólfr changed the game.
Instead of simply taking what he wanted and sailing home, he began taking land.
In 885, the Vikings came against París.
The city stood on an island in the Seine, protected by walls and towers. Its defenders knew what was coming. The Vikings knew they had found something worth having.
The siege dragged on.
The Franks fought from the walls. The Vikings attacked with siege engines, ladders and fire.
They tried to break the defences.
The defenders refused.
For months the two sides battered each other while the Seine flowed past them.
Eventually Hrólfr and the other Viking leaders moved on, but the message had been delivered.
The Franks could no longer pretend that the men from the north were merely passing through.
A few years later, Karl hinn einfaldi made a decision that would change the map of Europe.
He met Hrólfr.
The king offered him land.
Not silver.
Not tribute.
Land.
The Viking who had arrived as an outlaw would receive an enormous territory around the lower Seine.
In return, Hrólfr would stop raiding the kingdom and defend the land against other Vikings.
The deal was made.
Hrólfr became a Christian.
He married Gisela, the king's daughter, according to the later tradition.
And the Viking warlord became ruler of what would become Normandy.
There is something wonderfully Viking about the arrangement.
The Franks had tried to defeat him.
They failed.
So they gave him a country and asked him to behave.
Hrólfr's descendants would rule Normandy for generations.
And several generations later, one of them would cross the English Channel with an army of his own.
His name was Vilhjálmr bastarðr – William the Conqueror.
But by then, Hrólfr the Walker had been dead for more than a century.
The man who supposedly could not ride a horse had left descendants who would ride straight into the heart of England.
And the outlaw from Norway had become the ancestor of kings.
Not bad for a man who preferred to walk.
 
 

“Hrafna”-Flóki Vilgerðarson 
The Viking Who Followed the Ravens
“Hrafna” means raven. We don’t know if he had a pet raven (or three), or if something in his personality or appearance resembled a raven, but the subsequent story about his nickname is quite unlikely. He's not particularly badass, or particularly successful, but I include the story because he named one of the places in the world I call "home".
Flóki Vilgerðarson did not have Google Maps.
He had three ravens.
According to the sagas, that was enough.
Flóki was a Norwegian seafarer who wanted to find the land called Garðarshólmi, the mysterious island far out in the North Atlantic that other travellers had spoken about. So he prepared a ship, gathered his family and followers, loaded what livestock he could take, and sailed west.
But Flóki was not going to trust his eyes alone. He had heard that ravens could find land, and he had a plan.
Three of them.
The first raven was released. It flew up, circled the ship, and then returned.
No land.
The second was released later. It flew away in a different direction, but eventually came back too.
Still nothing.
Then Flóki released the third.
This one did not come back.
That was exactly what he had been waiting for.
The raven had found land.
The ship followed.
Eventually the crew sighted mountains rising from the sea. They had reached the island the Norse would eventually call Ísland – Iceland.
Flóki had brought sheep with him, expecting to make a new home. They were more than cargo. They were food, wool, breeding stock, and the beginnings of a farm. If the settlement was going to survive, the animals had to survive with it.
For a while, they did.
Then the weather changed.
The cold came down hard, and the grass disappeared beneath snow. The sheep crowded together for warmth, their breath hanging in the air. The men tried to find something for them to eat, but there was little to find. The animals grew thin.
Then they began to fall.
One would lie down and not get up again. Another would stagger a few steps before collapsing into the snow. The men dragged the carcasses aside, but there were more dying behind them.
Soon there were dead sheep everywhere.
The animals that had been carried across the ocean to begin a new life were now frozen into the landscape.
One by one, the flock disappeared.
By the time the worst of the winter had passed, every sheep Flóki had brought with him was dead.
The men had lost one of the few things that could have made the new land feel like home.
And then Flóki climbed a mountain overlooking the fjord.
Below him lay a vast stretch of frozen sea.
He looked at it.
After the dead animals, the hunger and the winter, there was no poetry left in the landscape.
It was ice.
He called the country Ísland.
Not exactly a tourism slogan.
The first winter had been disastrous, and Flóki eventually sailed back to Norway. But the story did not end there. Other travellers had already begun settling the island, and despite his miserable first experience, Flóki himself eventually returned.
By then the name had stuck.
The man who had arrived with three ravens had lost his sheep, lost his optimism and nearly lost the settlement itself. But he had found a country.
The sagas remember him as Hrafna-Flóki – Raven-Flóki.
And sometimes, when you are standing on the edge of the known world with three ravens in your hand, a dead flock behind you, a frozen sea ahead and absolutely no idea what comes next, you just have to trust the bird that doesn't come back.
 
 
 
 

Auðr “djúpúðga” Ketilsdóttir
The Viking Woman Who Founded a New World
Auðr djúpúðga means Auðr the-deep-minded.
Auðr Ketilsdóttir had learned early that nothing stays yours forever.
She was born in Norway, the daughter of Ketill flatnefr, a powerful chieftain who eventually left the country and settled in the Hebrides. Auðr went with him, and somewhere along the way she married Óláfr inn hvíti, a Norse king who built himself a kingdom around Dublin.
For a time, her world was made of ships, halls and kings.
Then Óláfr was killed.
Auðr took her son, Þorsteinn rauðr, and went north to Scotland.
She had done this before – packed up a life and sailed away from one shore to another. But Þorsteinn was no longer a child. He grew into a warrior, gathered men around him and became powerful enough to rule much of northern Scotland.
For Auðr, it must have looked familiar.
A son with power.
A household full of people.
Another kingdom taking shape around her family.
Then Þorsteinn was betrayed.
He was killed, and once again the ground disappeared beneath Auðr's feet.
This time she did not wait for someone else to decide what happened next.
She had a ship built secretly in the forest.
The timber was cut away from prying eyes. The vessel was prepared piece by piece, quietly, while the world around her carried on as if nothing was happening.
Then, when the ship was ready, Auðr gathered her family and followers and sailed.
She did not flee alone.
She brought her grandchildren. She brought other relatives. She brought people who depended on her. According to the saga, she also brought several slaves whom she later freed.
The ship headed west.
At Orkney, Auðr stopped.
She was not simply passing through. She was already thinking ahead.
One of her granddaughters was married there, tying the family to the islands. Another marriage was arranged elsewhere. At each stop, Auðr left part of her family behind, creating new connections while keeping the larger journey moving.
Then she sailed farther west.
The sea opened up around the ship.
No kingdom waited for her at the end of this voyage. No hall had been prepared. There was no husband waiting on the shore and no son with an army.
There was only Iceland.
When Auðr finally reached the island, she sailed into Breiðafjörðr and claimed land in the west. She established herself at Hvammr and began again.
This time, however, there was a difference.
She was not starting again for a husband.
She was not following a father.
She was not rebuilding around a son.
Auðr was the head of the household.
She owned the land. She divided it among her people. She established her family around her and turned a voyage born from loss into a permanent settlement.
The woman who had once lived beside kings had become a landowner on the edge of the North Atlantic.
The saga calls her djúpúðga – the Deep-Minded.
It is a quiet name for a woman who had crossed half the Viking world.
Auðr had watched a husband die, a son rise to power and a son die in turn. She had left Norway, Scotland and the islands behind her, each time carrying enough of the old life with her to begin another.
Eventually she became a Christian, and according to the saga, before she died she had a great cross raised on her land. She was buried at Krosshólar.
But the story gives her one final contradiction.
Although she was a Christian, the saga says that she was buried in a mound, in the old way.
Perhaps it was simply the world she had lived in – one foot in the old age, one in the new.
Auðr did not conquer kingdoms.
She survived them.
And when the men around her lost kingdoms, armies and lives, she kept doing the one thing she had become very good at.
She gathered her people.
She found a ship.
And she sailed on.
 
 
 

Eiríkur “Rauði” Þorvaldsson
The Viking Who Sold Greenland
 
Eiríkur Þorvaldsson (c. 950 – c. 1003), known as Eiríkur “Rauði” (Erik the Red), was a Norse explorer, described in medieval and Icelandic saga sources as having founded the first European settlement in Greenland. He most likely earned the epithet "the Red" due to the color of his hair and beard. Other sources claim it was because of his temperament.
The wooden beams mentioned in the story are most likely the decorated central wooden pillars that hold up the roof of a Viking house. When a family moves, they tear down the house and take the pillars with them to install in their new home. The Icelandic sagas tell another story about settlers deciding where to live by throwing wooden beams into the water, and choosing the place they drifted ashore. Probably the same kind of pillars.
Eiríkr “Rauði” Þorvaldsson
Eiríkr Þorvaldsson did not have much luck with neighbours.
He was born in Norway, the son of Þorvaldr Ásvaldsson, but the family eventually left Norway and settled in Iceland. There, at least, Eiríkr found a place of his own.
He married Þjóðhildr Jǫrundardóttir and established a farm at Haukadalr in the south-west of Iceland.
For a while, life was good.
Then Eiríkr's neighbours sold his wooden pillars.
These were not just pieces of timber. They were the great decorated pillars that supported the roof and marked the heart of a Norse house. A family could take them when they moved, carrying the pillars from one home to the next. They were part furniture, part family heirloom and part statement of who belonged where.
Eiríkr had apparently left his pillars in the care of his neighbour, Eyiúlfr the Foul.
Then Eyiúlfr sold them.
Eiríkr was not amused.
The argument escalated, and Eiríkr killed Eyiúlfr and another man.
Iceland had laws, even if they were not especially interested in forgiving men who solved disagreements with axes.
Eiríkr was outlawed.
So he packed up his household and sailed away.
He went north to the island of Öxney and tried to start again. But exile has a way of following a man.
There was another dispute.
And this time, the story gets darker.
According to one tradition, Eiríkr's new neighbour had violated some of Eiríkr's slaves. Whether that was exactly what happened is difficult to establish, but the accusation was serious enough to become part of the story.
Eiríkr responded as Eiríkr apparently tended to respond when things went badly.
He killed him.
More enemies followed.
More trouble.
And this time the law was less forgiving.
Eiríkr was sentenced to a three-year exile from Iceland.
Three years.
For a man with a farm, a family and nowhere obvious to go, that was a serious problem.
So Eiríkr decided to sail west.
There were stories of land out there.
Not rumours of some nearby island. Something much larger.
Gunnbjǫrn Úlfsson had supposedly seen land to the west when his ship was blown off course. Other sailors had heard about it. Nobody knew exactly what was there.
Eiríkr took his ship and went looking.
The sea between Iceland and Greenland was not a pleasant place for exploration.
Cold water. Violent weather. Fog. Ice.
And then, somewhere beyond the horizon, land appeared.
Huge mountains rose from the sea.
Eiríkr sailed along the coast.
He spent his first year exploring the eastern and southern shores, looking for somewhere that could support a settlement. He found fjords, valleys, rivers and patches of green land.
It was not easy country.
But it was land.
And, crucially, it was land where nobody was waiting to arrest him.
Eiríkr spent his three years of exile exploring Greenland.
When his sentence was over, he sailed back to Iceland.
He had found something.
Not gold.
Not silver.
A country.
Now he had to sell it.
Eiríkr understood something important about people.
Give them a miserable name and they will stay home.
Give them a promising one and they might sell everything they own to follow you across the ocean.
So he called the country Grœnland – Greenland.
It was an excellent piece of Viking marketing.
Greenland was not exactly green.
Much of it was ice, mountains and unforgiving wilderness. But the southern fjords had grass, sheltered valleys and enough land for farms. Eiríkr knew that because he had spent years looking.
Now he returned to Iceland and began gathering settlers.
People listened.
Some had land but wanted more.
Some wanted a new beginning.
Some were simply willing to take a very large gamble.
And Eiríkr had a country to offer them.
A fleet sailed west.
Among those aboard were his wife Þjóðhildr, their children and other Icelandic families.
They reached Greenland and established farms in the southern fjords.
Eiríkr settled at Brattahlíð, overlooking one of the great fjord systems.
It became his home.
His farm grew.
So did his reputation.
Eiríkr was now the man who had been outlawed, sailed beyond the edge of the known world, found a new country and brought people there.
He was no longer merely an exile.
He was the leader of a colony.
And then came the religious earthquake.
Christianity was spreading through the Norse world. Eiríkr himself remained attached to the old gods, but Þjóðhildr became Christian. According to the later tradition, she eventually had a church built near Brattahlíð.
There was apparently more tension between husband and wife than religion alone.
One later rumour claims that Þjóðhildr refused to sleep with Eiríkr because he would not convert to Christianity.
Whether that actually happened is impossible to know. But it makes for an unusually intimate glimpse into the religious struggle that was beginning to tear through the old Norse world.
Eiríkr, who had crossed the Atlantic rather than bend to Icelandic law, apparently wasn't about to bend to his wife's new faith either.
There is something wonderfully awkward about the image.
Eiríkr, the hard-headed explorer and killer, living in a Greenlandic farmstead while his Christian wife built a church almost under his nose.
And then there was their son, Leifr.
Eiríkr had raised him in a world that had already been built from exile and risk. Leifr would eventually take the family story even farther west.
But that is another saga.
Eiríkr had been an exile, an outlaw and a settler. Now he sat at Brattahlíð with a farm beneath the mountains, the fjord stretching away below him and the ice beginning beyond the green valleys.
His wife had built a church.
His son was preparing to sail west.
And Eiríkr himself had become the man who gave Greenland its name.
Not bad for a man who had spent much of his life being told where he was no longer allowed to live.
 
 

Leifur “Heppni” Eiríksson
The Viking Who Went Even Further
 
Leifr Eiríksson had grown up at the edge of the world.
His father, Eiríkr rauði, had been outlawed from Iceland, sailed west and founded a settlement in Greenland. 
Their farm at Brattahlíð stood among the fjords of southern Greenland, with mountains rising behind it and the Atlantic stretching away in front.
It was not exactly the sort of place where a young man could complain about not having enough room to make a name for himself.
Leifr was born sometime around the end of the tenth century, probably in Iceland or Greenland. He grew up learning the things a Norseman needed to know: how to sail, fight, trade, navigate and survive when the sea decided to make life difficult.
He also inherited something else from his father.
A taste for going somewhere nobody else had been.
At some point, Leifr travelled east to Norway.
There he came into the orbit of Óláfr Tryggvason, king of Norway, who was busy doing what Christian kings tended to do at the time – converting people, sometimes with persuasion, sometimes with considerably less of it.
Leifr converted.
Then Óláfr sent him back towards Greenland with Christianity in his luggage.
But Leifr's journey home did not go entirely according to plan.
Somewhere out in the North Atlantic, he came across a group of shipwrecked people stranded on a rock.
They were in trouble.
Leifr rescued them and brought them safely back with him to Greenland.
It was the sort of thing that made people remember a man.
From then on, the sagas called him Leifr Heppni – Leifr the Lucky.
And there was certainly something lucky about him.
He had survived the Atlantic, rescued people from a shipwreck and returned home with a new religion and a royal commission to spread it.
His mother, Þjóðhildr, embraced Christianity and later built a church at Brattahlíð.
His father was less enthusiastic.
Eiríkr was still a pagan and had little interest in abandoning the old gods simply because his son had returned from Norway with a new religion and a royal blessing.
There is something almost comical about the picture.
Eiríkr, the hard-headed pagan explorer, had created a Christian son who now wanted to bring the new faith into his own household.
But Leifr had another journey ahead of him.
And this one would take him much farther than Norway.
The story begins with Bjarni Herjólfsson.
Bjarni was sailing from Iceland towards Greenland when the weather turned against him. The wind drove his ship far from its intended course, and for days the crew had no idea where they were.
When the weather finally cleared, they saw land.
But it was not Greenland.
There were no familiar mountains. No settlements. No fjords they recognised. Just strange coastlines stretching away beneath the sky.
Bjarni did something that would later make him famous.
He did not land.
He turned the ship and kept sailing until he eventually found Greenland and reached the settlement.
The story might have ended there.
But Bjarni told people what he had seen.
And Leifr was listening.
Leifr bought Bjarni's ship and asked him to describe the route. Then he sailed west, following Bjarni's directions.
First came a barren, rocky land.
He called it Helluland – Stone-Slab Land.
Then came a forested coast.
Markland – Woodland.
And finally they reached a more hospitable country.
There they found wild grapes, good pasture and timber.
They built houses.
They stayed through the winter.
And for the first time, Norse people had established a settlement on the other side of the Atlantic.
The place is generally identified with L'Anse aux Meadows in modern Newfoundland, where archaeologists have found the remains of a Norse settlement dating to around the year 1000.
The Vikings had reached North America.
Nearly five centuries before Columbus.
Leifr did not know he had discovered a continent.
He did not plant a flag.
There was no map of the Western Hemisphere waiting to be filled in.
There was simply a man from Greenland standing on a shore nobody in his world had properly explored before.
And then he went home.
That, in a way, is very Leifr.
He did not stay to build an empire.
He did not try to conquer the new land.
He had found forests, fish, fertile ground and a world beyond the Atlantic.
Then he sailed back to Greenland.
Other expeditions followed.
His brother Þorvaldr went west and was killed there. His sister Freydís would later make the voyage and leave behind a considerably darker story.
And the settlements at Vínland did not last.
The Norse encountered people they called Skrælingjar. There were exchanges of goods, tension, fighting and eventually retreat.
The Atlantic was simply too wide, Greenland too small and the new land too far away to make permanent colonisation easy.
But Leifr had done something extraordinary.
He had followed a rumour across an ocean and found another world.
He had taken Bjarni's strange sighting and turned it into an expedition.
And unlike Bjarni, he had gone ashore.
Leifr “Heppni” Eiríksson had already earned his nickname before he ever sailed west.
He was the man who rescued the shipwrecked.
The man who brought Christianity to Greenland.
The man who followed a sailor's directions into the unknown.
And somewhere around the year 1000, he stood on a shore in North America.
Then he sailed home.
 
 
 
 
 

Freydís Eiríksdóttir
The Viking Woman You Would Not Want to Mess With
If you've seen Netflix's Vikings:Valhalla, you know Freydís Eiríksdóttir as the last defender of the old faith. Allow me to shatter all your illusions: Freydís was – beyond any doubt – a Christian. But as you can read here: A very "Viking" Christian.
Freydís Eiríksdóttir was not the sort of woman who waited for somebody else to decide what happened next.
She was the daughter of Eiríkr rauði, sister of Leifr Heppni, and part of the family that had already pushed the boundaries of the known world.
Her father had founded the Norse settlement in Greenland.
Her brother had sailed to Vínland.
Freydís wanted a piece of the action.
The sagas tell two very different stories about her.
Neither makes her particularly easy to forget.
The first begins in Greenland, where a man called Karlsefni was preparing an expedition to Vínland.
Freydís wanted to go.
She and her husband, Þorvarðr, joined the expedition, bringing their own people and livestock. The voyage took them west across the Atlantic, following the route Leifr had already discovered.
Vínland was everything Greenland was not.
There was timber.
There was good pasture.
There were fish in the rivers.
And there were grapes growing wild.
For a while, things went well.
Then the Skrælingjar appeared.
The Norse had already encountered the people living in the region. At first there was trading. The newcomers were fascinated by the Norse goods, and the Norse were fascinated by the local furs.
Then someone produced a sword.
The visitors were apparently frightened by the weapon and fled.
They returned later.
This time they came in greater numbers.
The Norse saw them approaching and prepared for battle.
And then the warriors began to lose their nerve.
The Skrælingjar were coming towards them in force.
Some of the Norsemen started running.
Freydís watched them go.
She was heavily pregnant.
And apparently completely furious.
According to the saga, she shouted at the fleeing men for running away from such useless opponents when she would have been willing to fight them herself.
Then she picked up a sword.
And went after the enemy.
Freydís tore open the front of her clothing, exposing her breast, grabbed the sword and struck it against her chest.
The effect was apparently spectacular.
The Skrælingjar saw the heavily pregnant Viking woman screaming at them with a sword in her hand and decided that whatever was happening, they wanted no part of it.
They fled.
The Norse had won.
And Freydís had done it while pregnant.
Whether the scene happened exactly as the saga tells it is another question.
But it is difficult to invent a better piece of Viking family drama.
The woman who could not be frightened into running away had frightened the enemy into running away instead.
But the other story about Freydís is much darker.
This time, the expedition was led by two Icelandic brothers, Helgi and Finnbogi.
Freydís made a deal with them.
They would sail together to Vínland and share the profits.
But once they arrived, the relationship deteriorated.
The brothers' group and Freydís's group occupied separate buildings, and suspicion grew between them.
Freydís eventually accused the brothers of attacking her.
The accusation may have been false.
Her husband, Þorvarðr, was reluctant to act.
So Freydís gave him a choice.
Kill the brothers and their men.
Or she would consider him a coward.
Þorvarðr gave in.
The men went to the brothers' camp.
Helgi and Finnbogi were captured.
Then they were killed.
But Freydís was not finished.
There were five women among the prisoners.
The men refused to kill them.
So, according to the saga, Freydís picked up an axe and killed the women herself.
It is one of the ugliest scenes in the Vinland sagas.
The expedition eventually returned to Greenland carrying its cargo and its secrets.
But secrets have a habit of escaping.
Leifr heard what had happened.
He questioned three of Freydís's men.
Eventually the truth came out.
Leifr was furious.
But he would not have his sister punished.
Instead, he reportedly said that he could not bring himself to do to Freydís what she deserved.
But he predicted that her descendants would not prosper.
Whether that curse ever happened is another matter.
The family certainly had its share of trouble.
Freydís remains one of the strangest figures in the Viking stories.
She was not a shieldmaiden in the modern Hollywood sense.
She was something more complicated.
A woman who crossed the Atlantic while Greenland was still a frontier.
A woman who could stand against an attacking force while heavily pregnant.
And, according to another saga, a woman capable of ordering the killing of her own companions and murdering five unarmed women herself.
Hero.
Villain.
Brave.
Ruthless.
Possibly all of them at once.
The sagas never quite decide.
Perhaps that is why Freydís has survived so well.
Leifr found a new world.
Eiríkr named it Greenland.
Freydís made sure that, whatever happened there, nobody would forget her.
 
 
 

Þorbjörg Lítilvölva
The Viking Who Could See the Future
"Völva" means wand-bearer. The magic wand now associated with wizards and magicians. Originally a walking stick, it has been reduced to the size of a drumstick in modern pop culture – such as performing magicians and Harry Potter. 
"Völva" wands have been found in Viking Age graves throughout the Nordic region, along with other artifacts that reinforce this story.
Greenland was having a bad winter.
The fishermen came home with almost nothing.
Some did not come home at all.
The cold had settled over the settlement, food was running short and people were beginning to wonder how much longer they could survive.
So they called for Þorbjörg.
She was a völva – a seeress, a woman believed to be able to look beyond the ordinary world and glimpse what was coming.
Her full name was Þorbjörg Lítilvölva – Þorbjörg the Little Völva.
She was not the only woman in her family with such abilities. The saga says she had nine sisters, and all of them had been seeresses.
Þorbjörg was the last one alive.
Every winter she travelled from farm to farm, invited by people who wanted to know what the future had in store.
This time, the invitation came from Þorkell, one of the most important farmers in the settlement.
He wanted to know one thing.
When would the famine end?
Þorkell prepared his farm for her arrival.
A high seat was made ready, with a cushion stuffed with feathers.
When Þorbjörg finally appeared in the evening, she did not exactly look like someone who had come for an ordinary dinner.
She wore a blue cloak decorated with gems all the way down to the hem.
Around her neck were cords.
Her food was prepared separately.
She was served porridge made from goat's milk and the hearts of various animals.
She carried a brass spoon.
Her knife had a walrus-tusk handle, decorated with brass rings, and the tip of the blade was broken.
Then she sat down.
And waited.
Þorkell asked her how she liked the farm.
She said nothing.
He asked about the people.
Nothing.
He asked when she would answer the question everyone was waiting for.
Þorbjörg told him she would not speak until the next morning.
She wanted to sleep first.
The following day, preparations began.
Þorbjörg needed women who knew the songs required for the ritual.
The songs were called Varðlokur.
Nobody came forward.
Then someone remembered Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir.
Guðríður knew the songs.
But there was a problem.
She was a Christian.
She had learned the songs from her foster mother, Halldís, back in Iceland, but she did not consider herself a practitioner of the old religion.
She refused.
Then Þorbjörg spoke to her.
Perhaps, she suggested, Guðríður could help the people without becoming any less Christian.
Þorkell urged her to agree.
Eventually, Guðríður gave in.
The women formed a circle.
Þorbjörg climbed onto the platform and took her seat.
And Guðríður began to sing.
The song filled the hall.
The people listening had apparently never heard anything like it.
Guðríður sang so beautifully that even Þorbjörg was impressed.
Then something changed.
According to the saga, the songs drew spirits towards them – spirits that had previously refused to come near the seeress.
Now they were present.
And Þorbjörg could see.
The darkness that had surrounded the future began to lift.
She turned to Þorkell.
The famine would not last much longer.
As spring came, the weather would improve.
The sickness that had been spreading through the settlement would disappear sooner than expected.
Then she turned to Guðríður.
And what she told her was even more remarkable.
Guðríður would marry in Greenland.
The marriage would be honourable, but it would not last long.
Her path would eventually lead back to Iceland.
There she would have descendants.
Many descendants.
And a bright future would shine over her family.
Guðríður had come to Greenland as a young Christian woman standing uneasily between two worlds.
Now a pagan seeress had looked into the future and seen her family spreading far beyond the Greenlandic settlement.
The prophecy would prove remarkably close to the story that followed.
The famine ended.
The weather improved.
And Guðríður would indeed marry again in Greenland.
Her husband would be Þorfinnr Karlsefni.
Together they would sail west to Vínland.
But that was still ahead.
For the moment, the people in Þorkell's hall had something else to think about.
The famine was going to end.
The spirits had spoken.
And the strange little woman in the blue cloak had seen what nobody else could see.
Then Þorbjörg moved on to the next farm.
The Greenlanders went back to surviving.
And Guðríður carried the sound of the old songs with her into a new world.
Years later, she would stand in Iceland as the ancestor of a remarkable family.
But on that winter night in Greenland, nobody knew that yet.
They only knew that the völva had come.
And she had seen the future.
 
 
 

Guðríður “Víðförla” Þorbjarnardóttir
The Viking Woman Who Travelled the World
 
Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir (born possibly around 980) was an Icelandic explorer, born at Laugarbrekka in Snæfellsnes, Iceland.
She appears in the Saga of Erik the Red and the Saga of the Greenlanders, known collectively as the Vinland sagas. She and her husband Thorfinn Karlsefni led an expedition to Vinland where their son Snorri Thorfinnsson was born, the first known European birth in the Americas.
In Iceland, Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir is known by her byname Víðförla (far-travelled).
Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir had already travelled farther than most people could imagine.
And she was not finished.
She had been born in Iceland, into a world where the sea was both road and barrier. Ships connected the scattered Norse settlements, but every voyage carried the possibility of storms, shipwreck and death.
Guðríður learned to sail anyway.
She travelled to Greenland as a young woman and eventually found herself at the farm of Þorkell, where she met the strange little seeress Þorbjörg Lítilvölva.
That was the night when Þorbjörg saw Guðríður's future.
She would marry.
She would travel.
She would return to Iceland.
She would have descendants.
And her family would become famous.
At the time, it probably sounded like a rather ambitious prophecy.
It turned out to be an understatement.
Guðríður married Þorfinnr Karlsefni, a wealthy Icelandic merchant who had come to Greenland.
Then Leifr Heppni's discovery of Vínland suddenly became more than a story told around a fire.
Guðríður insisted that they go.
Karlsefni agreed.
They sailed west with a large expedition, bringing livestock, supplies and enough people to establish a settlement.
They reached Vínland.
The country was rich compared with Greenland.
There were forests.
There were rivers full of salmon.
There was good pasture.
And there were wild grapes.
For Guðríður, it was about as far from Iceland as a person could get without falling off the edge of the known world.
She and Karlsefni settled there.
And then Guðríður gave birth to a son.
They named him Snorri.
He was, according to the saga, the first child of European parents born in the Americas.
For a while, it looked as though Guðríður and Karlsefni might actually build a new life there.
Then the Skrælingjar appeared.
At first there was trading.
The local people were fascinated by the Norse goods, particularly the red cloth.
The Norse were interested in the furs they brought.
But the relationship deteriorated.
Tensions rose.
There were confrontations and fighting.
The new settlement was becoming too dangerous.
So Karlsefni made the decision.
They would leave Vínland.
Guðríður went back across the Atlantic.
Again.
She returned to Iceland with Karlsefni and their son Snorri.
They settled at Reynistaðr in the north.
And this might have been the point where most people would have decided that they had travelled enough.
Guðríður apparently did not agree.
Her husband died.
Her son grew up.
And then Guðríður did something extraordinary.
She went on pilgrimage.
To Rome.
Nobody knows exactly how she travelled.
The sagas tell us that she went south through Europe and eventually reached Rome.
But this was not a comfortable journey in a carriage.
Most of the way, Guðríður walked.
Think about that for a moment.
An Icelandic woman who had crossed the North Atlantic to Greenland.
Who had sailed to Vínland.
Who had raised a child in the first Norse settlement in North America.
Now walking across Europe.
Step by step.
Country after country.
Kingdom after kingdom.
Until she eventually reached Rome.
The journey must have been staggering.
Different languages.
Different kingdoms.
Different customs.
Cities far larger than anything she had known in Iceland or Greenland.
And at the end of it all, Rome.
The centre of the Christian world.
When Guðríður returned to Iceland, she became an even more remarkable figure.
Her son Snorri had built a church at Glaumbær.
Guðríður lived there for the rest of her life.
But there was another twist to the story.
Snorri's son, Þorgeirr, became the father of a man named Bjǫrn.
And Bjǫrn's son was Þorlákr.
And Þorlákr's son was Brandr.
And Brandr became bishop of Hólar.
The woman who had sailed to Vínland had become the great-grandmother of a bishop.
And Guðríður herself eventually became a holy woman in the stories told about her.
There is even an image of her carved in stone at the church of Glaumbær.
She sits with a book in her lap.
A woman who had travelled farther than almost anyone of her generation, now remembered sitting quietly at home.
But perhaps the most extraordinary thing about Guðríður is how many worlds she managed to cross.
She was born into the old Norse world.
She lived through the conversion to Christianity.
She crossed the Atlantic.
She lived in Greenland.
She travelled to Vínland.
She returned to Iceland.
And then she walked across Europe and reached Rome.
Her nickname became Víðförla – “Far-Travelled”.
It is difficult to imagine a better name.
Þorbjörg had once looked into the future and told Guðríður that she would travel far.
She was right.
Very far.
From Iceland to Greenland.
From Greenland to Vínland.
And from Iceland all the way to Rome.
For most people, one lifetime would have been enough for any one of those journeys.
Guðríður managed all of them.
And then she went home.

Hrœrekr
The Viking Who Went East
Rus’ means Rowers, and is the name given to Scandinavian (mainly Swedish) Vikings who ventured east to Garðaríki – present day Russia and Ukraine. They eventually gave name to Russia and Belarus.
Hrœrekr was already an old hand at Viking politics when most men his age were still trying to decide which end of the sword to hold.
He had spent years fighting, raiding, negotiating and making himself useful to kings who would just as happily have killed him if he became inconvenient.
His name appears in the Frankish chronicles as Rorik.
Later, in the east, another name appears.
Rurik.
And in the Old Norse tradition, Hrœrekr.
Whether all three names belonged to the same man is one of the great Viking mysteries.
But if they did, Hrœrekr had one hell of a career.
He seems to have come from the Danish world and first appears in the ninth-century Frankish sources as a young Viking chieftain.
The Frankish kings were constantly fighting each other.
The Vikings noticed.
Instead of simply raiding the kingdom, Hrœrekr learned to play the game.
He could arrive with ships and warriors. He could threaten a town. He could negotiate. And, if the price was right, he could also become the king's man.
It was a useful skill.
In 841, Hrœrekr was granted control over part of Frisia by the Frankish king Lothar. The prize was Dorestad.
Dorestad was one of the richest trading centres in northern Europe – a place where merchants, silver, weapons, textiles and exotic goods passed through in enormous quantities.
It was exactly the kind of place a Viking understood.
Hrœrekr did not have to destroy it.
He could make money from it.
Then came the inevitable problem.
Frankish politics changed.
The king changed his mind.
Hrœrekr lost his position.
So he did what a Viking chieftain with a fleet and an army could always do.
He came back.
In 850, he attacked Dorestad and took it by force.
The king eventually decided that perhaps it was better to have Hrœrekr inside the system than attacking it from outside.
So Hrœrekr was restored.
There was something almost modern about the arrangement.
You could raid the country.
Or you could govern it.
Either way, somebody had to collect the money.
Hrœrekr chose both.
For years he remained a powerful figure in Frisia and the Danish world.
Then, sometime around the middle of the ninth century, he disappears from the western sources.
And this is where the story gets interesting.
Because in the east, a new man appears.
According to the Primary Chronicle, the Slavic and Finnic peoples of the northern lands had become tired of fighting among themselves.
So they invited the Rus' – Scandinavian warriors and traders – to come and rule them.
The invitation supposedly went:
“Come and rule over us.”
And one of the men who came was Rurik.
Or, in Old Norse, Hrœrekr.
He arrived in 862 and established himself at Hólmgarðr (Novgorod).
At least, that is what the later Russian chronicle says.
The story is almost too neat.
A Scandinavian warlord arrives.
He takes power.
He establishes a dynasty.
And that dynasty eventually rules much of eastern Europe.
But there is a problem.
The chronicle was written centuries after the events it describes.
And there is no contemporary source saying that Rurik of Hólmgarðr was the same man as Rorik of Dorestad.
Some historians have thought the connection is convincing.
Others have rejected it.
The dates make the identification possible.
The name fits.
The Viking world fits.
And Hrœrekr's sudden disappearance from the western sources around exactly the time Rurik appears in the east is certainly intriguing.
But history refuses to give us the final piece of the puzzle.
So imagine him.
An ageing Viking chieftain who had spent decades fighting his way through the politics of western Europe.
He had ruled Dorestad.
He had fought Frankish kings.
He had lost power and taken it back.
And now he sailed east.
Into the Baltic.
Through rivers and forests.
Into a world of Slavic settlements, Scandinavian trading posts and enormous distances.
Hólmgarðr was waiting.
There, according to the Russian tradition, Hrœrekr became Rurik.
And this time he was not simply taking a town.
He was founding a dynasty.
His supposed son was Ingvarr – Igor in the Russian chronicles.
His descendants would rule Kænugarðr (Kyiv) and eventually much of what became known as Kievan Rus'.
The dynasty would survive for centuries.
But Hrœrekr himself would disappear into the shadows again.
The Chronicle says he died in 879.
After him came Ingvarr (Igor).
Then Sveinarr (Svjatoslav).
Then Valdemar (Vladimir).
And eventually the rulers of Rus' would stretch their power from the Baltic to the Black Sea.
All of it supposedly began with a Viking who arrived from the north and was asked to rule.
Perhaps Hrœrekr really was Rurik.
Perhaps he wasn't.
We will probably never know.
But somewhere between Dorestad and Hólmgarðr, between the Frankish kings and the Russian chronicles, one Viking left behind a name that would echo for centuries.
Hrœrekr.
Rorik.
Rurik.
Three names.
One possible man.
And an entire dynasty waiting behind him.

Helga of Kænugarðr
The Viking Who Became a Queen
Helga – in Russia and Ukraine known as Olga of Kiev – (c. 890–925 – 11 July 969) was a regent of Kievan Rus for her son Sveinald (Sviatoslav) from 945 until 957. Following her baptism, Helga took the name Elenа. She is known for her subjugation of the Drevlians, a tribe that had killed her husband Ingvarr. Even though it was her grandson Valdemar (Vladimir) who adopted Christianity and made it the state religion, she was the first Rurikid ruler to be baptized.
Helga is venerated as a saint in the Eastern Orthodox Church with the epithet "Equal to the Apostles".
Helga was a widow when she decided to take revenge.
Her husband was Ingvarr (Igor), prince of Kænugarðr (Kiev), and he had been killed by the Drevljanar, a Slavic people living west of his territory. According to the saga-like account preserved in the Primary Chronicle, Ingvarr had travelled into their lands to collect tribute, but the Drevljanar decided that he was asking for too much.
They captured him.
Then they tied him between two bent trees.
When the trees were released, they tore him apart.
His widow was not impressed.
Helga was now ruling Kænugarðr on behalf of her young son Sveinn (Sviatoslav), and the Drevljanar apparently believed that a widowed woman with a small child would be easier to deal with than the warrior prince they had just killed.
They were about to discover how badly they had miscalculated.
The Drevljanar sent twenty of their most important men to Kænugarðr with a proposal. Their prince Mal wanted to marry Helga, and they apparently thought the widow might consider it an attractive arrangement. Her husband was dead, her son was young and the Drevljanar were offering her a new husband and a powerful alliance.
Helga received the ambassadors politely.
She listened to their proposal.
Then she told them that she was honoured by the offer, but that she would have to think about it. She asked them to return the following day, when she would give them her answer.
The ambassadors left satisfied.
That evening, Helga had a pit dug in the courtyard.
The next morning, she sent servants to fetch the Drevljanar, who arrived expecting to be escorted into the court in some respectable manner. Instead, Helga told them that she wanted to honour them in a way that was appropriate for such distinguished guests.
She ordered her men to carry them into the courtyard in their boat.
The ambassadors were delighted.
Being carried in a boat into the presence of the princess sounded like a magnificent honour.
It was.
Just not quite the honour they thought it was.
The men carrying the boat marched straight into the courtyard and dumped it, ambassadors and all, into the pit.
Helga walked over to the edge and looked down at them.
“Is this honour good enough for you?”
Then she ordered the pit filled.
The ambassadors disappeared beneath the earth.
But Helga was not finished.
She sent a message to the Drevljanar telling them that she had accepted their marriage proposal and would soon come to their land. She asked them to send their finest men to escort her, because she wanted to arrive in a manner befitting a future bride and queen.
The Drevljanar were delighted.
They sent their most important nobles.
When they arrived, Helga greeted them warmly and told them that before she could leave with them, she wanted them to perform the traditional ceremony of washing themselves in a bathhouse.
The Drevljanar entered.
Helga's men locked the doors from the outside.
Then they set the building on fire.
Everyone inside was burned alive.
Helga returned to Kænugarðr and sent another message to the Drevljanar.
She told them that she was coming to mourn her husband Ingvarr at his grave, and that afterwards she would marry their prince Mal. She asked them to prepare a great funeral feast and, most importantly, to provide enormous quantities of mead.
The Drevljanar agreed.
Why would they not?
Their enemies had killed their prince, their ambassadors had disappeared, and now Helga was apparently coming to bury her husband and become part of their royal family.
They prepared the feast.
Helga arrived with a small group of followers and ordered them to behave as though nothing unusual had happened. Meanwhile, her warriors travelled secretly towards the Drevljanar territory in small groups and hid in the surrounding woods.
Then the funeral began.
The Drevljanar drank.
And drank.
And drank some more.
When they were thoroughly drunk, Helga announced that she had brought warriors with her who wanted to mourn Ingvarr as well.
The Drevljanar saw no reason to object.
Then Helga's hidden warriors emerged from the woods.
The feast became a massacre.
The Chronicle claims that around five thousand Drevljanar were killed.
Helga went home.
The Drevljanar had lost their ambassadors, their nobles, their warriors and their prince, but there was still one thing left for Helga to deal with.
Their capital, Iskorosten.
She returned with an army and laid siege to the city.
The Drevljanar fought back stubbornly, and the siege continued. Eventually Helga sent them a message offering what seemed like a surprisingly modest way out.
She did not demand their gold.
She did not demand their cattle.
She did not even demand their surrender.
Instead, she asked every household to give her three pigeons and three sparrows.
The Drevljanar thought they had been offered an escape from the siege for almost nothing.
They collected the birds and handed them over.
Helga's men tied small pieces of cloth soaked in burning material to the birds' legs and released them.
The birds flew home.
Straight back to Iskorosten.
Within moments, the city was on fire.
The houses burned, the rooftops caught, and the people of Iskorosten fled into the streets as flames spread through the settlement. The city that had killed Ingvarr and then spent days drinking with his widow was now burning because of a handful of birds.
The Drevljanar were finally defeated.
Helga returned to Kænugarðr and continued to rule as regent for her young son Sveinn. She had taken revenge on the people who had murdered her husband, but her story did not end with fire and blood.
It took her in a completely different direction.
Helga travelled south to Miklagarðr (Constantinople), where she was received at the Byzantine imperial court by Konstantínos Porfýrogénnetos (Constantine VII). The emperor was fascinated by the powerful ruler from the north, and according to the Primary Chronicle he wanted two things from her: that she should become Christian and that she should become his wife.
For Konstantínos, the combination made perfect political sense. A marriage with Helga could tie the Byzantine Empire directly to Kænugarðr and give Constantinople an extraordinarily powerful connection to the rulers of the Rus.
Helga, however, was not about to walk into that arrangement without first finding a way to turn it to her own advantage.
She agreed to be baptised.
But she had one condition.
Konstantínos himself had to become her godfather.
The emperor agreed.
Helga was baptised as a Christian, with Konstantínos standing as her sponsor.
And that created a rather awkward problem.
A Christian emperor could not marry his own goddaughter.
Helga had converted, but she had also made sure that the marriage Konstantínos wanted was now impossible.
She returned to Kænugarðr as a Christian, carrying with her a connection to Byzantium that would become enormously important in the history of the Rus. Christianity did not suddenly replace the old gods, and Helga could not simply order an entire kingdom to change its faith, but the seed had been planted.
Years later, her son Sveinn would remain a pagan, but her grandson Valdamarr (Vladimir the Great) would adopt Christianity and make it the official religion of Kænugarðr.
Helga would eventually be remembered as a Christian saint.
But the woman who became a saint had once stood over a pit full of enemy ambassadors, burned an entire bathhouse full of nobles, turned a funeral feast into a massacre and destroyed a city with pigeons.
And that is perhaps the strangest thing about Helga.
She did not conquer the Drevljanar by defeating them in one great battle. She outmanoeuvred them, one trap at a time, until there was almost nobody left to fight.
The ambassadors went into the ground.
The nobles went into the fire.
The warriors went into the feast.
And the city went up in flames.
Then Helga travelled south, walked into the greatest imperial court in the Christian world and found a way to turn an emperor's marriage proposal into her own political victory.
She ended as ruler, diplomat, Christian and ancestor of a dynasty that would reshape the Rus.
The Drevljanar had thought they were dealing with a weak widow.
They had made a rather serious mistake.
 
 

Ingegerd Olufsdottir
The Viking Who Negotiated
Ingegerd Olofsdotter, also known as Irina or Anna (1001 – 10 February 1050), was a Swedish princess and the grand princess of Kyiv from 1019 to 1050 as the wife of Jarisleifur Valdimarsson (Yaroslav the Wise). She was the daughter of the Swedish king Olof Skötkonung by his wife Estrid of the Obotrites. She is venerated as a saint in the Eastern Orthodox Church.
Ingegerðr Olofsdóttir was a king’s daughter.
That sounded like a privileged position.
It was not.
It meant that other people could decide who she would marry, where she would live and, quite possibly, which kingdom would go to war.
Her father, Óláfr skotkonungr, ruled Svíþjóð.
Across the border, Óláfr Haraldsson ruled Norway.
The two kings hated each other.
And somewhere between them stood Ingegerðr.
Óláfr Haraldsson wanted her as his wife.
It was more than a marriage proposal.
It was a peace treaty with a bride attached.
Ingegerðr wanted it too.
But her father did not.
At first he seemed to agree.
Then he changed his mind.
The Norwegian king waited.
Ingegerðr waited.
And the armies waited.
The longer the kings argued, the more men died.
So Ingegerðr decided that if the men were going to behave like idiots, somebody else would have to do the negotiating.
She began working behind the scenes.
She spoke with the Norwegian messengers.
She spoke with Jarl Rǫgnvaldr Úlfsson, her kinsman and one of the men trying to bring the two kingdoms together.
She spoke to her father.
And she did something particularly dangerous.
She told him he was wrong.
Norway, she argued, was a poor country to fight over – difficult to reach, difficult to hold and full of men who would rather follow almost anyone than a Swedish king.
Why not stop fighting?
Why not turn east instead, towards the lands where earlier Swedish kings had once held power?
Her father exploded.
He accused her of wanting him to give up Norway and hand her over to his enemy.
Then he threatened to gather the Swedish army and march into Norway with fire and sword.
Ingegerðr had discovered the problem with being politically intelligent.
People do not always enjoy hearing that they are being stupid.
But the Swedish bondes had had enough.
At the great Thing, Þorgnýr lögmaðr stood before the king and told him exactly what they thought of his war.
If he refused to make peace with Óláfr Haraldsson, the bondes would kill him.
The king looked around.
There were a lot of angry farmers.
And they were armed.
He surrendered.
Peace was agreed.
And the Thing decided that Ingegerðr would marry Óláfr Haraldsson.
For a moment, it looked as though she had won.
She even sent Óláfr a magnificent cloak of fine linen, embroidered with gold and silk.
Then her father changed his mind again.
Of course he did.
Ingegerðr never reached Norway.
Óláfr waited for her.
And waited.
Eventually, he married her half-sister Ástríðr instead.
The peace survived.
Barely.
And Ingegerðr's own marriage suddenly became somebody else's problem.
Then a message arrived from the east.
From Garðaríki.
Jarisleifr Valdimarsson (Yaroslav the Wise), prince of Hólmgarðr (Novgorod) and Kænugarðr (Kyiv), wanted to marry her.
For Óláfr skotkonungr, this was almost too good.
A powerful ruler to the east.
A new alliance.
No Norwegian son-in-law.
No awkward peace treaty with the man he hated.
Ingegerðr understood the game.
If she had to marry a stranger, she would at least negotiate the terms.
She demanded that Jarl Rǫgnvaldr go with her.
And she wanted Aldeigjuborg (Ladoga) and the surrounding lands as part of her marriage settlement.
Her father agreed.
Ingegerðr sailed east.
And when she arrived in Garðaríki, her life changed completely.
The Swedish princess became the wife of Jarisleifr.
And in her new world she became known by another name.
Irina.
At the wedding feast, the tables groaned under food.
Meat.
Bread.
Fish.
Ale.
Mead.
The sort of feast designed to remind everybody that the prince was rich enough to feed an army and still have leftovers.
But Ingegerðr was not interested in watching food disappear into the mouths of nobles while people outside went hungry.
She ordered the food taken from the feast and distributed among the common people.
The great dishes went out through the gates.
Meat that had been prepared for princes was handed to peasants.
Bread was carried into the streets.
Ale and mead followed.
And the people gathered around the young princess.
“Írina!”
“Írina!”
They shouted her new name.
The Swedish princess had arrived.
But the people of her new home had already claimed her.
Ingegerðr would become far more than a political bride.
She would become a power in her own right.
Jarisleifr was fighting for his throne, surrounded by enemies, rival princes and shifting alliances.
And Ingegerðr was not the sort of woman who sat quietly in a palace waiting for the men to finish politics.
She understood power.
She understood people.
And she understood something even more useful.
Sometimes the best weapon was not a sword.
It was the person standing between two swords.
Years later, when conflict threatened again, Ingegerðr found herself caught between men who were perfectly willing to kill one another.
She stepped between them.
Not behind a shield.
Not behind armed guards.
Herself.
The men had swords.
The men had armies.
The men had reasons.
Ingegerðr had none of those things.
She had herself.
She stood between the opposing sides and forced them to look at the woman who would be killed if either side struck.
For a moment, nobody moved.
A sword could kill an enemy.
But striking through a princess was something else.
That was the trick.
Ingegerðr had turned herself into the most politically inconvenient target on the battlefield.
The fighting stopped.
Words replaced weapons.
And peace became possible.
It was a dangerous way to negotiate.
But Ingegerðr had spent her entire life discovering that the safest place in a Viking power struggle was sometimes the most dangerous place imaginable.
She became one of the most influential women in Garðaríki.
Her children would marry into royal families across Europe.
Her daughters would become queens.
Her sons would become princes and rulers.
One of her daughters would become queen of France.
Another would become queen of Hungary.
Another would become queen of Norway.
And through them, the blood of the Swedish princess would flow into the royal families of Europe.
Ingegerðr herself eventually became a Christian saint.
The princess who had been promised to a Norwegian king.
The daughter who had argued with a Swedish king.
The bride who sailed east.
The woman the people shouted for in the streets as Irina.
And the woman who understood that sometimes you did not stop a war by standing behind the warriors.
Sometimes you stepped between them.
And dared them to swing.
 
 

Haraldr “Blátǫnn” Gormsson
The Viking Who Built a Kingdom
 
Harald Bluetooth is one of the most important figures in Danish history. His large runestone in Jelling is now depicted in all Danish passports. Historians are guessing that the nickname Bluetooth refers to a dark (dead) tooth, but nobody actually knows.
Haraldr Gormsson was born into a kingdom that was not quite a kingdom yet.
His father, Gormr inn gamli, ruled from Jelling, but Denmark was still a patchwork of powerful men, local loyalties and old rivalries. A king could sit on a throne and still discover that somebody several days’ ride away did not particularly care.
Haraldr would have to change that.
When Gormr died, Haraldr inherited the throne.
He also inherited a problem.
Denmark was bigger than the land he could actually control.
So Haraldr began with the oldest solution available to a Viking king.
He went to war.
He pushed his authority outward, demanding loyalty from local rulers and bringing more of Denmark under his control. Ships moved along the coasts. Warriors followed. Agreements were made, broken and made again.
Haraldr was not simply collecting land.
He was collecting people.
And he was learning something important.
A kingdom could not be held together by a sword alone.
It needed roads.
It needed fortifications.
It needed ships.
It needed money.
And, increasingly, it needed a reason for everybody to believe that the man in Jelling really was their king.
Then Christianity arrived at his doorstep.
Christian missionaries had already been moving through Denmark for generations. Haraldr had seen what was happening south of the border. The German rulers were Christian. The Frankish kingdoms were Christian. Christianity was spreading through Europe, and it was becoming increasingly difficult for a Scandinavian king to ignore.
But abandoning the old gods was another matter.
According to the later tradition, Haraldr challenged a Christian missionary named Poppo.
If the Christian God was so powerful, Haraldr wanted proof.
Poppo gave him some.
He is said to have taken a piece of iron, heated it until it glowed red, and then carried it in his hand.
Haraldr watched.
The priest carried the burning iron.
He did not die.
Haraldr was impressed.
Whether the ordeal actually happened is impossible to know. The story belongs to the later tradition surrounding Haraldr's conversion.
But something did happen.
Haraldr became Christian.
And he did not keep the news to himself.
He went to Jelling.
There, beside the great monuments raised by his father and mother, Haraldr ordered a new stone raised.
It was going to be difficult to miss.
The stone was enormous.
Runes covered one side.
On another was an image of Christ.
And the inscription was not shy.
Haraldr had done three things.
He had won Denmark.
He had won Norway.
And he had made the Danes Christian.
That was the message.
Haraldr Gormsson, king of Denmark, had arrived.
The old pagan world had not disappeared. The burial mounds were still there. The old gods were still remembered. The stone itself stood among monuments belonging to that older world.
But now Christ was carved into the middle of it.
Haraldr had placed the new religion directly into the landscape of the old kingdom.
And he had put his own name beside it.
Then he turned his attention north.
Norway was not going to be easy.
The country was divided between powerful chieftains and rulers, and one of the most important was Hákon Sigurðarson.
Hákon was a formidable man.
He was also a pagan.
Haraldr wanted him under Danish authority.
Hákon had other ideas.
The struggle became a mixture of warfare, alliances and political manoeuvring. Haraldr's influence reached into Norway, and later tradition remembered him as having conquered the country.
But Norway was never really his in the same way Denmark was.
Hákon kept slipping out of his grasp.
And Haraldr kept coming back.
Meanwhile, something remarkable was happening in Denmark.
Haraldr was building.
At Aggersborg, near the Limfjord, workers began laying out a huge circular fortress.
Not approximately circular.
Precisely circular.
Four enormous gates faced the cardinal directions. Roads crossed the fortress in straight lines. Houses were arranged according to a strict plan.
The whole thing looked as though somebody had taken a ruler to the Viking Age.
Then came Fyrkat.
Then Trelleborg.
Then Nonnebakken.
And probably another fortress across the Øresund in Skåne.
These were not little wooden camps thrown together before a raid.
They were enormous.
Thousands of people could be accommodated within the wider fortress complexes.
Someone had to plan them.
Someone had to organise the timber.
Someone had to feed the workers.
Someone had to transport the materials.
Someone had to pay for it all.
Haraldr did.
And the building did not stop with fortresses.
At Ravning Enge, west of Jelling, his men constructed an enormous timber bridge.
It stretched for roughly seven hundred metres.
Seven hundred.
The bridge crossed wet ground and marshland and created a route through territory that had previously been difficult to cross.
Haraldr was not merely sending warriors around his kingdom.
He was changing the landscape so that his kingdom could move.
Further south, the Danevirke was strengthened.
The old defensive earthworks along the southern frontier were enlarged and improved.
If an enemy came north from the German lands, Haraldr wanted something between them and Jelling.
And there was plenty of reason to worry.
South of Denmark stood Otto II, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire.
Otto was not impressed by the rise of a powerful Danish king.
In 974, the Germans attacked.
The Danes were defeated.
Hedeby fell under German control.
For Haraldr, this was not some distant military disaster.
Hedeby was one of the most important trading centres in the Viking world.
It sat at the southern edge of his kingdom, where merchants, sailors and warriors passed between the North Sea and the Baltic.
Losing it meant losing a piece of Denmark itself.
Haraldr had spent years building his kingdom.
Now the Germans had walked straight through it.
He would eventually recover.
But the defeat showed him something every Viking king eventually learned.
There was always somebody bigger.
And if there wasn't, somebody was probably preparing to become bigger.
Haraldr also understood that Denmark could not look only south.
The Baltic was becoming increasingly important.
He married Tófa, daughter of a Slavic ruler among the Obodrites.
The marriage tied Haraldr to the peoples living along the southern Baltic coast.
Ships travelled constantly through these waters.
Merchants travelled with them.
So did warriors.
And eventually, the world around Haraldr became tangled up with the legendary Jomsvikings.
Later sagas would tell of Jomsborg, a great Viking stronghold on the southern Baltic, and of the Jomsvikings who lived there according to strict rules.
They were supposed to be warriors without fear.
They were supposed to stand together.
They were not supposed to run from battle.
Whether Haraldr actually founded Jomsborg in the form later described by the sagas is uncertain.
But the Baltic world around him was very real.
And Haraldr needed it.
Denmark was becoming a power that reached far beyond Jelling.
Then his own household began to crack.
His son, Sveinn.
Sveinn was not content to wait.
He had warriors around him.
He had supporters.
And he had a very simple argument.
Why should Haraldr remain king?
Haraldr had converted to Christianity.
Sveinn was associated with the old warrior culture.
The later sources give different explanations for their conflict, and we cannot know exactly what finally drove father and son apart.
But by the 980s they were enemies.
The king and the prince.
Father and son.
And this time the fortresses did not solve the problem.
Sveinn rebelled.
Men chose sides.
Haraldr fought back.
But the old king was losing.
He was forced to flee Denmark.
The man who had spent decades making Denmark obey him was suddenly the one being hunted.
He fled south towards the Baltic.
Towards Jomsborg.
Towards the territories where he still had allies.
And somewhere along the way, according to the later tradition, he was struck by an arrow.
The wound was serious.
Haraldr reached Jomsborg.
But he was dying.
The king who had stood in Jelling and claimed that he had won Denmark and Norway was now far from the stone that carried his name.
His son had taken his kingdom.
Haraldr died around 985 or 986.
Sveinn became king.
The old king was gone.
But his work was not.
The Jelling Stone remained.
The fortresses remained.
The Danevirke remained.
The bridge remained.
And Christianity remained.
Sveinn would become a conqueror in his own right.
His son Knútr would build an empire stretching across Denmark, England and Norway.
The world Haraldr had helped create would become much larger than he had ever seen.
But Haraldr himself left one final surprise.
More than a thousand years later, in the 1990s, engineers were looking for a name for a new technology.
The technology was designed to make different devices communicate with each other.
Computers.
Phones.
Headsets.
Cars.
Printers.
Different machines.
One connection.
The engineers chose the name of a Viking king.
Haraldr Blátǫnn.
Bluetooth.
The logo was built from two runes.
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The initials of Haraldr Blátǫnn.
The king who had spent his life bringing people and territories together had somehow ended up lending his name to a technology whose entire purpose was to connect things.
There is something almost absurdly appropriate about it.
Haraldr spent his life trying to make a collection of separate things function as one.
Denmark.
Norway.
Christianity and the old Norse world.
The Baltic and the North Sea.
Jelling and the wider European world.
He built roads so people could move.
Bridges so people could cross.
Fortresses so armies could gather.
And a kingdom so different parts of Denmark could be ruled from one centre.
Then, a thousand years later, his name became a button people press when they want their headphones to talk to their phone.
The Jelling Stone still stands where Haraldr put it.
The fortresses are still there, even if most of them now survive only as earthworks.
The Danevirke still crosses southern Jutland.
And somewhere inside billions of modern devices, two tiny runes still carry the name of the king who carved his own story into stone.
Haraldr Blátǫnn.
He wanted to connect a kingdom.
He ended up connecting the world.
 

Knútr inn ríki
The Viking Who Ruled the North Sea
In English known as Cnut the Great. Son of Sveinn tjúguskegg (Sweyn Forkbeard) and thus grandson of Haraldr “Blátǫnn” Gormsson (Harald Bluetooth), and grand-grandson of Gormr inn gamli (Gorm the Old) and Þyra. 
Knútr Sveinsson was still a teenager when his father brought him to England.
His father was Sveinn tjúguskegg (Sweyn Forkbeard), king of Denmark, and he had decided that England was worth taking. The English king Æthelred inn ráðlausi (Æthelred the Unready) had spent years trying to resist the Danish attacks, but by 1013 Sveinn had gathered a fleet large enough to make resistance look increasingly pointless.
Knútr sailed with him.
They crossed the North Sea with a great Danish army, moving from one English settlement to another until the resistance began to collapse. Æthelred fled to Normandy, and by the end of the year Sveinn had been accepted as king of England.
For Knútr, it must have seemed as though the future had already been decided.
Then his father died.
Sveinn had barely been king for a few months when he died suddenly in early 1014, leaving Knútr with an army in England but no secure claim to the throne. The English immediately recalled Æthelred, and Knútr was forced to abandon the country his father had just conquered.
He sailed back to Denmark.
It was not a triumphant return.
Knútr was still very young, his older brother Haraldr was now king of Denmark, and the English throne had slipped from his hands almost as quickly as it had appeared. But Knútr had inherited something more useful than a crown: his father's army, his father's reputation and a very clear idea of what he wanted.
England.
In 1015, Knútr returned with a fleet that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says numbered almost two hundred ships. This time he did not come as the son of a king who happened to be passing through.
He came to take the kingdom for himself.
The campaign began in the north.
One of the most powerful men there was Uhtred of Bamburgh, ruler of Northumbria, who initially submitted to Knútr but soon found himself caught between the Danish invader and the political chaos inside England. Uhtred travelled to meet Knútr, hoping to negotiate his position, but the meeting became a trap. He was murdered, and Knútr appointed Eiríkr Hákonarson (Eric Haakonsson), a Norwegian nobleman and one of his allies, as ruler of Northumbria.
Knútr was not simply conquering England.
He was already deciding who would rule it.
The real struggle was with Edmund Ironside, the eldest surviving son of Æthelred. When Æthelred died in 1016, Edmund became king, and England suddenly had two kings fighting for the same crown.
The two men met in battle again and again.
At Penselwood, Sherston, Brentford and Otford, neither side could deliver the decisive blow. Then came Assandun, where Knútr's army finally broke the English forces.
But Edmund was not finished.
The two kings eventually agreed to divide the kingdom, with Edmund ruling the south and Knútr taking the north. It was an extraordinary arrangement, but it could not last. Edmund died later that same year, and Knútr became sole king of England.
He was about twenty years old.
The young Danish prince who had arrived with his father's invasion fleet was now king of one of the richest kingdoms in Europe.
And Knútr understood something that many conquerors never do.
Winning a country is one thing.
Keeping it is another.
He could have treated England as conquered territory and ruled through fear, but instead Knútr began working with the English aristocracy. He kept experienced local administrators, made use of existing laws and institutions and surrounded himself with powerful men who had once been his enemies. English and Scandinavian nobles served at his court, and his government continued to collect taxes, issue coinage and enforce royal authority much as previous English kings had done.
Men like Þorkell hávi (Thorkell the Tall) and Eiríkr Hákonarson became important figures in his government, while Knútr built a political system that stretched across the North Sea rather than belonging exclusively to either England or Scandinavia.
He also understood the value of marriage.
Knútr married Emma of Normandy, the widow of Æthelred. The marriage gave him a powerful connection to the Norman dynasty and, perhaps even more importantly, allowed him to present himself not simply as the foreign conqueror who had defeated her former husband, but as a legitimate king connected to the English royal house.
There was another complication.
Before marrying Emma, Knútr had been with Ælfgifu of Northampton, who had borne him two sons, Sveinn and Haraldr. Medieval politics had a remarkable ability to turn complicated family arrangements into matters of state, and Knútr managed to maintain both relationships while building an increasingly powerful dynasty.
Then Denmark came into his hands.
His brother Haraldr died around 1018, and Knútr inherited the Danish kingdom. He now ruled both England and Denmark, linking the two sides of the North Sea under one crown.
But Knútr was not finished.
Norway was still independent, and its king was Óláfr Haraldsson, the same Óláfr who would later be killed at Stiklestad. Knútr and Óláfr had already been competing for influence, and in 1028 Knútr returned to Scandinavia with a large fleet.
Óláfr could not withstand him.
He fled Norway, and Knútr took control of the kingdom, placing his son Sveinn and Sveinn's mother Ælfgifu in charge.
For a while, Knútr ruled a realm stretching from England across Denmark and into Norway, with influence reaching deep into the Scandinavian world.
It was an extraordinary empire, and Knútr knew exactly how to display it.
In 1027 he travelled to Rome, where he attended the coronation of the German emperor Konrad II (Conrad II). He met the pope, discussed matters affecting the church and trade, and used the journey to strengthen his position among the rulers of Christian Europe.
Knútr was no longer simply a Viking conqueror.
He was becoming an emperor in everything but name.
Yet one of the stories that best captures Knútr's understanding of kingship is much simpler.
According to the later tradition, Knútr was sitting beside the sea with his courtiers when they began praising him excessively, telling him how powerful he was and how great his authority had become.
So Knútr had his throne carried down to the shore.
He sat before the sea and ordered the waves not to come any closer.
The tide continued to rise.
The water reached his feet.
Knútr did not move.
Instead, he turned to his courtiers and made the point he had intended from the beginning: no king, no matter how powerful, could command the sea.
The story is probably a later legend, but it fits the man remarkably well. Knútr had conquered kingdoms, commanded armies and made kings flee before him, yet he understood that even the most powerful ruler remained a human being standing inside forces much larger than himself.
His empire, however, did not remain intact.
Óláfr returned to Norway in 1030, hoping to reclaim his kingdom, and Knútr's enemies gathered around him. At Stiklestad, Óláfr was defeated and killed, and for a time Knútr's control of Norway seemed secure.
But the empire depended heavily on Knútr himself.
When he died at Shaftesbury in England in 1035, he was only around forty years old, and almost immediately the great North Sea kingdom began to come apart. His son Haraldr became king in England, while another son, Hǫrðaknútr (Harthacnut), inherited Denmark, and Norway soon broke away from Danish rule.
Knútr had spent his life building something enormous.
It lasted barely a generation after him.
But for those years, a Danish king had ruled England, Denmark and Norway, travelled to Rome as one of the most powerful rulers in Europe and created a political world in which the North Sea was not a border between kingdoms, but the centre of one.
And then there was the sea.
Knútr had conquered England. He had inherited Denmark. He had taken Norway.
But when the tide came in, he simply sat there and let it.
Not the king.
Not the army.
Not the empire.
The sea.

Haraldr “Harðráði” Sigurðarson
The Viking Who Refused to Stop
 
Haraldr Sigurðarson (c. 1015 – 25 September 1066), also known as Harald Harðráði or Harald III, was King of (parts of) Norway from 1046 to 1066. He unsuccessfully claimed the Danish throne until 1064 and the English throne in 1066.
There are two interesting details about his life that are worth noting. The first is that the famous Viking ships in Roskilde were sunk to prevent his attack on the city. The second is that his death, according to many historians, marks the end of the Viking Age in England.
Haraldr Sigurðarson was fifteen years old when he rode south towards Stiklestad in Norway.
He was the younger half-brother of Óláfr Haraldsson (Olaf Haraldsson), the Norwegian king who had been driven from his kingdom two years earlier and was now returning to reclaim it. The year was 1030, and Óláfr had gathered an army in exile before crossing back into Norway, hoping that enough Norwegians would rise for him once they saw their king again. Instead, his enemies gathered a larger army against him, and at Stiklestad the two sides finally met.
Haraldr was young, but the sagas describe him as already a formidable warrior, and he fought beside his half-brother as the battle turned into a bloody disaster. By the time it was over, Óláfr was dead, and Haraldr had been badly wounded. Somehow he escaped the battlefield and made his way north-east through the countryside, eventually reaching the farm of a man who was willing to hide him.
From there he continued east through Jämtaland and Hälsingland, travelling through lands where a fifteen-year-old fugitive could disappear among forests, farms and mountain valleys, until he finally reached Sweden. He was no longer the younger brother of a Norwegian king. He was a wounded teenager with no kingdom, no army and very little reason to believe he would ever see Norway again.
But Haraldr had never been particularly good at giving up.
He continued east into Garðaríki (Kievan Rus), where he eventually reached Hólmgarðr (Novgorod) and the court of Jarisleifr Valdimarsson (Yaroslav the Wise). 
Jarisleifr had known Óláfr, and he gave the young Norwegian a place at his court, but Haraldr was not the kind of man who intended to spend the rest of his life being somebody else's refugee. 
He needed wealth, experience and, above all, a way back into the game.
So he went looking for one.
The answer lay much farther south, in Miklagarðr (Constantinople), the immense capital of the Byzantine (East Roman) Empire. 
Haraldr travelled there with a group of Norsemen and entered the service of the emperor as a member of the Varangian Guard, the elite Viking mercenary force whose ranks were filled with warriors from Scandinavia and other northern lands.
For a man like Haraldr, it was almost too good to be true. The Byzantine emperor had money, enemies and an empire that seemed to have an endless supply of both, while Haraldr had an axe, an appetite for adventure and a very strong interest in becoming rich.
He did exactly that.
Haraldr and the other Varangians fought across the Byzantine world, campaigning in Sicily, around the eastern Mediterranean and deep into lands the Norse called Serkland (the Muslim lands of the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East). 
Later Scandinavian tradition claimed that Haraldr fought in eighty battles and captured many fortresses, numbers that are almost certainly exaggerated, but there is little doubt that his years in Byzantine service made him extraordinarily experienced – and extraordinarily wealthy.
The Byzantine court also offered something that Haraldr had not encountered in quite the same way before: politics on a scale where murder, marriage, money and military power could all be part of the same conversation.
According to the sagas, Empress Zoë Porphyrogenita had fallen in love with the handsome and ambitious Norwegian warrior who had arrived at her court with the Varangian Guard. Haraldr, however, was not exactly the sort of man who found it easy to remain faithful to one woman when an empire full of possibilities was waiting outside the palace doors, and before long he had begun an affair with Maria, a woman close to the imperial court.
Zoë was furious.
The affair was bad enough, but Haraldr had another problem: he had decided that his Byzantine adventure had lasted long enough. He had become enormously wealthy, and much of his fortune had already secretly been sent north in stages to Hólmgarðr, where it would be safely out of the reach of Byzantine hands. Now he wanted to leave himself, taking whatever treasure he still had with him.
Zoë refused.
Haraldr was not accustomed to being told that he could not leave, even by someone who happened to be an empress. The situation became increasingly dangerous, and according to the saga tradition Haraldr eventually became involved in a plot against the emperor Konstantínos Monomakhos (Constantine IX Monomachos).
But Konstantínos had already taken precautions of his own. When the danger became obvious, he fled to a monastery, entered the religious community and became a monk. As a monk he was, at least according to the logic of the time, effectively untouchable. A man who had abandoned the throne for the protection of the Church was not supposed to be dragged back into the world of imperial violence.
Haraldr and his men apparently had very little interest in who was supposed to be untouchable.
They went to the monastery, seized the former emperor and dragged him out. Then, according to the saga tradition, they blinded him.
It was an act of astonishing brutality, but by this point Haraldr had become accustomed to Byzantine politics, where the distance between palace intrigue and physical violence could be remarkably short. With Konstantínos blinded and removed from the political game, Haraldr's position was even more dangerous, and he now had every reason to get himself and his fortune out of Miklagarðr as quickly as possible.
His ship was waiting in the harbour, but there was one final obstacle. A heavy chain had been stretched across the harbour entrance to prevent ships from entering and escaping, effectively turning the water itself into a locked gate.
Haraldr ordered his men to row directly towards it.
The rowers did what they were told. As the ship gathered speed, the chain caught the bow and began to drag it down, but Haraldr had anticipated the problem. He ordered the men at the stern to row with all their strength, while those at the bow continued pulling forward. The ship rose sharply in the water, climbing higher and higher against the chain.
Then Haraldr ordered something even more extraordinary.
His men began moving themselves, their equipment and the cargo from the back of the ship towards the front, shifting the weight forward as the vessel climbed over the chain. Slowly, deliberately, they piled the weight into the bow until the ship tipped far enough for the stern to rise clear of the water. Then, with the whole crew and cargo packed towards the front, the ship was hauled over the chain and came crashing down on the other side.
Haraldr and his men were free.
And somewhere far to the north, in Hólmgarðr, waited the fortune he had spent years accumulating – treasure that the Byzantines could no longer take from him.
It is difficult to imagine a better ending to his years in Miklagarðr.
After years in the east, Haraldr returned to Hólmgarðr with enough silver to make him a very different man from the teenager who had arrived there years earlier. He then returned to Norway, where his nephew Magnús góði (Magnus the Good) had become king.
Magnús did not have much choice about what to do with his enormously wealthy and battle-hardened uncle, so Haraldr became his co-ruler. For a while the arrangement worked, but there was only room for one man at the top, and when Magnús died in 1047, Haraldr became king of Norway.
He had finally come home.
Haraldr was not a gentle king. He believed in authority, taxation and obedience, and those who resisted him could expect to discover that the man who had survived Stiklestad, Byzantine campaigns and half a lifetime of warfare was not particularly interested in negotiating from weakness.
Norway was his, and he intended to keep it.
He also wanted Denmark.
The Danish throne was held by Sveinn Ástríðarson (Sweyn Estridsson), and for years Haraldr and Sveinn fought a seemingly endless series of campaigns across the Skagerrak and Kattegat. Neither king could deliver the decisive blow, and the people living along the coasts had to endure the familiar Viking experience of watching armies and fleets arrive, fight, burn things and leave again.
During the campaign, he attacked Heiðabýr (Hedeby) – the most important trading town in the realm of the Danes – and burned it to the ground. He also attempted to attack Roskilde but was halted in the middle of the fjord by five ships that had been sunk to create a barrier. (The five ships have since been raised and are now on display at the Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde.)
Eventually even Haraldr seems to have decided that Denmark was becoming rather expensive.
Peace followed.
But Haraldr was already looking elsewhere.
In 1066, the English king Edward the Confessor died without a surviving heir, and three men quickly found reasons why the English crown should belong to them. One was Haraldr Godwinsson, who was crowned king in England. Another was William of Normandy (William the Conqueror), who claimed that Edward had promised him the throne.
The third was the king of Norway.
Haraldr Harðráði believed that he had a legitimate claim to England through an earlier agreement between Magnús góði and the English king Harthacnut (Harthacnut), and he had no intention of letting a technical detail like being Norwegian stop him from making use of it.
Then another man arrived with an even more personal reason for wanting the English throne.
Tostig Godwinsson, brother of the new English king, had been driven into exile and was looking for revenge. He went to Norway and offered Haraldr an alliance.
Haraldr accepted.
In the summer of 1066, he sailed west with a huge fleet and an army of Norse warriors, entering the English campaign through the north. They defeated the forces of the northern earls at Fulford and then took Jórvik (York), one of the most important cities in England.
For a moment, it looked as though the Norwegian invasion was working perfectly.
Haraldr had won a major battle, Jórvik had fallen, and the English king was far away in the south.
Then the English king started marching north.
Haraldr did not know how quickly Haraldr Godwinsson was coming. The English army had just fought off another invasion in the south and had immediately turned around, marching hundreds of kilometres north at extraordinary speed. On 25 September 1066, the two armies met at Stamford Bridge outside Jórvik.
The Norwegians were caught by surprise.
The battle became one of the bloodiest fights of Haraldr's career, and for a while the Norwegians held their ground. Haraldr himself was at the centre of the fighting, wearing armour and carrying his axe as he had done in battles from Norway to Sicily.
Then an English arrow struck him in the throat.
Haraldr Sigurðarson, the boy who had escaped Stiklestad, the mercenary who had fought his way through the Byzantine Empire, the wealthy adventurer who had returned to become king of Norway and the conqueror who had come to take England, fell on the field at Stamford Bridge.
He was fifty-one years old.
Three weeks later, another army arrived in England.
William of Normandy landed in the south, defeated Haraldr Godwinsson at Hastings and took the English crown.
Haraldr Harðráði never got to see how close he had come to changing the history of England.
The arrow had stopped him at Stamford Bridge, with Jórvik behind him and the English kingdom still ahead.
 

Egill Skallagrímsson
The Viking Who Fought with Words
Egill Skallagrímsson was born angry.
At least, that is how the saga makes it seem.
He was born in Iceland in the early tenth century, the son of Skallagrímr Kveldúlfsson, one of the Norwegian exiles who had fled the rule of Haraldr Hárfagri (Harald Fairhair) and settled in Iceland. Skallagrímr was already a formidable man, large, strong and difficult to intimidate, but his youngest son would eventually make even his father look reasonably well behaved.
Egill was an unusually large and ugly child, according to Egils saga, with a broad forehead, thick eyebrows and a face that did little to suggest that he would grow into one of the greatest poets of the Viking Age.
He also showed very early that patience was not going to be one of his strengths.
When he was three years old, his grandfather Yngvarr invited him to a feast. Egill wanted to go, but his father thought he was too young. His mother, Bera, apparently disagreed, and when the boy finally arrived at the feast he was already behaving like someone who had been waiting several years for the opportunity to cause trouble.
He drank.
He talked.
And then he recited a poem.
He was three years old.
The saga tells the story with a straight face, but Egill's childhood only became more remarkable from there. By the age of seven he was already playing with weapons, and when he was twelve he was said to have been as tall and strong as grown men. He was also becoming very good at something considerably more dangerous than fighting.
Poetry.
For Egill, poetry was not decoration. It was a weapon, a reputation, a way of remembering the dead and, occasionally, a way of keeping his head attached to his body.
His first great fight came when he was seventeen.
Egill and his older brother Þórólfr travelled to Norway, where they became involved in the complicated politics surrounding King Eiríkr “blóðøx” Haraldsson (Eirik Bloodaxe) and his wife Gunnhildr. Þórólfr eventually became one of Eiríkr's trusted men, but Egill was far less interested in behaving himself.
At a feast, Egill got into a quarrel with a man named Atli the Short.
The argument escalated.
Atli attacked him, and Egill killed him.
It was the beginning of a lifelong pattern: Egill would enter a room, insult the wrong person, kill somebody, escape, return later and somehow make the situation even worse.
His relationship with Eiríkr Blóðøx became particularly complicated after Þórólfr was killed in battle. Egill blamed the king and eventually found himself on the wrong side of the royal court. He fled Norway, but not before placing himself in the middle of another feud and killing several more men.
Then came the famous episode that demonstrates just how seriously Egill took his poetry.
After being shipwrecked on the coast of Northumbria, Egill discovered that Eiríkr Blóðøx was now king there. He had every reason to believe that the king would have him killed if he were captured.
Unfortunately, Egill had been captured.
He was brought before Eiríkr, and the situation looked hopeless. But Egill did something extraordinary. He spent the night composing a poem praising the king – a difficult and elaborate praise poem that he called Höfuðlausn, Head-Ransom.
The next morning he recited it before Eiríkr.
The poem was magnificent.
And the king spared him.
Egill had literally written his way out of an execution.
He went back to Iceland, but he did not settle down.
Over the following decades he travelled widely, raided, traded, fought in battles and involved himself in feuds across Norway, Denmark and the British Isles. He served with princes and kings, lost friends and relatives, gained enemies almost everywhere he went and accumulated a reputation as a man who was extremely dangerous to annoy.
He was also one of the greatest poets of his age.
That combination mattered.
A Viking warrior could kill a man and become a footnote. Egill could kill a man and then compose a poem about it that people would still be reciting centuries later.
He had another talent too: remembering insults.
One of his most famous enemies was Eiríkr Blóðøx's wife Gunnhildr, who seems to have hated Egill almost as much as Egill hated her. Their feud continued across years and countries, and at one point Gunnhildr placed a curse on him according to the saga.
Egill responded in the most Egill-like way possible.
He carved a níðstǫng (curse pole), raised it on the coast and placed a horse's head upon it, directing the curse towards Eiríkr and Gunnhildr.
It was not subtle.
Nor was Egill.
His life eventually brought him to England again, where he found himself fighting alongside King Aðalsteinn (Athelstan). In the Battle of Brunanburh in 937, Þórólfr was killed while fighting for the English king, and Egill survived.
It was another reminder of the strange mixture of violence and loyalty that followed him everywhere. Egill could fight for an English king, feud with Norwegian kings, raid in the British Isles and still return to Iceland as a farmer, because the Viking world was not divided into neat little national boxes. It was a network of families, loyalties, enemies, ships and opportunities.
Then, in his old age, Egill suffered a loss that no sword could solve.
His beloved son Böðvarr drowned.
Egill was devastated.
For a man who had spent his entire life turning anger, grief and humiliation into words, this time the words would not come. He stopped eating and withdrew from everyone around him, apparently intending to starve himself to death.
His daughter Þorgerðr refused to let him.
She understood her father better than most people did, and she knew exactly which weapon to put back into his hands.
Poetry.
She persuaded Egill to compose a poem about his grief, and he began to write Sonatorrek (The Loss of Sons), one of the most powerful surviving poems from the Viking Age.
In it, Egill mourned Böðvarr and another son who had died earlier, while wrestling with the gods, fate and his own grief. He was furious with Óðinn (Odin), yet at the same time he recognised that Óðinn had given him the gift that allowed him to survive his sorrow: poetry.
The man who had killed enemies, challenged kings and laughed in the face of death had finally found something he could not simply fight.
He wrote instead.
Egill lived into old age at Borg á Mýrum in western Iceland, the farm his father had established. By then he had become almost a legendary figure even within his own lifetime – a warrior, poet, farmer, traveller, killer, survivor and professional collector of enemies.
And then there was his skull.
When Egill died, probably sometime in the late tenth century, he was buried at Mosfell. Centuries later, according to the saga, his grave was opened and his skull was found to be extraordinarily large and unusually thick.
Someone apparently tested it.
They struck it with the back of an axe.
The axe bounced.
Egill's skull, the saga tells us, was so hard that it could not easily be damaged.
It is a fitting final image for the man.
Egill Skallagrímsson spent his life refusing to bend – to kings, enemies, grief, fate or apparently even axes.
He had a sword when he needed one.
He had poetry when the sword was useless.
And when everything else had finally been taken from him, he still had a skull like stone.
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