VIKINGS

L

ongships on the horizon. The glint of
sharpened axes. Blood on the altars.
Pagan pillagers. Across the British
Isles, the image of the marauding
Viking is a stereotype so engrained in
our cultural consciousness that it’s hard to
shake. In some ways it’s a fair stereotype.
After all the word ‘viking’ simply means
‘raider’, a job description rather than a
cultural label. No one from the medieval
Nordic world was a viking all the time.
When the first attacks from Scandinavia
began at the end of the 8th century, they took
the form of hit-and-run summer raids. A
successful raiding party would be looking to
get back home for winter with a boatload of
booty, hoping for enhanced social prestige and
maybe a shot at finding a wife.

COASTAL RAIDERS

VIKINGS AT LARGE
IN THE COUNTRYSIDE
Waves of Vikings brought terror to the British Isles over 1,000 years ago
and they left a deep mark on the landscape, as Eleanor Rosamund
Barrclough discovers for a new BBC Radio 4 programme
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The British Isles were badly hit. In 793 AD, the
Norsemen attacked the wealthy monastery of
Lindisfarne, a tidal island off the coast of
Northumberland. These sea-hardened raiders
from across the North Sea chose their targets
well – they struck at monasteries located on
islands and coastlines: vulnerable, undefended
and easily accessible by boat.
As the Anglo-Saxon scholar Alcuin wrote
after the Lindisfarne raid, “never was it thought
that such an inroad from the sea could be
made”. A short walk down to the shore from the
ruined monastery, it’s easy to see why this
location was chosen. The wide bay is flat and
sandy, perfect for landing shallow-bottomed
longships and for loading them with ill-gotten
gains. Lindisfarne wasn’t the only place to be
hit: the Irish annals record for the year 794 ‘the
devastation of all the islands of Britain by the
pagans’. For Scandinavians with their
advanced ship technology, seas and rivers were
the equivalent of today’s motorways: a
convenient transport network to carry them
around the coast and deep inland.
Unlike other waves of invaders—the Romans
with Hadrian’s Wall and their sophisticated

Vikings on
the airwaves

Eleanor Rosamund
Barraclough explores the
Isle of Lewis’s Viking history
for Radio 4’s Open Country
on 25 January, 3pm.

FINDING VIKINGS IN BRITAIN
1 LINDISFARNE
The first raid on ‘Holy Island’ in 793 AD is seen as the start of the
Viking Age. Visit the museum and see the ‘raider stone’, a
9th-century grave-marker linked to the attacks. On one side are
carved seven men with weapons raised. On the other side little
figures kneel before a cross, the sun and moon hang in the sky,
and two arms encircle the world. Judgement Day has arrived.
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WHERE TO FIND THE VIKINGS IN BRITAIN
See page 57.

2 YORK
Town or village names ending in ‘-by’, ‘-thwaite’ or
‘-thorpe’ are indicators of Viking origins
villas, the Normans with their imposing castles
and cathedrals—the Norse didn’t leave many
physical structures in the landscape of the
British Isles. But in areas where they settled,
their presence is embedded in a far more
enduring, tangible form: place names.
When I’m hiking or driving through such
regions, place names help me to see the terrain
as the Norse would have done – a mental map of
the farms, resources and settlers who came to
call this country home. In England, the East
Midlands and Yorkshire are particularly fertile
ground, because they were the heart of what we
today call the ‘Danelaw’, the area that came
under Norse control during the 9th century. If
you find a ‘by’ at the end of a place name, you can
be pretty sure there was once a Norse farm (so
Grimsby began life as a farm owned by a man
called Grimr, while Wetherby was a sheep farm).

VIKING CENTRAL

Today you can walk around the city of York—
once the viking stronghold of Jorvik—and
follow in the footsteps of its earlier Norse
inhabitants through its street names. Once you
know what the names mean, you can construct
a sort of ‘virtual reality’ map of the city as it
would have appeared to its Scandinavian
residents: Goodramgate (Guthrum’s Street),
Micklegate (Big Street), Skeldergate (ShieldMakers’ Street), Coppergate (Cup-Makers’
Street), Coney Street (King’s Highway). Jorvik
had close ties with another viking stronghold
across the Irish Sea: Dublin, which also held the
dubious distinction of being the biggest slave
market in Northern Europe. From Dublin,
slaves from the British Isles would be
transported to all corners of the known world.
Further north in Orkney and Shetland, the
majority of the place names are of Norse origin,
because it was part of the Scandinavian
cultural sphere until the 15th century. Orkney
and Shetland were the Northern Isles
(Norðreyjar), just like today. But to the west of
the Scottish mainland, the Hebrides were the
Southern Isles (Suðreyjar), which gives us a
sense of their place in the Norse world view.
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York is England’s premiere Viking Age city
and home to the Jorvik Viking Centre,
which was built in 1984 to showcase the
results of the archaeological excavation at
Coppergate. Visit Jorvik to experience the
sites, sounds and smells of 10th-century
York and meet its animatronically
recreated inhabitants.

3 ORKNEY
Under Scandinavian rule until the 15th
century, Orkney’s landscape is packed
with reminders of its Nordic past. Top of
the list is Maeshowe, a 5,000-year-old
chambered cairn covered with runic
graffiti made by Norse men and women
who broke into the mound. The runes give
us the names of several culprits including
Hlif, Benedikt and Helgi, and hint at some
naughty activities that took place inside.

4 SHETLAND
Like its Northern Isle twin, Shetland was
also colonised by the Norse in the 9th
century, and a form of their language —
Norn — was spoken here up to the 1800s.
The Shetlanders are proud of their Viking
heritage, which they celebrate every
January at Up Helly Aa, a riotous fire
festival culminating in torch-lit
processions and the burning of a longship.

5 MALDON
Located on the Blackwater estuary in
Essex, the tidal causeway that connects
Northey Island to the mainland was the
setting for a bloody battle between
Anglo-Saxon locals and Scandinavian
raiders in 991. The clash is
commemorated in an Old English poem
The Battle of Maldon.

rents out ‘City Wall Space’, a state-of
the-art conference facility featuring what
is described on their website as “the
original Hiberno Norse (Viking) City Wall”.
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7 LONDON
Few traces remain of the Norse who raided
and settled London, but if you look hard
enough you’ll find them. Tooley Street near
London Bridge is a corruption of ‘St Olaf’s
Street’, named for the Norse church first
documented there in 1035. The Museum of
London is home to a Norse grave marker
found near St Paul’s Cathedral. Decorated
with a lion fighting a serpent, the runes
read ‘Ginna and Toki had this stone laid’.
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8 ST JOHN’S COLLEGE,
OXFORD
During preparations for building work at
St John’s College in Oxford, a mass grave
was discovered containing 37
Scandinavian skeletons. Mostly males
between the ages of 16-25, their cracked
skulls, stab wounds and signs of burning
suggested they had been attacked by a
mob and killed. Given that they died
between 960 and 1020, they may have
been victims of a royal proclamation in
1002, ordering the deaths of “all the
Danish men who were in England”.

9 ISLE OF MAN
The Isle of Man sits at the centre of a
cultural and economic network that
stretched across Viking Britain. Its rich
concentration of archaeology and art
reflects this position, and the hybrid
nature of Manx society. Across the island
you can find carved stones that mix Norse
and Celtic elements, such as Thorwald’s
Cross, one side covered in Christian
imagery and the other depicting the Norse
apocalyptic myth of Ragnarok.

6 WOOD QUAY, DUBLIN

10 ST GREGORY’S MINSTER,
KIRKDALE, YORKSHIRE

Back in the 70s when Dublin Corporation
announced plans to build offices at Wood
Quay on Dublin’s riverside, they became
public enemy number one. Archaeological
excavations revealed beautifully
preserved remains of the Viking Age
settlement. Despite protests,
construction went ahead and the site was
destroyed. Today, Dublin City Council

Built into the wall is a sundial made just
before the Norman conquest, by which
time Norse settlers had been in England for
almost 200 years. Written in Anglo-Saxon,
it states that Orm son of Gamal bought and
rebuilt the church “when it was tumbled
and ruined”. Orm and Gamal are
quintessentially Norse names, but this man
is a pillar of the local Christian community.
www.countryfile.com
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1. LINDISFARNE
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The Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides is
home to some of the most famous artefacts of
the Viking Age: the Lewis Chessmen. Around
78 pieces were found, fashioned from walrus
ivory and whalebone. Beautifully crafted and
almost cartoonish in style, they were the
inspiration for Noggin the Nog, gentle king of
the Northmen in the British animated tv series.
Portly bishops sit pompously on their thrones,
clutching their croziers. Queens stare glumly
into space, cupping heads in hands. Warriors
bite down toothily onto their shields, working
themselves up into berserker rages.
Recently I visited Lewis to make a Radio 4
Open Country programme, and was amazed at
how frequently the earth still spits bits of Norse
history out of the ground. I interviewed a
crofter who had stumbled upon a Norse hair
comb made of bone as he was out walking.
Appropriately his croft was at Swainbost, a
Norse place name meaning ‘Svein’s Steading’.
Even better, his surname was Macsween – it’s
not certain where this name comes from but it
may be of Norse origin, meaning ‘Son of Svein’.
A coincidence perhaps, but currents of history
run deep in these landscapes.
Combs and chessmen aren’t the only physical
remains of Britain’s Viking Age past that have
been uncovered. Viking hoards have been
discovered across the British Isles; the
equivalent of safety deposit boxes where the
owners never returned to reclaim them.
As recently as 2014 the Galloway Hoard was
found in southwest Scotland, crammed with
goodies that reflect an extraordinary range of
international connections. These included a
silver gilt cup from the Carolingian Empire,

gold and silver trading ingots, an Anglo-Saxon
cross, a delicate golden pin shaped like a bird,
Anglo-Saxon and Irish brooches, and an exotic
crystal jewellery box wrapped in silks, possibly
from the Byzantine Empire or Middle East. The
hoard was bought by National Museums
Scotland for £2 million.

SINFUL HABITS

When raiding gave way to settlement, the Norse
didn’t keep themselves to themselves. In time,
Anglo-Saxon churchmen were complaining
that locals were copying hipster Norse
hairstyles (shaved at the back, long at the
front). Even worse, the immigrants were getting
the best women with their sinful habits of
combing their hair, changing their clothes and
taking regular baths. So not all medieval
Scandinavians who came to these lands were
raiders. Here they built farms, watched the
seasons change, worried about their livestock,
their crops and their health, raised families,
mourned their dead, lived their lives.
The Viking Age might seem long ago, but the
Norse never really left these lands. They are here
in our present as well as our past, in our place
names and genes. So for those living in parts of
the British Isles settled by Norse men and
women, remember that the familiar landscapes
we call home were once as well loved and well
known to them as they are to us today. CF

Eleanor Rosamund Barraclough is Associate
Professor in Medieval History and Literature at
Durham University, and author of Beyond the
Northlands: Viking Voyages and the Old Norse
Sagas (OUP, 2016).
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CLOCKWISE FROM
ABOVE Terror from the
sea – Viking raiders
depicted in a Victorian
illustration; a
recontructed medieval
croft on Lewis; the Lewis
Chessmen – a whalebone
wonder of the Viking Age
BELOW A Norse comb
found by a crofter on the
Isle of Lewis

