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•-•very January in Lerwick, 
Shetland,a replica Viking ship 

--- is set ablaze as the culrnination 
of the festival of Up Helly Aa. 

.__Although a relatively modern 
event, forged in the 1870s, t.he fiery 
celebration reveals the impact that the 
Viking era had on our coastal culture 
andpS)'Che. 

The popular narrative of Vikings is 
one of marauding raids and violent 
battles. But how accurate is this? What 
sort of life did Vikings lead beyond 
looting and pillaging? And how did 
locals fare, following the arrival of 
these fierce maritime warriors? 

The answers may lie on our shores. 
Around our coasts, we find evidence of 
the ordinar)' people of the Viking Age, 
whose stories come down to us toda)' 

• 793 
Viking raiders attack Undisfame, off the 
north-cast coast. 

through the bits and pieces that 
survive, from jewellery to board games. 
Here we explore six coastal artefacts 
that tell tales of those wild times . 

COASTAL RAIDERS ARRIVE 
The tidal island ofLindisfarne, or Holy 
Island, lies two miles off the wild 

''Seven iva,--riors 
stand rea,ly 

to attack'' 
Northumbrian coastline. It was here, 
in the summer of793 CE, that 
Scandinavian raiders attacked the 
monastery, slaughtered or kidnapped 

850 
Vikings overwinter for the first time on 
Thanet, Kont. 
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its inhabitants, 
and plundered 
their holy treasures. No eyewitness 
accounts survive of the bloody strike, 
although there are plenty of texts 
writ.ten by Anglo-Saxons reacting to 
the shocking events. The only 
testimony from the monastery itself is 
a memorial stone made in the following 
century, known as the Domesday 
Stone. On one sjde, seven warriors 
stand ready to attack, swords and 
axes raised. On the other side, figures 
kneel before a cros.s, the sun and moon 
hang in the sky, and two hands reach 
out to encircle the world: Judgement 
Day has arrived. 

ISLAND KIDNAPS 
The island oflnchmarnock. off the 

865 
The Great Heathen Army arrhtes in Engtand. 
toppling Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. 
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TIM view of the small island of 
lnohmamock from the Isle of Bute 
INSET TIM Hootag1 StoM, 
Illustrating a coastal kidnapping 

-

western coast of Scot.land, is just over 
three kilometres long; its present 
inhabitants include herring gulls, 
greylag geese, red deer and grey seals. 
Once, it was also home to an early 
medieval monastery. 

On this shoreline, archaeologists 
discovered a little piece of slate, known 
as the Hostage Stone. It dates to the 
late eighth or early ninth century, when 
the first Viking raiders tell on the 
coastal monasteries of Britain. 

On the slate, a vivid series of 
scratches seem to conjure such a scene. 
In the centre is a tall, punk-haired, 
bearded figure with chainmail and a 
scabbard. Behind him trails a figure 
with a rope around his neck. a hood 
over his eyes and his arms bound 
together. He is being taken towards a 

B86 
King Alfred of Wessex makes peace with 
Vikingloadc.rGuthrum. 
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long, narrow ship. It is likely that this 
little figure represents the many 
captives who were kidnapped by the 
Viking raiders, and either ransomed 
back to their communities or sold into 
a life of enslavement. 

Unlike Lindisfarne, there are no 
written records of an attack on 
lnchmarnock. Perhaps the picture 
scratched on to this slate is a personal 
record of what was happening on the 
island sanctuaries at this time. 

LOVE AND LOSS 
Between 850 and 900 CE, a young 
woman and a.newborn baby were 
buried together on the island of 
Rousay, in north-east Orkney. Nestled 
together in the grave on the headland 
overlooking the Bay ofSwandro, they 

-...... 

VIKINGS 

''Behi11d trails 
a Jig,,re with a 
rope arountl l1is 
nee/: and a /10(H/ 
over /1is e11es'' 

likely died during or shortly after 
labour. This is the richest female .1 
Viking Age burial ever found in 
Scotland, indicatingt.he wealth of the j 
deceased, or signifying a great 

1 outpouring of grief from the ~ 

community. The extraordinary grave 1 
goods include a multicoloured necklace, i 
textile tools and jewellery. One item ~ 

886 onwards .. ,-. ----~9-3~7 ___________ _ 
The 'Danelaw' is established in north em King Aethelstan of EngJand defeats an allied 
and eastern England, for co at tho Battlo of Brunanburh. 
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was a gilt bronze figure of a lion or wolf, 
leaping as ifto pounce with its jaws 
wide open and tongue springing out. 
This fragment probably started life as 
decoration on a Christian gospel book 
plate or a reliquary, looted by Viking .1 

• raiders from a monastery and later 
] refashioned as a brooch. And here it 

found its final resting place, in the 
] grave of a mother and her baby. 
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SEAFARING FAMILY LIFE 
On the Orkney island of Sanday-Old 
Norse for ·sand island' - is the Scar 
boat burial, dating to between 875 and 
950 CE. In 1991, bad weather and 

954 
Erik Bloodaxe, the lastVikjngrulerofYork,, 
is driven out and killed. 

coastal erosion meant the site had to 
be excavated quickly. The remains of a 
boat, 6.5 met.res long, was uncovered, 
containing the bodies ofa 70-year•old 
woman, a JO-year-old child and a 30-
year-old man (ages approximate). 

The most extraordinary of the items 
found in the boat was a plaque made of 
whalebone, carved with two toothily 
grinning dragon heads. It was found 
next to the older woman, together with 
other items for making tcxti.les 
(including a comb, shears and two 
spindle whorls). The plaque may have 
a.I so been a prized texti.le tool, for 
smoothing and cutting fabric. Items 

991 
The Angto-Saxon leader Byrhtnoth is kllled 
during the Battle of MaJdon in Essox. 
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placed wi(h 
the younger 
man's body included a sword, a quiver 
with arrows. a bone comb and several 
gaming pieces. To be sure, this was an 
age when weapons were prized, but as 
this burial reminds us.so was textile 
production, good haircare and hygiene, 
and board games to be played in 
idle moments. 

GAMES AND LEISURE 
From other coastal sites on Orkney. 
more evidence of how Viking Age 
people spent their downtime has been 
unearthed. At the north-west tip of 

1016 
Cnut becomes k,ing of En gt and (also king of 
Donmar1< from 1018 and Norway from 1028). 
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ogam. Ogam was used to record early 
forms of the Irish language spoken in 
Ireland and parts of western Britain, 
including the Isle of Man. 

On the island's west coast is the 
churchyard at Kirk Michael, a resting 
place for many of these inscriptions. 
As well as the mingling of alphabets, 
several stones reveal a coming together 
of Norse and Gaelic personal names in 
families. One inscription translates as: 
"Mael•lomchon put up this cross in 
memory of his foster•mother Mael­
l\4uire, Dubgall's daughter, the woman 
whom Adisl LOOS married to. It is better to 
leave a good foster-son than a bad son." 
The foster mother (Mael-Muire), her 

84 

foster child (Mael-Lomchon) and her 
father (Dubgall) all have Gaelic names, 
while the husband (Ad isl) has a Norse 
name. \Ve can't tell whether this was 
a mixed-heritage family or whether 

''Stones reveal a 
con1ing toged1er 
of two cultures'' 

Gaelic and Norse names had become 
part of the same naming stock on the 
Isle of Man. But it reminds us that.just 
as the islands provided connecting 
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ports to 
different parts of 
the world, so those who lived there 
faced in many directions, in terms 
of their loyalties, identities and 
cultural backgrounds. 

Through the everyday remnants of 
past lives, found on coastlines of the 
British Isles, the Viking Age is revealed 
as a time of violence and enslavement, 
but also a time of travel, settlement, 
crafts and cultural connections. el 

Eleanor Barraclough isa histo,ian 
and wnte<. ~ book Embersofr//9 
Hands: Hidden H/sC()(ies of 1he V,k,ng 
Age (Profile, £25) is out tt.s month 

WHAT WAS THE 
VIKING AGE? 
The Viking Age spannod the latter part of the 
8th century up to the 11th century, althougt, its 
roots go further back in time and its branches 
extend into later centulies. This was an era 
when those of Scandinavian origins and 
heritage. raided, trad&d_, axplored, conquered 
and co Ionised lands throughO<lt Europe and 
beyond, as far west as Greenland and North 
America. and as far east as the steppes and 
rivers of Eurasia. 
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