The Penguin Historical Atlas of the Vikings

1. Identify Scandinavia. “Scandinavia is a vast region stretching some 1200 miles (2000 km) from the neck of the Jutland peninsula in the south to North Cape well beyond the Arctic Circle.” (p 16)  In current day it would include the countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden.  Scandinavia although mostly frozen in the wintertime was mostly likely founded by German hunters looking for new hunting grounds during the summer months.  

2. Who is Thunderbolt of the North? Harald half brother to King Olaf Haraldson.  After losing his first battle, Harald migrated to Russia where he quickly became wealthy.  After returning to Scandinavia he raised an army to secure his right as King.  During his rule he gained the nickname “Hardrada” meaning ruthless, therefore his full name is Harald Hardrada.  Harald died during his last conquest to take England as part of his holdings, after the death of  England’s King Edward who left 3 claimants to his throne with Hardrada as one of them.

3. Do the Vikings rightfully deserve the reputation that they were cruel, murderous barbarians? Why/Why not?  Who are the Vikings?  Are they the barbarians who fought ruthlessly at the onset of warring for their livelihood or are they farmers, mechanics, politicians, moms and dads?  Well, first you have to acknowledge that we have a unique perspective which to look back at history.  Historians of the day recorded the plundering by the warriors and how savage the warriors were when they attacked a village.  To these historians the Vikings were savages who only wanted to kill and plunder, but we now know that there is a whole group of people back in their homelands that stayed behind and farmed the land, repaired things, keep the office of government working and yes, raised children.  A country is known by the people who represent this country.  In the day of the Vikings the people who represented this country outside the homeland were the Viking warriors.  Therefore I believe that the Vikings reputation of cruel murderous barbarians is an accurate assessment of the people they represented.

4. Explain the role of Wessex, in regard to the Vikings in England.  First an explanation of the location of Wessex is needed.  England is just southwest of Scandinavia, therefore the northern sections of England would be the first to fall prey to the Vikings.   Wessex is in the most southern section of England.  Dane armies arrived in force in East Aglia where they acquired horses and departed to fight the Northumbrian, which were in a civil war.  York became the new capital of  this newly acquired Viking Kindom. Not satisfied with only Northumbrian, the Danes took East Anglia and tried to take Wessex but failed.  They moved back to York and mounted an attack on Mercia which took the third kingdom in England.  After conquering Mercia the army split, one going back to York and the second moved to Cambridge.  This second was smaller but yet they warred on Wessex again.  When the King of Wessex had won another  battle in Eddington the Danes agreed to lease Wessex.  Danelaw lasted only about 10 years in its newly  conquered lands, Wessex overthrew the government and for the first time England was united under a single crown.  Since England was originally divided into 4 areas with 4 kingdoms, England must acknowledge the fact that the Vikings helped unify them under a single government.

5.  How did the Vikings contribute to the break-up of the Carolingian Empire?  The Vikings were blamed for the break-up of the Carolingian Empire but really they may have hastened their demise.  The Carolingian rulers were more destructive to their own people than the early raids by the Vikings were.  The break-up of the empire was due to internal problems.  Monasteries which were a safe haven from the Carolingian demonstrations of power fell pray to the Vikings.  “The most damaging aspect of the Viking’s activities was their attacks on monasteries, which were the main cultural centers of early medieval Europe.”(p 53)   Monasteries as a whole became non-existent in north England because of Viking raids looking for precious metals. 

6.  Explain the various phases involved in Viking raids. “ In the first phase of Viking activity, raiding had been a seasonal activity with the fleets returning home for the winter.”(p.51)  It can only be assumed that because of the harsh winter elements in Scandinavia that they made plans and repaired their ships during the winter months waiting for the better sailing days.  The second phase saw some Vikings making camp in some of the areas they had raided, this allowed them a headstart on the raiding parties of the springtime.  The third phase involved larger armies, with larger armies a supply line had to be built.  Settlements were not just raided but conquered and new inhabitants and government had to be setup to supply the army with food, weapons and other needed supplies.  As the larger army advanced more settlements were conquered and made to submit to reigning power.
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