





























Viking Proverbs

Before gaing into a hall, look at all the
doorways. You never know where you
might find an enemy.

A man can carry no better load than too
much good sens¢ — and no worse thaa too
much drink.

Praise not the day until evening has
come;

Praise not a woman untl she is burnt
(i.e., undl her funeral);

Praise not a sword until it is tried;

Praise not a maiden untl she is mar-
ried;
Praise oot ice uatil it is crossed;
Praise not beer until it is drunk.

A man of note should be quiet, thought-
ful, and brave in batile; everyone should
keep happy and cheerful until the end.

Be a friend to your friends. Meet a gift
with a gifi, a smile with a smile, and a tie
with a pretense of not noticing.

A man without a friend is like a naked
fir tree, without bark or foliage, lonely on
a barren hill.

The good of life is in life itself. Make
sure you enjoy it and leave a good name
behind you. The best thing is to be alive
and happy.

A coward thinks he will live forever if
he avoids his enemies, but no mao escapes
old age, even if he survives the spears.

A vigitor must leave in time, and not
outstay his welcome; even a friend be-
comes annoying if he stays too long.

Never move an inch from your weap-
ons when out in the fields; you never know
when you will need your spear.

Be a friend to your (riend, and to his
friend as well, but no man should be a
friend to his enemy’s friend.

A man should be wise in moderation,
but never too wise. A man’s mind is freer
of care if he doesn’t know his fate in ad-
vance.

A lame man can ride a horse, a man
without hands can still herd sheep, and a
deaf man can still kill; it is better to be
blind than bumed on & funeral-pyre. The
dead can do nothing at all.

Cattle die, kinsfolk die, we all die. But

one thing, | know, lives for ever — a dead
man's reputation.
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has decided on a course of action, nothing will stop him. To make a decision is
to give one’s word to oneself, and a man who is driven by a little hardship to
break such a word as that is a man of very little honor.

Loyalty
Loyalty governed the relationship between the individual and the group. A

man’s loyalty belonged to his family, his jarl and his king (or Althing), in that
order. This order of priority could be altered by oaths of personal loyalty — for
example, a huscar] would swear personal loyalty to his jarl, who would thereaf-
ter command his first duty.

It was the duty of a follower to do whatever his jarl commanded (including
dying), and to place his jarl’s best interests above all things. The jarl, for his
part, had a duty to his followers, and in many ways his was the more difficult
role. He must behave well, and be a fit leader for men to follow. He must lead
his men well, asking nothing that might divide their loyalties or risk their per-
sonal honor. He must treat them well, so that they were happy in his service and
did not cast covetous eyes on other jarls and their retinues. Above all, he must
be generous with both praise and gifts. In all the sagas, the highest compliment
for a leader is to call him open-handed, gifts are often listed in great detail, so
that readers might wonder at a jarl’s generosity and long to have served such a
leader.
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Cleverness

This is the least straightforward of the Viking virtues, and the hardest to
define. The best example is that of a jarl named Hastein, who led part of an
expedition into the Mediterranean in the latter half of the 9th century. It is said
that he and his men were looking for Rome, and coming to a city on the coast
(Luna, halfway between Pisa and Genoa), they mistook it for their goal. Hastein
looked at the defenses, and concluded that they were too strong for his force to
besiege. Therefore, he came up with a cunning ruse.

The Vikings sent messengers to the town. Their leader was a Christian, they
explained, and had recently died at sea. His last wish was to be given a Christian
burial. Such an appeal to Christian charity could not be ignored, and the city
gates were opened. Hastein’s coffin was brought in, accompanied by his sorrow-
ing troops. As it was sét down in the cemetery, the lid flew open and out leaped
Hastein, alive and well and fully armed. The rest was butchery.

This is a classic example of Viking cleverness. First and foremost, the deed
makes a good story, that men will remember and repeat. Secondly, Hastein was
considerably less than honorable — lying and abusing hospitality to make a fight
easier — but the fact that his victims were non-Vikings made all the difference.
The cleverness of his plan made up for any dishonor. However, things might
have been different if he had tried such a trick with Scandinavians. The line
between cleverness and cowardice or underhandedness is thin and ill-defined,
and a reputation for cleverness can swiftly become notoriety as a liar, cheat and
coward. Being clever is a risky business.
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A Duel

“I'll tell you our problem, Egil,” said
Gyda. *“'There's a man called Ljot, a ber-
serker and duellist — everyone hates him.
He demanded to marry my daughter, but
we refused. Now, he's challeaged my son
Fridgeir to a duel, to be held tomorrow on
the island of Valdero. I'd like you to go
with him, BEgil. 1 know that if my brother
Arinbjorn were in Norway we wouldn’t
have to suffer men like Ljot."”

“‘Lady,"" said Egil, “‘For Arinbjorn's
sake I'm duty-bound to go with your son, if
he thinks I can help.”

The next day, Fridgeir and his friends
— including Egil — went to Valdero. Not
far from the sea was a pleasant meadow,
where the duelling-ring was marked out
with stones. Ljot was a huge, strong-look-
ing man, and carried sword and shield —
as he approached the field the berserk fit
came upon him, and he started howling
horribly and biting his shield. Fridgeir
wasn’t very big. He was good-looking, but
slender and not very strong. He had never
fought a battle in his life.

When Egil saw Ljot, he made this
verse:

"'Fridgeir has no chance, so, friends,
let us fight,

To save the young girl from this mad
shield-biter,

This violent, valkyrie-maddened,
shield-cating villain;

The glaring berserker goes to his own
death."

““You, big man,’’ said Ljot, ‘‘come into
the ring and fight me, if you're that keen.
It')] be a better match than fighting
Fridgeir; 1 wouldn’t think bever of myself
just for flattening that one."’

Ljot entered the duelling-area, and the
two meo charged each other. Ljot parried
Egil's blow with his shield, but Egil
pressed him with stroke upon stroke — so
hard that Ljot couldn’t hit back and had to
give ground to make fighting-room for
himself. But Egil stayed close, and chased
Ljot all over the field and outside the
marker-stones, and that was how the first
bout ended.

In those days, it was a rule of duelling
that if the challenger won be got everythiog
that was at stake, but if he lost he had to
make good the same value and if he died
his killer got all his property. It was also
the law that if a foreigner died without an
heir in the couatry, all his estate went to the
King.

Continued on next page . . .
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gild — which reflected his standing. Causing someone’s death (or, strangely, the
loss of his nose) carried a fine equal to the full amount; loss of one eye was
punishable by half the mannbaetr, Toss of one ear by ope-quarter, and so on.

Criminal offenses were few, and most cases were fought between a defen-
dant and plaintiff — Norse law did not have any equivalent to a public or state
prosecutor.

Certain crimes carried a mandatory death penalty. These included adultery
— although a woman convicted of this crime could be sold into slavery —
treason, and theft. The last was not because of any high moral stance, but
because it was assumed that a man reduced to stealing would be too poor to
afford a fine, and had only his life with which to pay for his crime.

More feared than death, in many ways, was banishment. In its original form,
to be banished was to be cast out from society, from kin, and from the protection
of the law. A banished man had no protection whatsoever, and anyone could do
what they liked to him with complete impunity. Often the only way to survive
banishment was to flee the country.

Duels

The sagas contain many stories of duels being fought to settle disputes, but
in reality this was rare. Complex cases might be resolved by a duel or by
jermbyrd — ordeal by hot iron — but these were a last resort, an admission that
all other means had failed, and that the only way to resolve the case was to appeal
to the gods or to trust that might was right. Judicial duels, or holmgang, were
fought under elaborate traditional rules, but that did not stop the duel being
misused by strong and malevolent individuals. Traditionally, the winner of a
duel acquired all the loser’s goods, and some saw this as an easy road to wealth.

The duel does seem to have been a standard means of resolving slander cases
— something which must have made life easier for these professional duellists.
If either party failed to appear at the appointed time and place — a place where
three roads joined was a favorite — the judgement went against them. If the
plaintiff was absent, he was judged a coward, and henceforth disbarred from
taking oath and bearing witness. His word became worthless, a grave matter to
a Viking. This was yet another lever that an ill-intentioned duellist might use to
force a victim to face him.

Feuds

Like duels, feuds seem to have been more common in story than in fact, for
to declare a feud is to admit that every other avenue has failed. A feud is simply
an all-out war between two families, using any and all means on both sides of the
Jaw. Sometimes allied families could get sucked into a feud, and whole districts
could be plunged into bloodshed.

Most feuds seem to have taken the form of an endless series of reprisals. For
example, Bjarni Tryggvarsson kills Erik Mortensen. It might have been an
accident, a drunken brawl, self-defense or cold-blooded murder — each side has
its own story. The Mortensens demand compensation for Erik’s death, but the
Tryggvarssons refuse. The matter is taken to the Thing, but the Mortensens are
still unable to get the compensation they feel they are due. Or perhaps one of
Erik’s brothers is a little hot-headed and takes matters into his own hands. Either
way, one of the Mortensens kills Bjarni. Then Bjarni’s brothers get together and
kill one of the Mortensens — preferably Bjarni's killer, but by now, no one is
too particular. And so it goes on — a death for a death, and violence erupting
whenever members of either family chance to meet.

Duels may not be the ideal way of deciding disputes, but many members of
the local Thing might feel that two men fighting once and for all is better than a
feud lasting for generations.
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Non-Viking PCs

A campaign could certainly include non-Viking PCs, or have
one or more major NPCs who aren’t Scandinavians. There are
various ways to do this, depending on the character’s origin.

Outcast: This person is an outcast from his own kind, accused
(justly ot unjustly) of some terrible crime. Saxons, Franks,
Gaels and Mediterranean Christiang might join a Viking group
under these circumstances — they will suffer an Outsider disad-
vantage, and possibly a bad Reputation until they prove them-
selves to their Viking companions — after all, the accusations
might be true . . .

Adventurer: A young warrior from another land might run off
to join the Vikings — if they'd have him. The likeliest source
would be a trading-partner of the Norse, with no reason to hate
them: Finns or Arabs, for instance.

Kidnapped: Someone who was kidnapped by the Vikings,
probably at a tender age, and has come to be seen as one of them.
A freeman with no living sons might adopt a likely captive and
raise him as his own son. Not being a Scandinavian by birth is
good for a -5 point Social Stigma, but reactions from the
character’s former countrymen will be at -3, for he i3 a traitor to
have joined the Norsemen. Depending on how young he was
when kidnapped, he might have some skills (language, literacy)
relating to his native culture. [deal kidnap victims are Saxons
and Pranks; some may be people of high birth in their native
land, like the Tony Curtis character in the movie The Vikings. A
woman taken as a slave could also end up married to a Viking.

Visitor: A merchant, scholar or other traveler. Again there
will be a Social Stigma for not being of Scandinavian birth, but
in most circumstances this will be overcome by the Viking code
of hospitality and reduced to -1 on reaction rolls — provided the
visitor behaves like a perfect guest. Some matters will be ““local
business,’” and outsiders will be actively discouraged from tak-
ing an interest. The traveler will have skills and belongings
according to his profession and native land, and may also have
picked up some equipment of local manufacture. Ideal visitors
inclode Arab, Saxon and Frankish traders, and Skraelings or
Inuit visiting with the strange blue-eyed people from the sea.

Missionary: Someone sent by the Church to convert the hea-
then Northmen. This can be a challenging role for a PC if well
played. The churchman might be Gaelic, Saxon or Frankish, or
even from a neighboring Scandinavian country that is already
Chnristian. In all cases, there will be a Social Stigma worth -3 for
an outsider, and reactions from devout followers of the Aesir
cult may be lower still. Religious intolerance is not a part of the
Viking character, though, and most people will be happy to
listen to the stranger’s stories. They will probably respond with
stories of the Aesir (especially Thor), and try to start a bragging
match over whose god is the stronger. Insulting the gods might
bring bad luck, though, and is not the act of a good guest.
Tearing down pagan shrines adds the crime of damage to prop-
erty, and could result in a brawl, a Iynching or a visit to the local
Thing-court. The missionary may have the advantage of Clerical
Investment with regard to other Christians, but it will not im-
press the pagans. Missionary characters will always have the
skills of Theology (Christian), plus some Latin and probably
(but not always) Literacy.,

Buddy: A catch-all; anyone who befriended a Scandinavian
PC or NPC at some time (perhaps saving his life), becoming his
fast friend. This could give the character a Viking Ally or Pa-
tron, although there will still be the Social Stigma of being an
outsider. The character will have all the skills and possessions of
his native land and profession.

Characters

Names

Norse men and women had two names. The first was a per-
sonal name, and the second was either a patronymic or a nick-
name. A youngster would be known by his patronymic, possibly
getting a nickname as he grew older. Some people might be
called by both, at least by the skalds: “‘I sing the deeds of
Thorkill Einarsson, called the Shipslayer!”’

Patronymics

A patronymic consists of the name of one’s father, with the
suffix -sson for a male and -sdottir for a female. Note the differ-
ence from the European surname system: the surname changes
from one gencration to the next,

For example, Borgolf Einarsson is Borgolf, the son of Einar;
Borgolf’s son Harald will be Harald Borgolfsson, not Harald
Einarsson. Harald’s sister Gudrun will be Gudrun Borgolfs-
dottir — Gudrun, Borgolf’s daughter.

A family, as a whole, might be spoken of by the name of the
patriarch, or even of some famous ancestor. Swein Forkbeard’s
extended family might be called the Sweinssons, even though
only Sven’s own children actually bear his name.

Nicknames

A Norseman might select his own nickname: ‘‘Call me Brand
Keeneyes.'* But more likely, his friends would give it to him:
‘“Have you seen him cat? Brand Keenteeth is more like it!"'

The nickname might reflect some noticeable aspect of the
person’s appearance, like Swein Forkbeard and Harald Blue-
tooth, or it might refer to some notable deed or virtue, like
Eyvind the Braggart, Olaf the Quiet or Osvif the Wise. Some-
times, a nickname might be added as a prefix to a personal name,
like Skalla-Grim (‘‘bald Grim’*) or Kveld-UIf (“‘evening-wolf,”
meaning ‘‘shapechanger’’).

Sce p. 23 for a list of nicknames,

Character Nicknames
Advantages and disadvantages are a good source of nick-
names. Some are obvious: a Fat character might be ‘‘the Fat'’ or
“‘the Stout,”’ while a lost body part could tag someone as ‘‘One-
Arm,"” “‘One-Eye,’’ and so on. Here are a few more exanples:
Absolute Direction Lodestone, Truesteer

Acute Hearing Cat-Ear
Acute Vision Eagle-Eye
Alertness the Ready
Ambidexterity Two-Hand
Animal Empathy Beastfriend
Attractiveness the Fair
Combat Reflexes the Swift
Common Sense the Wise
Double-Jointed Limberieg
High Pain Threshold the Brave
Intuition the Wise, the Lucky
Bad Sight or Blindness Walleye
Deafness, Hard of Hearing ~ Wallear
Ironic Nicknames

Nicknames needn’t mean what they say, and the Vikings
were food of ironic nicknames. Just as a short person today
might be called Lofty or a fat person Slim, so Rolf the Short
might be of huge stature, and Thorgil the Fat could be excep-
tionally skinny. A coward might be called ‘‘the Brave,”” but a
brave man would never be named coward; some things are too
important to joke about.
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Sample Character: Thorolf Einarsson

Thorolf Einarsson is a beginning Viking character, with ST
15, DX 10, IQ 11 and HT 13, for 100 points exactly. He stands
6’2" and weighs 180 1bs., with blue eyes and red-tinged blond
hair. His father owns a smallhold farm on the Norwegian coast.
As the third of four sons, he can’t expect to inherit, and must
find his own fortune.

Disadvantages

Collecting gulls’ eggs on the cliffs as a boy, Thorolf had an
eye pecked out by an angry nestowner. This gives him the nick-
name One-Bye (-15 points). He has a bad temper (-10), a mild
fear of magic (-3), occasional family duties (-2) and a strong
attachment to the Viking code of honor (-10). Unknown to
Thorolf, he also has an evil wyrd — he is fated to be away from
home in a year’s time, when his family's ownership of their land
is disputed by a rival family. Without Thorolf’s testimony, the
Thing will not give a strong judgment. The result will be a
blood-feud, and when Thorolf returns home, he will find be has
the equivalent of a 10-point Enemy: a medium-sized group,
appearing on a roll of 6 or less. This disadvantage is worth -10
points.

Thorolf’s disadvantages total 50 points — the normal maxi-
mum of 40, plus the Viking Code of Honor.

Quirks

The loss of his eye has left Thorolf with a dislike of gulls. He
has a habit of whittling wood when he has nothing better to do
with his hands, and his superstitious nature makes him distrust
dark-haired people. He loves venison, and will eat it until it runs
out. Finally, he has the pretentious habit of introducing himself
by reciting his entire genealogy, just as the sagas list the whole
ancestry of their heroes: “‘I am Thorolf One-Eye, son of Einar
of the steading of Hamnsey, son of Bori son of Yngald who
sailed to Greenland with Bric the Red, son of . . . »* These
quirks are worth 5 points.

Characters

Skills

Thorolf grew up sbaring the farm-work with his fatber and
brothers (Animal Hanodling-8, Agronomy-9, Fishing-9, Boat-
ing-10). He’s familiar with his home environment in all its
moods: Area Knowledge-10, Survival (Island/Beach)-10, Ski-
ing-9, Skating-9, Swimming-13, Climbing-10 — the last saved
him from a broken neck when he lost his eye. Growing up with
three brothers in a society which values strength and self-reli-
ance, he learned to bandle himself in a fight and in a feast
(Brawling-13, Carousing-12). His father and clder brothers have
helped teach him the use of weapons (Spear Throwing-10,
Shield-10). He has even had a few workouts with his father's
sword (Broadsword-10). A favorite uncle took him out hunting
and trapping as a youngster (Tracking-10, Stealth-10), and
taught him games (Hnefatafl-11). Thorolf is fascinated by the
sagas (Skaldic Lore-9). Secretly he longs to emulate their he-
roes, who could strike as sharply with a verse as with a blade
(Poctry-10, Bard-9), and to move arnong noble Jarls instead of
farmers and fishermen (Savoir-Faire 10). This comes to 36
points of skills, the maxinum allowed by Thorolf’s 18 years.

Advantages

Having spent most of his life with one eye, Thorolf has
learned to try harder at spotting things (Alermess + 1), He's also
developed an attitude which refuses to admit defeat or let things
get him down (Strong Will +2). He can call on one or other of
his brothers for help from time to time, and the GM allows this
as a single 100-point ally, appearing fairly often. Finally, the
people of the district are beginning to talk of this one-eyed youth
who lists his ancestors as if he were a king, speaks in verses and
curses at seagulls — a slight, localized reputation worth 1 point.
Thorolf's advantages total 19 points.

Money and Equipment

Thorolf starts with $1,000 — he had some goods and money
of his own, and when he came of age his father gave him a gift
to make up for not inheriting the farm,

Thorolf longs to own a sword, but he’d have almost no
money left for anything else. He satisfies himself with a throw-
ing spear ($30), a small knife ($30) and a scramasax broadsword
($250). He also takes a sling ($10). Much as he would love one,
Thorolf can’t afford a mail coat, and scttles for a steel helmet
($100), a leather jerkin ($100) and a shield ($45).

He wears a linen undershirt (85), wool brecches ($5), a wool
tunic ($10), leather boots ($80), a wool cloak ($8) sccured by a
silver-gilt brooch ($50) that caught bis eye, and a leather hat ($4)
which can be wom under his helmet. He has a silver arm-ring
($50), although he bopes he'll soon find a Jarl who will give him
a gold one. Around his neck he wears a silver Thor's-hammer
pendant ($50) — a wise move for a would-be seafarer.

Thorolf buys a sea-chest ($15) to hold the rest of his goods.
These include two spare pairs of wool breeches ($10) and one
Jeather pair ($15) for battle and heavy work, plus his best em-
broidered wool tunic ($25) and cloak ($20), and a spare linen
undershirt ($5). A fine silk hlad ($15) completes his formal
wear. Also in the chest is bis hnefatafl set ($50) — a fancy one
with pieces of amber and walrus ivory given bim by his uncle —
and a pair of bone skates ($2).

Thorolf’s goods total $984, leaving him $16 in silver. He
decides to save these to cope with expenses while he seeks his
fortune — if he runs a bit short, jewelry can always be sold. But
if he finds a generous lord, his expenses will be taken care of!
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Feats of Arms

Skill with spears was highly prized, and
constantdy practiced. A great spcar-feat
was to throw two spears at once, one from
each hand, King Olaf Tryggvason of Nor-
way was famous for this feat. Many years
alter his dealth a man named Tryggvi,
claiming to be Olaf's son by a foreign mar-
riage, tried to win the throne of Norway.
His rivals refuted his claimed lineage, say-
ing mockingly that he was only a priest’s
son; Trypggvi answered them in his last bat-
tle, flinging spears from both hands at oace
and saying, “‘This is how my father taught
me to say Mass."’

Another spear-feat was to catch a spear
thrown at you and fliag it back. This was
done by dodging to one side, catching the
spear back-handed, and using its momen-
tum to propel Lhe arm around in a back-
ward circle, up to the position for throwing
and pointing right back where it came
from.

To game the two-spear feat, treat both
throws as snap shots (-4); aiming al two
largets at once is oot practical. Note also
that unless the thrower is Ambidextrous,
then the off-handed throw will suffer a fur-
ther -4 for a total of -8.

The spear-catching feat is gamed as
three scparate rolls. The warrior must first
successfully Dodge the incoming missile.
Then he must make a DX rol) at -8 1o catch
the spear: a critical failure means that it has
struck him in the hand or arm for normal
damage. Having successfully caught the
spear, he may throw it inmediately (still in
the same turn) as a snap shot, or hold it for
a later return.

Viking Combat Training

Although a fine Norse sword would be
very hard to break, many Viking ‘‘swords’’
were nothing more than a long scramasax.
This is a cheap weapon, and easy to break.
Thus, a Viking warrior would be trained to
parry only as a last resort. Instead, he
would block with his shield.

Therefore, shields were light, to make
the blocking manecuver fast and easy. A
light shield doesa’t last long — so the Vik-
ings considered them disposable. The
small Gokstad ship (p. 108) has racks for
64 shields. It's possible that the ship could
have carried that many men, but it seems
just as likely that it was desigoed for a crew
of 32, with two shields each.

To reflect this, the GM may use the
following rule: Any fighter trained in the
Norse style will have a +1 to his Block
active defense. He will have a -1 to any
one-handed Party, whether or not be has a
shield. his Parry with a two-handed weap-
on, and his Dodge, are normal.

Combat

except that the head was a little longer and slimmer (see the cover painting).
They came in various sizes, both one- and two-handed.

Sword

Rarely will the sagas mention a hero using anything but a sword. The
Frankish/Norse sword was the finest blade of its time, made using advanced
techniques of pattern-welding to produce the ideal blend of strength, flexibility
and a good edge. The same techniques were independently developed and re-
fined by Japanese swordsmiths. It is possible to purchase a Fine or even Very
Fine blade in the Norse home countries, though the price will be high (see p.
B74). In 2 magical campaign, dwarf-made blades will always be Very Fine.

The sword was straight and broad, about three feet long, with a rounded end
— designed for slashing rather than stabbing. The hilt was heavy, with a short
guard that was straight or slightly downcurved. The pommel was large, and
often triangular. The guard and pommel were favorite places for decoration, like
gold and silver coatings or inlays.

Scramasax

The scramasax was a type of blade rather than a class of weapon. It was made
by grinding an iron bar to a single edge, and then clipping off one corner
diagonally to give a point. They range from a few inches to three feet long. The
shorter ones were almost certainly tools rather than weapons — the equivalent of
a pocket-knife. Larger blades might be used as daggers or machetes, and the
three-foot versions were almost certainly the poor man’s sword.

The scramasax was a cheap, low-quality blade, made with the minimum of
effort. No decorated examples have been found.

Any sword or knife from the Weapon Table (p. 39) can be a scramasax.
Treat it as a “‘cheap’” weapon (p. B74). It has a 24 chance of breaking when it
parries a heavier weapon. Furthermore, because it’s iron or very poor steel, it
doesn’t hold an edge well: -1 to all damage rolls. The price of a scramasax is half
that of the equivalent sword or knife.

Throwing Spear

The throwing spear was the most popular secondary weapon, according to
burial evidence. Many warriors seem to have carried one or two throwing spears
into battle, to hurl at the enemy before closing for hand-to-hand combat. The
head was long and slim — capable of forcing through the links of a chain mail
coat — with a socket to take the wooden shaft and an iron peg to secure it in
place.
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The Viking Expansion:
Non-Causes

As bistorians have striven to understand
the beginning of the Viking age, many the-
ories have been put forward. Some have
lasted for decades before being found want-
ing and discarded. Here are a few non-
causes of Viking expansion, which the
reader might stll find in history books.

Enforced Emigration

Some historians and chroniclers claim
that young men were forced to leave their
homelands if they had nothing to inherit,
for fear that they might turn to banditry and
cause trouble. There is no evidence to sup-
port this theory, and it is probably a misin-
terpretation of younger sons leaving vol-
untarily to seek their fortunes abroad.

Foreign Pressure

Western European peoples have under-
taken mass migrations in various periods
because expanding oeighbors have forced
them out of their hometands. Caesar’s con-
quedt of Gaul started when Gaulish tribes
displaced by expanding Germans crossed
the Alps in search of a place to live. The
Saxons, Angles, Jutes and Goths may have
assanlted the northern frontiers of the
Roman Empire four centuries later be-
cause they were forced from their home-
lands by expanding Germanic-Nordic
tribes. Some historians, especially those
devoted to a cyclical view of history, clung
to this theory in the case of Viking expan-
sion — but there was no ooe to force them
from their bomelands, aod few invaders
would even have wanted to conguer such
bleak and infertile terraia.

Climate Change and/or Crop Failure

This is another common cause of mass
migrations in earlier periods of history; it
has been strongly linked with the Hunnish
invasion of Europe. While the climate of
Scandinavia did deteriorate between tbe
Bronze Age and the Viking period, none of
the scientific evidence — of which there is
now a great deal — indicates any change at
the tiime the Viking age got started. A few
centuries earlier, and the theory would
have fitted perfectly, but not at this time.

Then, too, the first Viking movements
were not actval migrations. They were
smash-and-grab raids, for plunder and
slaves rather than for a place to live. Later,
the Vikings did indeed start conquering
and settling, but not at first — which means
that they were under no pressure to leave
their homelands en masse.

History

The Dawn of the Vikings

The Vikings exploded onto the European scene in the late 8th century AD;
it must have seemed as if they came out of nowhere. Certainly several Christian
commentators of the day thought their sudden appearance was miraculous, being
a divine punishment for the sins of the afflicted peoples.

Few realize that the Vikings did not just raid. In the beginning, they landed,
looted and left. But later they dug in and stayed, setting up their own kingdoms.

The historical phenomenon known as the Viking age had a number of
causes, and with the wisdom of hindsight it can almost seem inevitable.

The Time is Right

In the 8th century, Europe was ripe for the plucking. Although the Franks
were the most powerful nation, even they suffered under weak kings. Charle-
magne fortified the coast after the first Viking raids, and this kept the Danes out
for the duration of his reign. His son Louis the Pious let the defenses run down,
so that Viking raids started in the 830s and lasted for the rest of the century.

Anglo-Saxon England consisted of a number of petty kingdoms, who spent
a lot of time fighting among themselves. The most powerful leader of the time
was Offa of Mercia, who called himself Rex Anglorum — “‘king of the English”’
— and built Offa’s Dyke to keep out the Welsh, Some link Offa with the legend-
ary King Arthur. Offa’s rule only really affected the southern half of the island,
and like so many great kings of this period his achievements didn’t outlast his
death. In the north of Britain, where the Vikings first made contact, neither the
Scots nor the Northumbrians were strong enough or organized enough to mount
a successful defense against the raiders.

Ireland was equally divided if not more so, and although they fought hard —
as the Irish always have against invaders — the Norwegians settled there after a
generation of battles. They even founded Dublin.

The other peoples affected by Viking raiding, like the Slavs and Frisians,
were minor powers, little able to defend themselves.

Maritime Technology

Despite its remote location and barbaric image, Scandinavia was some way
ahead of the rest of Europe in shipbuilding and navigation. Viking ships could
mount true amphibious assaults, running in through the surf, beaching and
deploying their troops with a speed that made Christian historians marvel. Ever
since Roman times, a force had always been at its most vulnerable while disem-
barking; this fact had been drilled into the European military consciousness for
centuries. The standard tactic was to find a quiet landing-place and hope your
force was in good fighting order by the time defenders arrived to give battle.
Viking landings broke all the rules, and no one knew how to cope with them.

Apart from Charlemagne’s short-lived fortification of the Frankish coast, no
one in Burope had anything that could honestly be called a navy or a coastal
defense system. Alfred the Great organized an English fleet in response to
Scandinavian attacks, but the last serious attempt at defending the coast had been
the Roman Litus Saxonicum (‘‘Saxon Shore Defenses’’) four centuries earlier,
designed to keep the Saxons out. No one could challenge the Vikings at sea, and
they had generally looted and departed — or secured the area and dug in — by
the time the alarm could be raised.

Population Expansion

To many historians, population growth is the main reason for the start of the
Viking age. Chroniclers marvel at the huge size of Viking armies and the num-
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Timeline (Continued)

997: Norway sends missionaries to Ice-
land. Initial progress is marred by killing
and banishmeant.

1000: After viclenl disputes, Iceland
votes to become Christian. [Leif Ericsson
introduces Christianity to Greenland about
the same year.

1002: Etbelred orders the massacre of
all Danes in England.

1003: Swein Forkbeard launches at-
tacks on England in reprisal for the massa-
cre of Danes by Saxons.

1009: Olaf the Stout raids London, and
pulls down London Bridge with his dragon-
ships.

1012: War breaks out in Ireland be-
tween Brian Boru, the supreme monarch,
and the king of Leinster, who turns to
Sigtrygg Silkybeard, the Norwegian ruler
of Dublin, for help.

1013: Swein Forkbeard invades Eng-
land; London bolds out, but Wessex is
overrun. Ethelred flees to Duke Richard I
of Normandy, his brother-in-law,

1014: Swein Forkbeard dies suddenly
in England. At the battle of Clontarf, Brian
Boru is killed, but his forces beat the Vik-
ings.

1015: Edmund Tronside seizes power in
the Danclaw. In the resulting wars Ethel-
red dies, and Cnut the Great, Swein Fork-
beard's son, becomes king of all England.
He tries to keep a hold on Norway and
Denmark as well, coming closer than any-
one else to unifying the Viking world.

1035: Cnul dies and his realm begins to
disintegrate.

1037: Afier much wrangling Cout's son
Harald Harefoot becomes king of England.

1040: Harald Harefoot dies before the
Danish king Hardacout can attack. Harda-
cout becomes king of England.

1042: Hardacaut dies. Edward the Con-
fessor becomes king of England.

c. 1045: Harald Hardrada returns from
Byzantium where he had served in the Va-
rangian Guard, and claims a share of the
Norwegian throne from his brother Mag-
nus. A shaky deal is arranged.

1047: Magous falls from his borse and
dies; Harald Hardrada becomes king of
Norway, and attacks Denmark repeatedly
into the 1050s.

1064: Norway and Denmark make
peace; Harald Hardrada turns his attenton
to England.

1066: Harald Hardrada atiacks Eng-
land and js killed by Harald Godwinson at
the battle of Stamford Bridge. Harald God-
winson force-marches across the country,
to dic at the baitle of Hastings as Duke
William the Bastard of Normandy con-
quers England.

1170-1250: Most of the sagas are writ-
ten in Ieeland.

1261: Norwegians take over Greenland.

1347: Last recorded voyage to Mark-
land.

History

It was not until 901 that the Irish captured Dublin from the Norwegians. Norwe-
gian influence spread from Ireland to western Scotland, the Isle of Man, Cumb-
ria and parts of Wales. Historians speak of the “‘Irish Sea province'’; the water
was more of a road than a barrier.

France — Normandy

The Danes had pressed the Franks ever since the death of Charlemagne in
814. They forced their way up the Seine and Loire, despite occasional defeats.
So much Danish manpower went to England and France that Denmark was
conquered by the Swedes around 900, and the throne remained in Swedish hands
for a generation. In 911, the Viking leader Rollo (Hrolf?) — scholars argue over
whether he was Danish or Norwegian — was created first Duke of Normandy by
the Frankish king Charles the Simple. Rollo swore loyalty to Charles, was
granted lands in what is now Normandy, and spent the rest of his career keeping
fellow Scandinavians out. A century and a half later in 1066, the Normans would
conquer England — something their ancestors had failed to achieve.

The Islands

More easily conquered, and less often reported, were the islands which dot
the sea between Norway and Scotland. Shortly after 800, Irish hermits — who
up to now had had these remote, bleak islands largely to themselves — aban-
doned the Faeroes “‘because of robber Northmen.’” Viking graves and farm-
steads have been excavated in the Orkney and Shetland islands. The Earl of
Orkney was a Norwegian up until Tudor times.

The Explorers

The Viking expansion westward pushed back the boundaries of the known
world, adding Iceland, Greenland and part of North America to the map. The
Swedish exnansion into central Europe is also seen as exploration rather than
conquest, but the Slavs and Balts who were there at the time might not have
agreed.

Iceland

Iceland was the first new land to be discovered and settled by the Vikings,
and it came to be almost 2 fourth homeland.

Literary sources name three different people as the first to reach Iceland: a
Norwegian called Nadd-Odd who was blown off-course while travelling from
Norway to France and called the new land ‘‘Snowland”’; a Swede named Gardar
who was blown off<ourse from northern Scotland and called the place ‘“Gar-
darsholm,’” and a second Norwegian named Floki who went to check out Nadd-
Odd’s story and came up with the name Iceland. Be that as it may, it seems that
the island was discovered around 860-870.

Iceland was almost uninhabited, although one 12th-century history refers to
a group of Irish Christians leaving Iceland ‘‘because they would not live along-
side heathens.”’ Irish hermits seem to have been well spread out across the North
Atlantic at this time, perhaps strengthening the claim of St. Brendan to have
discovered America before the Vikings.

Settlement was rapid, perhaps spurred on by the forceful reign of King
Harald Finehair in Norway. Most settlers were from western Norway, although
some Norwegians came from the Scottish Isles and Ireland. Only a few came
from eastern Norway and Sweden, and none at all from Denmack. By the year
1000, thousands of settlers had come to Iceland. It retained the Norwegian
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on. Of course, a raid might be conducted on impulse. If a trading
voyage hasn'’t gone too well, the captain may decide to change
his luck with a little plunder . . . from the people who cheated
him, or just from the next target of opportunity.

A Higher Purpose

A raid might also be conducted for more than just plunder,
and some GMs might prefer a more positive goal so that the PCs
are not so much the bad guys. They might have to find and free
a captured comrade, or knock out some Saxon or Frankish war-
ships before a greater landing by their king’s forces, or even
retake their home town. Hedeby changed hands more than once,
and the PCs might be Danes trying to evict Swedish conquerors.

En Route

The voyages offer the same possibilities as the trading voyage
described above, although the ship(s) will be better-armed and
better able to cope with pirates and the like. Vikings certainly
did not refrain from robbing other Vikings, especially of differ-
ent nationalities, if they thought they could get away with it.

Action!

The main phase of the adventure — the raid itself — starts the
moment the raiders are spotted from the shore. Then, before
serious resistance can be organized, the raiders bave to pick a
landing site, get ashore (Seamanship rolls might be required for
high-speed beaching without damaging the ship) and strike.

The amount of resistance depends largely on the target. A
monastery will be comparatively defenseless (although the raid-
ers might get a nasty surprise if a local noble is visiting with a
body of his troops). A village will be defended by peasants
armed mainly with improvised weapons, but will have little of
value except the people themselves. A port will have some de-
fenses against pirates, but promises greater booty if the raiders
can get in and out.

Fighting Back

Remember that, although the Viking raiders certainly struck
fear into their victims, the Dark Ages were harsh times, and
those victims were far from belpless. Many would fight to de-
fend their homes and families, and they would usc intelligent
tactics once the initial shock was over.

Raiders who don’t leave anyone behind to guard the ships
could find them taken or burned, with no means of escape as the
countryside gradually mobilizes against them and the local earl
approachbes with a strong force of fyrdmen to destroy them. Of
course, ship-guard is the position of least honor in a raid; no-
body will want to stay bebind and miss the fun,

Adventures

Quick-thinking merchants might try to bottle raiders up in a
port by using their own ships to block the entrance; the Vikings
will bave to fight 2 naval action to escape. And Saxons could be
as vicious as anyone else — it was once the custom in northern
England to hang Danehide (the skin of captured Vikings) on the
side of one’s house . . .

A Voyage of Exploration

Word has reached the PCs’ home area of a new land to the
west, sighted by a mariner who was blown off-course by a
storm. They might be interested for many reasons: population
pressure, trouble at home, the desire for renown and even
straightforward curiosity. Someone (PC or NPC) is outfitting
one or more ships, and those who want (o go along are welcome
if they can pull their own weight. There might even be several
competing expeditions.

Destination

The exact destination depends on the year: it might be the
Faeroes, Iceland, Greenland, Vinland, or even one of the islands
north of Hudson’s Bay. Preparations are made with great care.
Ships are overhauled and checked, to make sure that they can
withstand several days of bad North Atlantic weather. Supplies
are loaded, along with fresh skins for the tent-shelters and other
necessities, A route is planned, allowing as much time as possi-
ble within sight of land and island-hopping so that fresh supplies
and water are never too far away. The seafarer who first saw the
strange land will be recruited if possible, or bombarded with
guestions if he won't join the trip.

Getting There

The ships set off, and the voyage can be as easy or difficult as
the GM wishes. On arrival, supplies will be low and winter
might be setting in, The explorers will have to establish a seif-
sufficient base camp from which to forage the surrounding area,
and take stock of the available resources. Then they must survive
the winter and be ready either to return home in the spring or
establish a permanent settlement.

Problems

Problems in the new land can inciude hostile natives (Skrae-
lings or Inuit) who might trade one minute and attack the next,
acting very strangely to Viking cyes and taking offense at the
most trivial things, a harsh climate, a lack of edible plants and
game to see the explorers through the winter, and so on. Even in
a lush, welcoming, uninhabited land, explorers will have to
learn which plants are edible and which poisonous.

Rewards

From most exploring voyages, the most that one can hope for
is adventure, good reputation and perhaps a hold full of furs, Of
course, some adventures, like Vinland, work out better.

Vinland

This adventure might follow on from the last, as explorers try
to last out a winter before reuming home or settlers try to
establish themselves in the new land. The expedition i$ visiting
Vinland (pp. 53, 59), possibly a few years after Thorfinn Karl-
sefni gave up his attempt to colonize.

Home, Sweet Home
The first problem is to pick a place for the settlement site,
Ideally it should be sheltered, with good water access, at teast
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