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From: Viking warfare
”When the Vikings failed to take the city, they came up with a plan. They should all pretend that their chief was dying. A message was sent to the town leaders that he was on his deathbed, and that his last wish was to convert to Christianity and be buried in sacred ground. The Christians never missed an opportunity to convert the heathen, nor did they this time. The city gates were opened, and with pomp and circumstance, the clergy led a procession out of the city to fulfil the Viking chief’s last wish. Then the trap was sprung. The Vikings stormed in through the open gates, and pillaged and burnt the town”.
There are several accounts like this, and they are probably based on an actual event. Viking rules of behaviour in struggle with an enemy were quite different from those current in European warfare. The participants in European conflicts shared a common, Christian understanding of values, and they knew what rules applied when they were at war, and which tactical moves were seen as honourable, and which were not. If these rules were not followed, any victory would lose its lustre. However, the Vikings did not belong to the Christian European community, and were not bound by these rules. Rather, they could use them to their advantage when they met Europeans in war. For instance, many actions that Europeans regarded as vile, such as the use of this type of stratagem, or downright trickery, were regarded as especially praiseworthy by the Vikings.

Discipline and training
If Viking men were to become good warriors, it was important for them to have weapons training from an early age. But in the Norse age, spiritual activities were also included among sports. In a skaldic stanza attributed to king Harald Hardrada, he speaks of his mastery of many sports. Among these are: composing poetry, riding, swimming, skiing, archery, oarsmanship, and playing the harp. In addition, playing chess, inscribing runes, the blacksmith’s art, and book learning are counted among sports in the Viking era and the Middle Ages. The sources say nothing about the extent to which women took part in such sports.


Mastering the life of a warrior demanded physical fitness and skill in using arms. In the Viking age, everyone, regardless of social class, was conscious of this. At the age of 5 or 6 the training began, and by the age of 10 children were expected to participate in sporting competitions together with adults. By 12, children were expected to be fully-fledged athletes. Children and young people engaged in sports in order to strengthen their bodies and prepare for the challenges of adult life, whereas grown-ups engaged in sports for fun, and to keep their bodies fit and maintain their fighting abilities.


The Heidarvig saga says: "It was the custom of the Varangians (Nordic mercenaries in Constantinople) and the Norwegians to engage in games during the day, and to come together to wrestle." The Icelander Eigil Skallagrímsson (ca. 910 - ca. 990) supposedly killed his first opponent during martial games at the age of seven. Although Eigil is possibly only a literary figure, the stories show that Viking men of all ages engaged in martial sports, and that the games could be very tough. However, outcomes like the one seen in Eigil’s saga were probably exceptional, for it was also important for a Viking warrior to control his anger. Although the games might well look brutal to outsiders, they were performed according to certain rules, and with great respect for the opponent's life and limbs. Any deliberate attempt to injure an opponent during a game was perceived as an attack on his helgi, i.e., his physical inviolability – and was disapproved of. The main purpose of the games was to practice the skills needed for real battle in a relatively harmless way, so it was important that the participants were not injured and made unfit to fight.


It was not only the warriors who should be skilled in martial arts. A king or a chief was expected to surpass his men in such games, and to show his strength in peaceful or real fights with others. The Edda poem the Rigstula, which deals with the origins of the various social classes, mentions the disciplines of arms that were part of the education of the jarl (earl). The jarl belonged to the upper class, ranking just below the king, but the poem probably gives a good idea of the skills a Viking warrior was expected to master. 
 ...

(De følgende avsnittet kan være en sidesak:)

The fields of strength and honour
In Norway, there are a number of leikvolls, game fields; places where communities gathered for several different activities. Such game fields were found in more or less all the Scandinavian countries, but particularly in the south-eastern parts of Eastern Norway. There, it seems as if every little settlement had one. This is seen in the many place names like Leikvoll, Leikvin, or Løken. Game fields were generally located in the centre of the community, but some are located on the border between settlements, and show that there were competitions between communities.
The game fields gave young people opportunities to meet and demonstrate their skills to each another, and not least to the chiefs and chieftains who needed crews for their ships and warriors for their armies. It was important to recruit men who could distinguish themselves in battle. The game fields were used for sports like running, throwing, weight lifting, ball games, wrestling, archery, and weapons play. The poem refers to training in weapons play that involved defensive weapons (shields), missile weapons that were shot (bow and arrow) and thrown (spears), distance weapons (spears) and weapons for close combat, like swords and axes. In addition to all this, the repertoire included horsemanship, hunting, and swimming. 

-----------------------

The Rigstula also says that a warrior should be able to maintain his equipment, and, among other things, twist bowstrings and make arrows. Arrows were expendable, and had to be replaced continually. In addition, we can imagine that it was frequently necessary to sharpen swords, spears and axes, and to do repair work on armour, shields, and other equipment. This practical aspect of the Viking warrior’s work was very important, since on expeditions or in the field, you primarily had to trust yourself and your own weapons.

For weapons training to be effective, experienced teachers were needed, and several sources show that the combat training was led by experienced warriors, who had extensive practical knowledge. Training included both defensive and offensive techniques. It was said that warriors at the court of the legendary king Harald Wartooth (early 9th century) entertained themselves by striking at each other’s eyebrows. Whoever blinked or showed fear when the strike came was immediately thrown out of the hird (body guard) and expelled from the chieftain’s farm. Now, it is not certain that this type of training actually occurred in real life, but the story shows that the courage and skills of the warriors could only be maintained through realistic and potentially dangerous weapons training.

Another mythological story that served to prepare young men for the warrior’s life was the story of life in Valhalla, on Odin’s farm. Here, dead warriors spent their days fighting and slaying each other in play. At dinnertime, they rose again and rode home to Valhalla. This was their daily practice as they waited for the great final battle between the gods and the giants.
... 

Although rank was important in the Viking age, the social class of a training partner was not important, provided he was a free man. It was common to train several times a day. The first session, in the morning, should be on an empty stomach. After the fight, the warriors ate together, partly to underscore the community among warriors, but also to strengthen the bonds between the men. While it was stressed that fighting practice was a game, it was also made as realistic as possible, often with the men carrying sharp weapons and full defensive gear. It was important for them to be familiar both with the weapons, and not least with the properties of the armour. The author of a later source, the Konungs skuggsjá (”King's mirror”) from the 13th century, says that close combat was trained with swords and daggers and axes, and distance combat with missile weapons that were thrown or shot. He also stresses the importance of drinking enough fluids during the daily training fights. Good advice, that suggests that the author had personal experience.
Shield, sword (or axe), spear, slingshot, and bow and arrow were among the weapons a young man should master. Warriors were also encouraged to use both the right and the left arm. Any combat situation could easily lead to a wound to the arm carrying the weapon. Moreover, a warrior who could change hands during combat was a more dangerous opponent since such a move could give a tactical advantage.

From: The great battle for Paris

On the Seine, things went from bad to dramatically worse. After Gudrød’s death, Sigurd had taken command of the remains of the Great Army, and had made alliances with the chiefs at the mouth of the Seine. His plan was to unite the Viking groups and lead a large expedition up the Seine and into the inland. The goal was either Paris itself or the areas around Burgundy. There, the Vikings had not yet spread death and terror, and the county had many potential sources of booty. However, Paris was no longer a sleepy backwater with poor defences. It was in the process of becoming one of the central cities of the realm, and had walls stretching around the entire island of la Cité, and the Grand Pond, the large bridge over the widest part of the Seine, had finally been completed, after 25 years of construction. With the Petit Pond, it connected the city to both banks. The bridges, which were protected by citadels on both sides, formed an effective barrier to anyone attempting to enter the city, or go up the river, by ship.

Just west of Paris, the river Oise flows into the Seine. At Pontoise, a few kilometres up the Oise, the Franks had built yet another blocking bridge and citadel to defend the inland against the Viking incursions. If the final goal of the Vikings was Burgundy, it made no sense to attack these defences. But this the fleet did. In November, it sailed up to Pontoise and laid siege to the bridge citadel. The Vikings forced it to surrender and then sacked and burnt it. Only then did the fleet sail up to Paris. Maybe the fleet did not yet know what their final goal was. Maybe the easy victory at Pontoise spurred the leaders to try to take on the larger defences around Paris.

The huge fleet arrived at Paris on November 24th 885, and berthed below the Grand Pond, where the Louvre lies today. The day after, Sigurd arranged a meeting with the city’s bishop, Joscelin, to negotiate a passage for the fleet. Bishop Joscelin and count Odo, who were the city’s leaders, categorically refused to let the fleet through. The monk Abbo, who was probably present during the negotiations, tells what happened when Joscelin and Sigurd met: ”After bowing his head to the bishop he (Sigurd) said: Joscelin, have compassion on yourself and the congregation in your care. For your own good, you should listen to what I have to say. We ask only to travel past the city. We will not enter it, and we will do our utmost to see to it that neither your nor Odo’s fiefs are damaged.” The bishop answered that he could not give over Charles’ realm to the hands of the Vikings, and that Paris must protect the country. He would be disgraced if he surrendered the citadels to the Vikings, or let them pass. Sigurd ended the conversation by warning the bishop: “If you do not grant my wish, I must tell you that our war machines will send poisoned arrows into the city at daybreak, and that by the end of the day you shall starve. This is how it shall be, we will not give up”.
The foundations and defensive towers of the northern bridge, the Grand Pond, were built in stone, but the southern bridge, the Petit Pond, and its towers were made of wood. It would seem a better plan to attack there. However, the northern bridge could be opened to allow ships to pass. Unless this bridge was held, the entire fleet would have to be carried past the city. In addition, the protective tower on this bridge was not completely finished. One entire storey was missing, although it did have embrasures. In the Viking age, the storming of a fortress was very rarely successful, but the Vikings must have thought that they could fairly easily take the half-finished tower and thus control a strategically important part of the bridge.
On the morning of November 26th, Sigurd attacked, and his first wave was directed at the half-finished north tower. The wall was several meters high, but low enough for the Vikings to try using ladders. An eyewitness says that it was as if a roar of thunder went through the city as the attack began, and the inhabitants were paralyzed with fear. However, many Parisians were well prepared, and led by count Odo they rushed to the north tower to help defend it. Oil was boiled, and rocks, logs, barrels, old cartwheels, and anything else that could be thrown down on the attacking Vikings was brought across the bridge to the tower.
Protected only by their colourful round shields the Vikings stormed in under the tower to the sound of bellowing horns and supported by missiles sent over the enemy by sling-shooters, archers, and spear throwers. The defenders answered by throwing great rocks and pouring boiling oil, wax and tar down on the Vikings. Screaming and dying, the burnt warriors threw themselves into the Seine, accompanied by scornful laughter and cries of victory from the defenders. An enormous elevator wheel, which looked like a gigantic hamster wheel, and was used to lift large boulders up to the tower, was thrown over the edge, and made a bloody trail through the throng of attacking Vikings. The wheel caught six men as it fell. There was a bloodbath before the gates. Viking bands returning from looting the surrounding country joined the fight as they arrived. Sources say that the Vikings were like mad dogs. Unflinchingly they threw themselves into the battle for the tower. The women, who were standing by the boats, shouted war cries that were heard inside the city, and openly mocked the exhausted, bloody, and dazed warriors who came out of the Inferno. From the tower the shocked defenders could see how the women, beating, kicking and shouting, chased their men back into battle. Time and time again, the tower is attacked.
But when evening fell, the Franks were still in control of the citadel, and the Vikings withdraw dragging with them their dead and wounded. Substantial damage has been done to the tower, and during the night, it is repaired. Timber and planks are brought across the bridge from the city. A new storey is built, so it is no longer possible to reach the top with siege ladders. At the same time, the defenders dig a moat to make it more difficult to reach the massive oak gates with battering rams.
In the following days, the Vikings try different approaches. They attempt to tear down the half-finished tower by storming in under it with spades and pick-axes in a desperate attempt to dig lose the tower’s foundations, while archers and sling-shooters pelt the defenders with poisoned arrows, stones, and lead balls. Again, a rain of rocks and boiling oil meets the attackers. Next, the tower is attacked with incendiary arrows to set it ablaze, but the defenders put out the fires with water quickly brought up from the river. In any case, there is rain in the air, so the flames do not catch well.
Sigurd and his Vikings realized that this was not quite as simple as they had thought. Of course, they can just drag their boats across land, but by now, revenge and honour have become more important. The city must be sacked, whatever the cost.

The Vikings constructed a large semi-circular fortress by the monastery of St. Germaine-L´Auxerrios, where the Louvre now stands. Supplies are scarce and groups are sent out into the surrounding countryside to bring in livestock, empty granaries, and take any food they can find to the camp.
Among the Vikings, or their prisoners, are a father and son with knowledge of building siege engines, and they are given the task of constructing three huge battering rams. The monsters that take shape in the beginning of January 886 must have worried the defenders. They were large houses on wheels. Under a strong roof covered by raw animal hides, there was enough room for 60 warriors and a hanging log tipped with forged iron plates. To get these monsters in position in front of the oak gates, the way there had to be without obstacles, and the moat had to be filled in. A series of “tents”, or storm-roofs of raw ox-hides, are constructed. They are carried on poles, and each “tent” protects 4-5 men. Their task is to fill in the moat. On February 1st 886, the “army” of such tents began to move towards the tower, and soon its base was completely hidden by the storm-roofs.

However, the storm-roofs could not protect against the rain of rocks and timber that fell on them. The defenders, too, had constructed a terrible device that they threw on the attackers: a large and heavy log set with steel “teeth” that fell on the storm-roofs and the men beneath them, and crushed them. Then it was hoisted up and dropped again. The monk Abbo, who was an eyewitness to the fighting, speaks of how it ”forced the brains out of the heads of these wretches” (the Vikings).

The Vikings no longer wanted to waste their own lives on this deadly work, so instead they began to send prisoners with baskets full of stone and gravel in under the tower. When they arrived at the moat they were ”executed by arrow-shot”. Corpses and gravel soon filled the moat. Then count Odo directed his archers and war machines towards the battering rams and the men around them. In one such deadly missile shower, both the constructors were killed. Two of the monster machines had already been completed, and an attempt was made to roll them up to the tower. But they stuck helplessly in the mud. All attempts to push them forward were met with massive showers of missiles from the tower, and in the end, they were abandoned. Like dying elephants, they were then finished off by a shower of incendiary arrows.

The Vikings also tried to burn down the bridge itself. Three large ships were transported upstream, set on fire, and sent downstream towards the bridge. The Vikings used tethers to try to steer the ships in under the wooden bridge. But the current took hold of them, and they foundered on the stone foundations. The ships, which had been filled with leaves, branches and other combustible materials, gave off so much smoke that it covered the entire bridge and the tower. The population of Paris thought that the tower had fallen, and panic broke out. But out on the bridge the defenders could easily climb down to the ships and sink them before they had time to become a serious threat. Soon the smoke had lifted, and the Vikings were no closer to victory.
On the south side of the Seine, however, both the bridge, the Petit Pond, and its tower were made of wood. Sigurd changed his tactics, and decided to try to enter the city this way. On February 3rd 886, Sigurd made his headquarters in the monastery of St. Germaine-des-Prés, to the south of the Seine. Two days later, the city was struck by an extreme spring flood, and parts of the Petit Pond were torn away by the floodwaters. The defenders of the wooden citadel were thus isolated from the city. Repair work was started immediately, in a race between Sigurd and bishop Gauzlin and count Odo for control of the tower. Early the following morning the Vikings brought in a wagon filled with hay and other combustible materials, and sent it blazing into the tower. The defenders escaped from the burning citadel and out onto the bridge stump. Those who did not throw themselves into the water were burned alive. The Vikings had gained their first victory. But they could not enter the city that way, either, and they changed their focus back to the brick citadel. At about the same time the bishop sent for count Heinrich, and asked him to come to the city’s rescue. The count arrived, but his forces were too small to engage the Vikings, so he left again without accomplishing anything. The situation threatened to turn desperate, and bishop Gauzlin began peace negotiations with Sigurd. Before anything came of this initiative, the bishop fell ill and died, and his successor, abbot Ebolus, broke off the negotiations and urged continued struggle against the heathens.

When the siege of Paris had lasted nearly a year, Count Odo managed to leave the town to go to the Emperor, Charles the Fat and beg him for help. However, it was only in autumn that Charles’ army slowly and cautiously advanced on Paris. He encamped in the castle of Quierzy, north of Compiégne, and sent count Heinrich towards the city with the main army. The Vikings had learned in advance that he was on his way, and they repaired and strengthened the defences around their main camp. They dug out a wide moat, and made a large field of traps for the formidable Frankish cavalry. Traps, one foot wide and three feet deep, covered with straw and leaves, were dug all around the fortification. One group of Vikings rode out to meet count Heinrich and lure him to pursue them. He and his men spurred their horses and followed the Vikings into the field. The horses stumbled in the traps and the riders were thrown. Then the Vikings attacked and drove their spears into the confused riders. Count Heinrich’s body was despoiled of weapons and armour before the Frankish infantry came in and managed to secure the remains of their general. Now Charles himself rode to Paris and took command. In October, he established a large camp by Montmartre but he did not attempt to attack the Vikings. From the top of Montmartre, he could look down on Paris and the Viking camp. Both the Vikings and the Parisians were apathetic. The Parisians were destitute and famished. The people suffered from diseases caused by rotting cadavers and lack of food. The same could be said of the Vikings. In anticipation of the coming battle, they had crowded together behind their fortifications. Charles’ soldiers controlled the land and killed anyone who ventured out to get food. The many dead who had not yet been burned laid a carpet of putrefaction and death over the river valley, and made everyone ill. Charles may have smelt the stench all the way up to Montmartre and hesitated to send his soldiers into the arms of the plague.
In Paris, the hard line of bishop Ebolus lost out to those who wanted a peace agreement with Sigurd. Sigurd, too, understood that only an honourable peace could save the situation. Charles also wanted a deal. He would not be able not trust his own soldiers if he had to storm the Viking fortifications. Without his leading general, Heinrich, he had no-one the soldiers would trust in a really difficult situation. The Viking leaders were invited to come to Charles’ camp to negotiate. However, they refused to leave their fortification without clear guarantees and hostages. Many of the chieftains also felt that they were the ones who had the upper hand. They had more men than Charles, and their position was better. It was Sigurd himself who finally solved the impasse. After the yearlong siege, he was fed up, and wanted to gain something from the situation for himself and his men. He had served Frankish lords for many years, and knew what to he had to say to strike a deal with Charles. After hostages had been given, and he had received the emperor’s guarantees, Sigurd and his entourage went up to Montmartre.
First he promised, under oath, that, as long as the emperor lived, he himself would not plunder in the realm. Then he was baptized, with the emperor as godfather. For two days he stayed as the emperor’s guest, and according to eyewitnesses, they enjoyed each other’s company very much. Sigurd then freed all his Frankish hostages. The Parisians and the Frankish army were shocked to learn that Sigurd, in addition to personal gifts and a huge amount of gold and silver, was given permission to take his fleet past Paris, and sail up the rivers to Burgundy. There, the Vikings were free to plunder. It sounds insane, but when we know that there had recently been an insurrection against Charles the Fat, led by a Burgundian count, it makes some sense. Charles wanted to use the Vikings to punish unfaithful subjects.
However, the leadership in Paris was so shocked by the deal that they refused to let the fleet past. Part of the Vikings then began to pull their ships the 2000 paces past Paris. Another part of the army was unhappy with the deal, and preferred to continue to try to take Paris. Sigurd had promised to stop plundering, but he could not prevent the other chieftains from doing what they liked. Some, then, remained and continued to attack the city. After a time another chieftain was bought off for 60 pounds of silver and left, but it was only three years later that the last Vikings left the area around Paris. Famine finally drove them away.
The emperor Charles retired to his hunting palace in Alsace. Here he sat, more unpopular than ever, and hoped that all his problems would vanish by themselves. In the year 887, he was deposed by the east Frankish nobility, and replaced by his nephew Arnulf of Carinthia. The west Franks, too, wanted to be rid of Charles, but before they had time to convey the message to him, Charles died, on January 13th 888. Odo was elected the new west Frankish king, and made Paris his capital. After a few minor victories against the Vikings his prestige grew among his subjects, but in the long run, his policy of war lead nowhere, and he, who had solemnly sworn that the Vikings should be driven from the land by force, also had to begin paying Dane geld.

Nor did Sigurd enjoy the fruits of the peace agreement for long. He sailed out the Seine, and north to the Great Army’s main base in Louvain in Friesland. Here, in 891, he was attacked by the new king of the eastern Franks, Arnulf, and killed, together with fifty of his closest warriors. It is said that Arnulf captured 16 Viking standards in this battle.

The remaining fleet split up after it was let past at Paris. One group continued to Burgundy and land sorounding the river Marne, and ransacked several monasteries and towns there, among others Verdun, Toul, and Troyes. There was a particularly ferocious battle at Meaux. This town is about 40 kilometres northeast of Paris. The bridge across the Marne at Trilbardou had not been rebuilt after the Vikings’ previous visit, so they could easily get past it and reach Meaux a little further upstream. The Vikings besieged and captured the town by damming the river and building siege engines. They were probably only simple catapults, but the Vikings successfully defeated the town’s defenders, and made an agreement with the bishop that the inhabitants be granted safe conduct out of the town before it was ransacked. After leaving the town, the people were nonetheless attacked and slaughtered. The humiliation at Paris had probably made the Vikings thirst for whatever revenge they could get. Any town, village, or monastery became a target.
The defeat at Paris was only the first in a long series of defeats suffered by the Vikings at this time, and they evidently became increasingly confused as more and more victories slipped out of their hands. Sigurd, who had united them for a common goal, was gone. They split into smaller bands that roamed the country ransacking at random. In 888, one group sailed back to Paris and made another unsuccessful attempt to take the city.
In 889, king Arnulf made a series of peace agreements with the Vikings and their allies, the Abrodrites, in Friesland and Saxony and was thus able to concentrate on pushing the Seine Vikings westward. Many went to Normandy and Bretagne. But the interior of the realm continued to be affected by the terror for several years. Only in 892 did the last of the Viking bands leave the inland and sail back out the Seine and to the open sea.
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