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The name 'Viking' comes from a language 

called 'Old Norse' and means ‘a pirate raid’. 

People who went off raiding in ships were 

said to be 'going Viking'. But not all the Vi-

kings were bloodthirsty warriors.  

The Vikings originally came from Norway, 

Denmark and Sweden but they were each 

very different from the other group and 

very independent of each other. 

Who were the Vikings? 

Viking travels: The Vikings were great explorers and 

travellers. Viking ships reached Britain, France, 

Spain, Italy and North Africa. 

Traders made long journeys overland through Russia, 

reaching as far south as Constantinople in modern-

day Turkey. Some merchants travelled further east 

to Baghdad in Iraq. 

A few daring explorers made voyages to Iceland and 

beyond, travelling across the Atlantic Ocean to North 

America. 

Viking traders: The Vikings traded all over Europe and as 

far east as Central Asia. 

They bought goods and materials such as silver, silk, 

spices, wine, jewellery, glass and pottery. 

In return, they sold items like honey, tin, wheat, wool, 

wood, iron, fur, leather, fish and walrus ivory. Every-

where they went, the Vikings bought and sold slaves 

too. 

Viking traders carried a set of folding scales which they 

used to weigh coins to make sure they got a fair deal. This is the kind of balance scale a Viking trader used. They put the little weights 

The Vikings were great sailors: 

Vikings sailed close to the coast whenever possible, watching 

for land marks. 

Out of sight of land, they looked for the sun: west (towards the 

sunset) meant they were headed for England; east (towards 

the sunrise) meant home to Denmark or Norway. 

The Vikings invented a kind of sun compass to help find their 

way. At night they watched the skies and could use the position 

of the stars to determine which direction they were heading. 

Seamen knew a lot about winds and sea currents. By watching 

birds or even the colour of the water, an experienced sailor 

could tell when land was close. 

Viking Ships: The Vikings built fast 'dragon-ships' and 

'long ships' for raiding and war. 

They also had slower passenger and cargo ships called 

‘knorrs’. They built smaller boats too, for fishing or short 

trips. A ship carried everything needed at sea - drinking 

water, dried meat to eat, tools, weapons, and furs to 

keep warm. 

Viking longships could sail in shallow water so they 

could travel up rivers as well as across the sea. In a 

raid, a ship could be hauled up on a beach. The Vikings 

could jump out and start fighting, and then make a quick 

getaway if they were chased. 



Life as a Viking: Many Vikings worked 

as farmers. Everything had to be done by hand 

on a Viking farm, so life was tough. Farmers 

grew oats, barley and wheat. Then they ground 

the grain to make flour, porridge and ale. They 

planted vegetables too, and kept animals like 

cows, sheep, pigs and chickens. 

Other Vikings were craft workers. They made 

the things that people needed. Woodworkers 

and leatherworkers made plates, cups, belts and 

shoes. Jewellers made rings and brooches from 

precious metals. Blacksmiths hammered and 

twisted red-hot iron into tools, knives and 

swords. Potters baked clay pots in an oven heat-

ed by wood fires. 

People took these goods to market to sell. Here 

a family could buy anything from amber beads 

and apples, to walrus tusks and wolf-skins. Vi-

king traders sold their goods even further away. 

They sailed the seas to buy silver, silk, spices and 

furs to bring back home. 

Viking warriors: Viking warriors fought using long swords and axes. 

A good sword was handed down from father to son, but Vikings al-

so buried weapons with their owner when he died. 

Vikings did not wear much armour. Some chieftains wore chain mail 

coats, but most relied on a round wooden shield for protection. 

Some Viking warriors went into battle wearing wolf or bear skins. 

These warriors were called ‘berserkers’ because they went 

‘berserk’ (out of control) and charged fearlessly into battle. Berserkers 

believed that Odin, the god of war, gave them superhuman powers and 

that they didn't need to wear battle armour for protection. 

Viking attacks: The Vikings did use raids from the sea as a tactic. They would send a 

few ships to make surprise attacks on places in order to steal treasure, weapons, 

animals, and even capture slaves. They then used their fast dragon ships to escape 

before any resistance could be organised.  

They also did get together in big armies to carry out wars but this was far rarer than 

raiding.  

They would go raiding twice a year in between their normal everyday tasks and jobs 

like farming or fishing  

They were farmers, and kept animals and grew crops. They were skilful at crafting, and made beautiful metalwork and wooden 

carvings. They were also skilled fishermen and sailors. Viking men (and in some cases women) trained to  fight from and early 

age. 

Viking homes: Many Viking families lived to-

gether in a longhouse. This was built from 

wood or stone and had a thatched or turf roof 

on top.  With just one room for all the family 

to share with their animals, a longhouse 

would have been a crowded and smelly place 

to live. There was no bathroom inside, but the 

Vikings kept clean by washing in a wooden 

bucket or beside a stream. Instead of toilets, 

people used a cesspit, which was a hole out-

side dug for toilet waste.  
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Harold Sigurdson, Harald III, Harald Hardraada 

Harald was born in 1015 AD, the youngest half-brother of the recently elected King Olaf II of 
Norway. His brother’s rule was unstable, since these were changing times for the 
Scandinavian Lands. Olaf was trying to convert his subjects to Christianity, and meanwhile 
the Danes, losing ground in England, were looking to lands closer to home for conquest. In 
1028 AD the alliance of the King of Denmark, Cnut the Great, with rebellious nobles in 
Norway forced Olaf and his brother into exile. Not until 1030 did he return, making a last 
effort to reclaim his throne. The effort came to war, and at the Battle of Stiklestad in 1030, 
Olaf was killed. Harald, only a boy of barely fifteen, fought alongside his brother in the battle 
too and was badly wounded. 

Harald barely escaped with his life, and with the scattered warriors still loyal to him, he fled 
to the land of the Kievan Rus (what would later come to be called Russia). Harald and his 
retinue served the Grand Prince in his wars against Poland as hired mercenaries for several 
years, before their wanderings took them South, to Byzantium and the Byzantine Empire. 
The Emperor, mistrusting his own Greek bodyguards, who had felled many a ruler before him 
when they felt their pay was inadequate, formed a new guard composed of exiled 
northeners from the Viking and Saxon realms. This would later become the feared élite corps 
of the Byzantine army, the Varangian Guard. Harald and about five hundred survivors came 
before the Emperor Michael IV and the Empress Zoe and pledged their service. The Empress 
accepted immediately the pledge of so noble a man. His charisma, valour and ingenious 
stratagems soon won the admiration of the Varangians (and Roman chroniclers), and before 
long, Harald himself had risen in the Byzantine court to a command of the Guard. Again and 
again he proved his bravery, in campaigns as far away as Sicily, Italy and Bulgaria in the 
Emperor’s service. Soon Harald was a wealthy man, and could at last try to reclaim his righful 
place as King of a faraway land. 
 
In 1042, Harald appealed to the Emperor for release from service. The Empress Zoe was 
angered, as she had hoped that Harald would have wed her, and tried to prevent his escape. 
But with the loyalty of the Varangians, Harald was not to be stopped. He stole away from 
Byzantium, sailed up the Bosphorus and travelled back to Scandinavia through the Eastern 
Kingdoms. He found Norway under the rule of his illegitimate brother, Magnus the Good. The 
two shared power, until in 1047, Magnus died and Harald was at last crowned King Harald III 
of Norway. 

The next fifteen years passed with constant war with Denmark, until Harald at last gave up 
his claim on the Danish throne in 1062. But not long after, suddenly, a new opportunity 
presented itself. Arriving in Harald’s court, a man by the name of Tostig brought news of the 
death in England of King Edward the Confessor. Tostig revealed to Harald that he was 
brother to the new King Harold Godwinsson, and pledged his support and that of the 
majority of the chieftains of England should Harald seek the English throne. It transpired that 
Tostig had actually put the same offer to King Svein of Denmark, only days before, but was 
turned down. Harald, intially uneasy about the venture, soon gave in to Tostig’s persuasion, 
and agreed to once again open Norway’s claim on the throne of England. 

 


