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    His name was Naddod and, for exploits unrecorded but doubtless rude, he was known as a vikingr mikill - a “Viking of note.” By about 860 A.D., however, his violent presence was no longer welcome in his native Norway, and, in the words of a chronicler, Naddod with a few companions “went off to make a home for himself in the Faroes for the good reason that he had nowhere else where he would be safe.”
         
Thanks partly to Naddod, the barren, wind-swept Faroe Islands northwest of the Shetlands would one day become vitally important as a navigational turnoff point for Viking voyages of exploration and settlement in faraway lands. But now the tiny chain served only as a lair for others of Naddod’s ilk, Norse marauders who occupied their energies raiding Ireland and Scotland to the southeast.
         
On the way to this place of refuge, Naddod was caught in a terrible storm and, although his square-cut sail ordinarily could hold the ship’s curved prow on a desired heading, it was no match for a North Atlantic gale. Naddod was blown far off course - as it turned out, some 240 miles northwest of the Faroes. His landfall came on a forbidding coast, riven by swollen rivers and dominated by ice-encrusted mountains. Naddod and his men climbed to a summit and gazed out at the contorted wasteland for some indication of human habitation. But “they saw never a sign,” reports the chronicler. As they sailed away, shaping a course to the Faroes, heavy snow began to fall, leading Naddod to call the place Snowland.
And that is all the chronicler has to say about Naddod, the exiled Viking - presumably because he did nothing further of note.
At about the same time and by similar accident, another Norse rover reached that same hostile shore. He was a Swede named Gardar Svavarsson, who was sailing for the Hebrides when a storm struck him in the Pentland Firth, the narrow sea passage between the Orkneys and the mainland of Scotland. The storm carried him far westward to a hook-shaped promontory - now known as the East Horn - about fifty miles south of Naddod’s landfall.
         
But unlike Naddod, Gardar and his crew did not, after making a brief inspection, turn back. Whether seeking safe shelter or driven by the compulsions of a true explorer, Gardar steered southwest, hugging a ragged coastline and passing a wall of ice looming 5,000 feet high and stretching more than fifty miles from east to west at the terminus of a great glacier. He groped along the southern shore, virtually treeless, harborless, and desolate. He came within sight of twin volcanoes, monsters that breathed smoke and flame, causing the earth to tremble and the sea to roil, siring vast lava fields where thousands of snow-white sea birds nested amid the hardened black and twisted rock formations. Bearing northwest with the curve of the coast, Gardar threaded between the mainland and a group of islands whose dark, brooding cliffs would within a few years take a morbid place in the region’s lore.
Rounding a peninsula that extended due west thirty miles from the mainland, Gardar passed the largest and best harbor in all the land. He may not even have seen it, for it was later to be named Reykjavik - meaning “Smoky Bay” - and it was often misted over by the vapors from a witch’s brew of surrounding geysers, steaming springs, and boiling mud holes.
Gardar pointed his prow to the northwest and sailed across a bay sixty miles wide, its waters gleaming in reflection of the surrounding snow-crowned mountains. The little Viking vessel crossed and perhaps prowled into the mouth of the vast fjord, where the profusion of rock islets and swirling currents reminded Gardar of home. The ship then clawed around the contorted fingers of a northwest peninsula and sailed back east along a relatively benign shoreline, broken by fjords that offered haven and by valleys green with grass.
Gardar passed them all by. Summer was ending and the hour was fast approaching when he must beach his ship for winter. Yet evidently within him was an urge to press on, to see what lay around the next bend, to explore beyond the next promontory. At last, arctic blasts told him he must stop. One of the least hospitable places along the northern coast, it was to be known as Skjalfandi, or the “Trembler,” for its proximity to a volcanic area. There, on a cliff above a bay that lay open to the arctic ice floes, Gardar built a hut for himself and his weary crew.
         
Winter can only have been wretched for these Viking explorers. The chronicles, perhaps mercifully, do not go into it. In any case, at the first sign of a fair spring breeze, Gardar put back to sea, departing so hastily that he failed to search for and find a crew member named Nattfari, along with a slave and a bondwoman who had become separated from the main party. (Somehow Nattfari survived, for his name is mentioned in the chronicles as an early settler; what befell the other two is unknown.) Gardar now sailed northeast around the Melrakkasletta headlands, then generally south and east back to his starting point at the East Horn. He had followed a coastline that, with its countless deep indentations, measured no fewer than 3,700 miles. Gardar apparently liked some of what he had seen - at least to the point of naming the vast, strange island he had explored after himself: Gardarsholm.
         
In such Scandinavian trading towns as Birka, Hedeby, and Skiringssal, in the expatriate Viking communities of Ireland and Scotland, at raiding bases in the Faroes, Orkneys, and Shetlands, wherever Norsemen gathered to boast of high adventure, word of the discoveries of Naddod and Gardar spread. Before long, possibly within a year or two, another seafarer set forth. Like Naddod, Flóki Vilgerdarson was a Norwegian vikingr mikill. Unlike either Naddod or Gardar, Flóki purposely set his red-and-white striped sail for the new-found western island - evidently intending to settle there, for he had loaded cattle and family members aboard his ship.
         
Flóki’s route set a pattern for future voyages: Sailing from southwest Norway, he first landed at the Shetlands (where, under circumstances now unknown, a daughter drowned), then steered west and slightly north for nearly 200 miles to the Faroes (where another daughter was married). These stops behind him, Flóki headed for the island of ice and fire, nearly 240 miles to the northwest. Perhaps because Naddod and Gardar had been understandably fuzzy about directions, Flóki had on board some navigational aids once embarked by the Biblical Noah - three birds. In this case, they were large ravens, and when released from their cages, they could be seen in silhouette against the pale sky and followed for miles as they flew presumably toward the nearest land.
Before departing, Flóki had taken the precaution of making a great sacrifice - the accounts do not relate whether man or beast - to the gods so they would smile on his winged guides. Now, out of sight of the Faroes, Flóki released his first raven, which soared into the sky, took its sightings, and set a straight course for the Faroes. Undaunted, Flóki sailed on, released the second raven and watched bemusedly as it flapped about in a few circles, then landed on the ship. Onward forged Flóki, his faith still with his birds. And his trust was amply rewarded: The third raven flew west, leading Flóki - henceforth to be known as Raven Flóki - to the East Horn of the western island at almost the same spot where Gardar the Swede had begun his circumnavigation.
Raven Flóki, his men, his cattle, and what remained of his family followed Gardar’s route around the island, marveling at the same sights, until they came to a great fjord in the northwest, later to be called Breidafjord. There they decided to settle.
Alas, Raven Flóki was a better sailor than a settler. The fjord was alive with salmon and cod and seal, the grass grew lush along its shores, and, while his cattle grew fat, Raven Flóki fished and hunted to his heart’s content - all the while neglecting to put up hay for winter. As a result of his negligence, his livestock perished before spring. Raven Flóki bitterly blamed the land for his own imprudence. Then he packed up, and, late that second summer, he sailed for Norway. But dreadful southwesterly gales howled across the waters for much of the time, and Raven Flóki could not get around the most southerly headland. He and his men had to spend another awful winter shivering in a primitive camp. Not until the next summer did they pass the guardian headland and reach home.
Although they had all endured the same hardships, not all Flóki’s followers shared their leader’s negative feelings. One of them, a man named Thorolf, told of butter dripping from every blade of the island’s grass. For that obvious embroidery on the fabric of the truth, he won a derisive nickname - Thorolf Butter. Precisely what Thorolf meant remains a mystery. He may have been talking about the exceedingly heavy dew at night caused in subarctic lands by rapid cooling and high humidity. Or he may, in a flight of fancy, have been alluding to the lush grass from which cows would give rich milk for cheese and butter.
In any event, Raven Flóki had the last word. Out of his anger, he gave to the island the name it still possesses: Iceland.
Naddod the Norwegian, Gardar the Swede, and Raven Flóki were but the fore edge of the Norse wave that, within a flick of historic time, would break over Iceland. The Vikings sailed to Iceland not as conquerors but as settlers. They sought not booty but farmland and goods with which to trade. The land-hungry Norwegians, cramped in their little patches of real estate, the call of the new country, where vast stretches of land were open for the taking, must have seemed every bit as alluring as any treasure that might be snatched by force. As added inducement to emigration, Norway’s King Harald Fairhair was consolidating his power with a strong hand, and, in the words of an Icelandic saga, “He made everyone do one thing or the other: become retainers or quit the country.”
         
Within a scant sixty years after the first voyages, Iceland drew its first settles most heavily from the long Norwegian littoral between Agdir and southern Hȧlogaland, especially from the areas around Hordaland, Rogaland, and Sogn in the southwest. These were the places of greatest resistance to the all-grasping rule of King Harald Fairhair, and these were the places where his fist descended most heavily. In later years, even under benign rulers, Norwegians from throughout the land, goaded by the prospect of a brighter future, gathered their belongings and headed for Iceland.
         
It was only natural that life in the new colony should find its genesis in the savage and senseless ways of the old lands. Among the first permanent settlers in the late 860s were two Norwegian foster brothers, Ingólf Arnarson and Hjörleif Hródmarsson, who might never have considered the place had they not engaged in a feud over a woman with the sons of the powerful Earl Atli the Slender of Gaular. When the fighting had ended, two of the noble’s sons were dead. Forced to forfeit most of their estates for blood money, Ingólf and Hjörleif judiciously decided to leave Norway. They used their remaining assets to outfit a ship and, according to the Landnamabok, the “Book of Settlements,” a twelfth century work that named the earliest settlers and gave details of their lives, “set off to find that land Raven Flóki had discovered - the one called Iceland.”
         
Mixing caution with boldness in typical Viking fashion, the foster brothers made their voyage a reconnaissance. Arriving at Iceland’s East Horn, they swung down the southern coast and, in the close sailing the Vikings did best, threaded through sand reefs into the protected waters of the Altafjord, where they spent the winter scouting. Returning to Norway, Ingólf took charge of winding up their affairs while Hjörleif, to raise more capital, went a-Viking in Ireland. There, he took ten Irish warriors as slaves and seized enough loot to acquire a second ship and provision the two.
         
Each at the helm of his own ship, Ingólf and Hjörleif once more cruised the southern coast of Iceland, where Ingólf, according ancient custom, threw into the sea the pillars, adorned by carvings and dedicated to Thor, of his high seat at home. Where Thor allowed the current to carry the pillars ashore, Ingólf vowed he would make his permanent home. The pillars drifted rapidly westward, and Ingólf, in full faith that he would find them in his own good time, went directly ashore. He probably wintered near Oraefi, where, in one of Iceland’s dramatic contrasts, long swatches of green land intrude between the outstretched fingers of the glacier.
As for Hjörleif, either swept away by the same current that had taken Ingólf’s pillars or wishing to strike out on his own, he headed west and landed some seventy miles down the coast, where he built a house, the ruins of which still stand on the seaward edge of black volcanic sands. When spring arrived, he diligently set about clearing and planting his land, but he soon ran into a snag: He had only one ox to pull his plow. Striking upon a simple solution to the problem, he yoked his Irish slaves - those whom he had seized during his last expedition - along with the animal. The men took this indignity with ill grace, complaining bitterly and promising themselves revenge.
When they were out of Hjörleif’s sight, they killed the ox and blamed the deed on a forest bear. Hjörleif was too new to the land to know that, except for an occasional polar bear brought down on an artic floe, there were no such beasts in Iceland. He and his followers went beating the birch woods in pursuit of the nonexistent attacker. The slaves, in turn, tracked the scattered trackers, fell on them separately, and murdered them all. Thereupon the Irishmen seized all the Viking women, collected all the goods they could carry, loaded everything into a skiff, and rowed for safety to some offshore islands - the same brooding islands that Gardar the Swede had noticed during his circumnavigation.
Ingólf, meanwhile, had sent men down the coast to search for his pillars. In due course, they came upon the gruesome scene of the Hjörleif slaughter and raced frantically back to report to their leader. In a fury of vengeance, Ingólf descended on the place, soon found the Irish hideaway in the offshore isles, butchered some of the slaves, and drove the rest to a horrible death over the cliffs. The little island group has ever since been known as the Vestmannaeyjar, meaning West-Man Islands, because the Irish were called by the Norwegians the men of the West.
Duty done, Ingólf spent his second winter at Hjörleif’s abandoned place, then continued west in quest of the pillars. At the Ölfusá River, dividing line between a pleasant grassland area and the hellish lava fields of the Reykjanes promontory, he halted, sending two thralls ahead to continue the search for the pillars. By some fantastic stroke of luck, the seat posts were actually found - in perhaps the least inviting place in all Iceland, a moonscape of volcanic dust and craters at the head of a fog-shrouded bay. “Great grief is ours,” moaned one of the men, “to have passed through such excellent country and now have to live on this Godforsaken cape.” But Ingólf was true to Thor - he built his house where the pillars were found. And Thor had evidently led him well: With its superb harbor, Reykjavik eventually became the capital of Iceland, the center of Icelandic commercial and cultural life.
         
For his settlement, according to the Landnamabok, Ingólf claimed the territory “between the Ölfusá River and Hvalfjörour west of Brynjudalsa, and between there and Öxará, and the whole of the land projecting west.” Here, indeed, was a colossal holding - some 1,000 square miles. Ingólf remained there for the rest of his days, hunting, farming, and raising livestock with what must have been considerable success, for he fathered a large brood that became Iceland’s premier dynasties, active and powerful in every phase of life from religion to trade to politics.
         
Both Icelandic literature and evidence from ancient Icelandic graves indicate something like 85 percent of the pioneer-settlers were Norwegians like Ingólf. Of the early names recorded in the Landnamabok, only a few were Swedish or Danish, probably because these Viking peoples did not suffer from the tyranny endured by the Norwegians. But the book contains large numbers of Celtic or Celticized names, presumably because of intermarriage between Norwegians and Irishmen and Scots. In addition, these settlers brought with them large numbers of Celtic slaves, by whom they often fathered children. And so there soon developed a strong strain of mixed Norse-Celtic blood in the veins of the early inhabitants of Iceland.
         
Wherever these first settlers came from, they all endured discomfort and danger during the journey to Iceland. Yet, seafaring was so much a part of everyday Viking life, storms were so commonplace in the North Atlantic, and death at sea so much to be taken for granted that the sagas treated the voyage as if it were no more than a matter of crossing a fjord. Thus, in its entirety, the Landnamabok account of what must have been a truly spectacular shipwreck reads simply: “On Good Friday itself a merchant ship was driven ashore under Eyjafjall, spun into the air, fifty-four-oared vessel as she was, and dashed down bottom up.”
         
Still, archeological evidence and other scholarship have filled many of the gaps. Leaving behind their sleek and deadly longships, the Viking settlers traveled to Iceland in their ship-of-all-work, the knarr, which they fondly called the “goat of the sea” for her ability to bound over the waves. Absent from the prows were the monstrous figureheads whose main purpose was to instill dread. When the Icelanders got around to drawing up a legal code, one of the first laws adopted forbade approaching land “with gaping heads and yawning jaws, so that the spirits of the land grow frightened of them.”
During a good twenty-four-hour day of fresh breezes, a smartly crewed knarr could cover upward of 150 miles, for an average of better than five knots. Thus, it was often possible to make the crossing from Norway in five or six days. One saga reported a crossing from More, Norway, to western Iceland, a distance of 730 nautical miles, in four days and four nights - which averages out to an impressive 7.5 knots. A voyage from the Faroes might take as little as two days and two nights.
Nevertheless, the Vikings were braving some of the world’s most difficult waters, with only rudimentary navigational instructions. It was assumed that any Viking seafarer could reach the Faroes. With those islands as a landmark, it was simple enough - even with the primitive Norse devices for calculating direction - to steer northwest until Iceland hove into sight. But all of this was far more easily said than done. Fierce storms in the North Atlantic often blew the Iceland-bound emigrants far off course - or crushed their craft to splinters. Nor was the sight of Iceland any assurance of a safe landfall at journey’s end. Still more perils attended the Vikings as they felt their way through Iceland’s wicked reefs and shifting sandbars, and probed into rock fjords in their quest for the sight and sweet scent of grass on which to make their claims and husband their animals.
Among the most renowned settlers was a great matriarch named Aud the Deep-Minded, whose tale in the Laxdaela Saga speaks for Viking character and fortitude and for the bountiful haven the Vikings found in Iceland. Aud was the daughter of Ketil Flatnose, a mighty Norwegian who had fled with his family from Harald Fairhair and had established dominance over the Hebrides. Her son, Thorstein the Red, ruled a vast domain in Scotland in alliance with a Viking earl named Sigurd, and Aud might not have considered Iceland had not a bizarre calamity struck.
         
In the course of the incessant battles of the day, Sigurd challenged a Scottish earl, known to the Vikings as Melbrikta Tusk (because he had one huge protruding tooth), to combat with forty horses on each side. With typical Viking guile Sigurd put two men on each horse, overwhelmed the enemy, cut off Melbrikta’s head and hung it from his saddle bows. But then as he galloped on in the pride of victory, the dead man’s tooth pierced his calf. Before long, the wound festered and he died.
Thorstein attempted to go it alone, and, for a time, he was victorious over the Scots, gaining a treaty of peace with his enemies. But the Scots did not honor the treaty for long. One day they descended on Thorstein at Caithness, and, there, catching him off guard, slew the Viking chieftain.
         
Deprived of her protectors, Aud seemed at the mercy of her enemies. They encircled her late son’s Caithness domain and were already savoring the joys of dividing the treasure when she slipped through their fingers. She had hidden a ship in a forest by the sea. While her foes slumbered, she launched it on a dark night and loaded it with all her valuables and set sail with her grandchildren and an armed band of faithful followers. “It is generally thought,” says the Laxdaela Saga, “that it would be hard to find another example of a woman escaping from such hazards with so much wealth and such a large retinue. From this it can be seen what a paragon among women she was.”
         
Aud sailed off to the northern seas. In the Orkneys, she married off one of her granddaughters to the earl who ruled the isles; in the Faroes, she married off another to a wealthy landowner. But she felt cramped in both places, and now she listened to news of empty lands in Iceland waiting for a bold hand to seize them. Two of her brothers had already gone there, and the indomitable matriarch now followed them, sailing another 240 miles across the storm-tossed ocean.
It was a harrowing voyage and a still rougher arrival: Her ship struck a reef and sank. But she scrambled safely to shore with her remaining grandchildren, twenty retainers, and a number of slaves, and most of her precious (and now well-traveled) goods. She found her way to the farmhouse of one brother, Helgi, and he offered to put her up - but told her he could take only nine of her companions. She called him a mean-minded, misbegotten disgrace to the family, turned on her heel, and stalked out of the house. Then she went over the narrow rocky trials to her other brother, Bjorn, and he invited her to stay with all of her companions, “for,” says the Laxdaela Saga, “he knew his sister’s nature.” She remained with him for a while, then she went exploring the empty lands to the west, sailing from one headland to another, laying claim to every river valley that struck her fancy and lighting ritual bonfires to establish her ownership.
         
The fertile territories she had surveyed and laid claim to were immense - a tract some 180 square miles. She parceled this land out on a lavish scale to her faithful companions and to her slaves, showing particular favor to a Scottish nobleman whom her son had captured years before and whom she now set free. When she married off one of her last granddaughters, she gave her a whole river valley as dowry.
Upon the coming of age of her dear departed Thorstein’s youngest son, a boy named Olaf, she chose a wife for him and gave a great feast. Families of pioneers came from great distances at her invitation. She got up late that day, saw to it that prodigious quantities of ale were poured out to guests, then stomped off to bed, stout and stately. In the morning, her grandson found her sitting bolt upright in bed, quite dead, a matriarch to the last.
In the days of the pioneers like Aud, land was free for the asking. As private practice or as public policy, this was profligate, and it only could lead to quarrels and killings. With the passage of time and the arrival of more and more Norsemen competing for space, strict limits had to be imposed. It was finally decreed that a man could claim only so much ground as he could travel on foot in a single day while carrying a lighted torch. The stipulations in the new rule for a woman provided that she could claim only such territory as she could cover in a day while leading a two-year-old cow.
Still, those early Icelanders may perhaps be forgiven for thinking there was more than enough land for everyone. Iceland is a very large island: 325 miles at its longest point from east to west, 185 miles at its widest point from north to south - 39,758 square miles in land area. Yet, that mass was deceiving: Fully one-eighth of the land was overlaid by lava beds, another one eighth by glaciers, and much of the rest by volcanic mountains, lifeless sands, rock-littered moraines, and other topographic waste. Thus, of the entire area, less than 7,000 square miles was habitable, much less arable.
But along the sea’s edge, on the flanks of the fjords thrusting deep into the interior, even on the lower slopes of the mountains, grew the precious grass that meant life for the Icelanders. Here, too, the settlers could cultivate grains. There was a rolling green-and-gold beauty to these lands that could swell the heart of even the most hardheaded and pragmatic of Icelanders. It was in expression of his love for his farmstead that Gunnar of Hlidarendi, hero of one of the most beautiful of all Icelandic literary works, Njáls Saga, chose death over life. Involved in one blood feud after another, Gunnar was finally condemned to exile for his slayings. As he rode away from his farms, his horse stumbled and turned, and Gunnar looked back at the grassy hills above his farm. “Fair is the slope,” he said, “and never has it seemed more fair to me, the cornfields pale and the meadows mowed. I shall ride back home and not leave it.” He returned in full knowledge that his enemies would soon kill him. And so they did in an overwhelming attack - but only after his wife, a mean, vengeful woman, had refused him a lock of her hair to twist into his broken bowstring. She had never forgiven the time he had slapped her in a fit of anger many years before.
         
On the grass and grains, Icelandic livestock not only survived but evidently prospered. The sagas tell of a farmer who set about tallying his sheep, finally tired of counting and stopped at 2,400. Another, while exploring for a new homestead, “put a couple of pigs ashore, a boar by the name of Solvi and a sow, and when they were found three years later in Solvadal” - Solvi’s Valley - “all told there were seventy of them.”
The grass, roots and all, contributed the main building material, sod, for Icelandic homes. The forests of which the sagas sang were, in fact, coastal and streamside stands of puny, stunted, soft-wooded willow and birch. After a few years, the land was denuded even of these, and it was a miraculous event, worthy of recording in the Landnamabok, when a tree more than 100 feet long drifted ashore. In the whole of Iceland, there was not a single oak or elm that could be used to make the massive roof beams of a traditional Norse long house. Iceland’s ubiquitous rock, piles and piles of it in every field, was as useless for home building as its scrubby trees. It was volcanic in origin and thus soft and porous. But the Icelandic turf was quite another matter: It could be dug thick and solid with dirt or cut carpet thin and tough.
         
The sod house developed by the Icelandic Vikings was generally convex, the slope of its sides gentle enough to deflect the wind and permit children and sheep to clamber to the rooftop to play or graze on the still-growing grass. It was anywhere between forty and 100 feet in length, with turf walls three to six feet thick. The only windows were in the ends, simple holes papered over with translucent membrane from the birth sack of a calf. In the middle of the floor was a hearth, around which the women squatted while the men sat on benches. This hearth, fueled by dried sheep dung, was for warmth and socializing. Meals were usually cooked - the Vikings preferred boiled to roasted meat - elsewhere, in pits at the ends of the long central room. The floor was set at a higher level along the sides than in the center and was divided by stone or wooden partitions into sleeping compartments. As society developed in the tenth and eleventh centuries, other rooms - lobbies, kitchens, sculleries, storerooms - were added to the main hall. Nevertheless, even the best accommodations could only have been low, dark, and smoky, and they must have contributed much to the Vikings natural ill temper.
The Icelandic sagas exalt Icelandic heroes. But even heroes must earn a living, and, although they certainly did not beat their swords into plowshares, the settlers did take to the grinding agrarian life with a determination that knew no rank. “It was then the custom,” says a saga, “for rich men’s sons to put their hands to something useful.” No one was surprised to see a highborn man tending his flocks or seeding or spreading manure on his fields. The Hávamál, a collection of sayings supposedly handed down by Odin, god of knowledge, is a veritable fount of homely pioneer observation and advice, with even a salting of human. “Two goals and a poor-roofed cot,” it advises, “are better than begging.” “A man with few helpers must rise early and look to his work.” “Out in the fields I gave my clothes to two scarecrows. The thought themselves champions once they had trappings. A naked man is shorn of confidence.”
         
Prototypical of Iceland’s pioneer farmers was Skallagrim Kveldulfsson, father of the great warrior-poet, Egil Skallagrimsson, and the hero of Egil’s Saga. Skallagrim was a huge, dark, bald, ugly man of enormous strength. The saga recounts how once, needing an anvil for a smithy he had built, he dived into the waters of a fjord and came up with a boulder such as four ordinary men could not lift. He was also a man of towering temper, and it is not difficult to imagine the many and bloody fights that eventually resulted in his being forced to depart from Norway.
         
In selecting his property in Iceland, Skallagrim followed not the traditional pillars but rather the coffin of his father, who had died during the voyage. The coffin was tripped over the side at sea, and it came ashore at one of the most felicitous places in all Iceland, rich with grass and sweet water. In the days before limits, Skallagrim promptly claimed a 400-square mile territory - “all the land,” according to the saga, “bounded by the rivers right down to the sea.”
As it turned out, Skallagrim was much more than a mere blood-lusting warrior. And now, as farmer, blacksmith, fisherman, boat builder, and sailor, he was in his natural element. On his claim was extensive marshland, teeming with wild fowl and broad pastures for livestock; farther inland the mountain streams were choked with salmon and trout. “Skallagrim,” says the saga, “was a great man for hard work. He always had a good number of men working for him to get in all available provisions that might be useful for the household, for in the early stages, they had little livestock, considering how many of them were there.”
Because of the lack of suitable wooded land, most Icelanders depended upon Norway for their boats. But Skallagrim was doubly fortunate. Not only was he a master shipwright, but he also found a treasure-trove of driftwood on part of his land. “So he built and ran another farm at Alptanes,” continues the saga, “and from there his men went out fishing and seal hunting and collecting the eggs of wild fowl, for there was plenty of everything.” His third farm he built by the sea in an even more favorable location for finding driftwood and whales.
“As Skallagrim’s livestock grew in number, the animals started making for the mountains in the summer. He found a big difference in the livestock, which were much better and fatter when grazing up in the moorland, and, above all, in the sheep that wintered in the mountain valleys instead of being driven down. As a result, Skallagrim had a farm built near the mountains and ran it as a sheep farm. So the wealth of Skallagrim rested on a good many foundations.”
From the wind-swept sheep runs of farms such as Skallagrim’s came Iceland’s principal export: wool. And within the fantasies of the later sagas lies a pleasant little story with a ring of truth. One summer in the 960s, an Icelandic ship arrived at Hardanger, Norway, with a cargo of great, shaggy, woven-wool cloaks - for which the traders could find no buyers. Their leader complained of his ill fortune to King Harald - a later and more benign Harald that the fearsome Fairhair of earlier history. And this Harald, being, says the saga, “very condescending and full of fun,” came with a retinue to inspect the goods. “Will you give me a present of one of these gray cloaks?” he asked. “Willingly,” the man replied. The king wrapped the cloak around his regal shoulders and departed - but only after every man in his following had purchased a gray cloak for himself. “In a few days,” says the saga, “so many men came to buy cloaks that not half of them could be served with what they wanted.” For having thus set a style - to the Icelanders’ considerable profit - the king became known to history as Harald Graycloak.
         
Even as they turned their hand to the shear and the plow, the Icelanders remained a people of the sea. It had brought them to the new land, it sustained them there, and it was their commercial link to European markets. The cod and salmon that teemed in Iceland’s waters were domestic dietary staples and, when salted, a valuable export. Wild swans and other aquatic birds provided their feathers for quill pens, and the down of Iceland’s eider ducks filled the feather beds of Europe. Ivory from the tusks of Iceland’s walruses sold at premium prices. Seals gave their skins, and every so often a floe-born polar bear’s luxuriant fur was worth a king’s ransom.
There were enormous and magnificent white falcons, the finest in all the world for hawking, a sport that was almost as popular as war with European kings and nobles of the day. And drifting ice packs sometimes crowded whales onto Iceland’s beaches, providing the islanders with a feast and with oil for use both at home and in foreign trade.
Although the average Icelander was a hard-working farmer and trader, he was also the son of Vikings, with his ancestors’ lust for wandering and adventure in his blood. From time to time, if his farm was in good hands - or even if it was not - he would sail off across the broad sea to the British Isles and continental Europe.
Many Icelanders simply headed in the direction of the nearest fight. Everyone knew and cherished the story of the Icelander named Thorstein, son of Hall, who in 1014 fought in the Viking army at the Battle of Clontarf, near Dublin. While his comrades were in headlong flight, he stooped down calmly to tighten his bootlaces. The victorious Irish came upon him and asked why he was not fleeing with the rest. “Because,” he said, “I can’t get home tonight since my home is out in Iceland.” Admiring his coolness, they spared his life.
         
And there was Halldor Snorrason, another Icelander, who had gone as far as a man could go in Christendom to join the Varangian Guard, which protected the emperor in Constantinople. He formed a bluff and hearty friendship there with Harald Hardrada, commander of the guard. When Harald later became king of Norway, Halldor stayed with him. But Harald as king was less of a friend, and he was also late in paying Halldor some money he owed him. The dauntless Icelander burst with drawn sword into the king’s bedroom and forced the queen to give him the solid-gold ring on her finger. Then he was down to the docks and off on his ship home to Iceland. The king’s men, in three longships, tried to catch him but soon gave up the chase. Halldor lived comfortably on his farm. Though Harald often urged him to come back and promised him a higher position than anyone else in the land not nobly born, he always refused. Said Halldor, the crafty Viking, “I know his temper well enough; he’ll keep his promise and hang me on the highest gallows.”
         
There was a steady flow of tough, clever, and self-reliant young men from Iceland to Norway. The Icelander Hrut Herjolfsson shared the bed of Gunnhild, the queen mother of Norway, and returned a rich man. Years later, his nephew Olaf Peacock found the queen just as amorous and just as generous. Olaf’s son Kjartan made the voyage to Norway, too, taking half shares in a cargo ship. One day he went swimming in the icy river off the port of Nidaros - now Trondheim - and noticed an especially strong swimmer in a group ahead of him. He decided to challenge him to a typically Viking sport.
         
As related in the Laxdaela Saga, “He made for this man and forced him underwater at once and held him there for a while before letting go of him. No sooner had they come to the surface than this man seized hold of Kjartan and pulled him down, and they stayed under for what seemed to Kjartan a reasonable time. They surfaced for a second time, and still they exchanged no words. Then they went under a third time, and now they stayed down much longer than before. Kjartan was no longer sure how this game would end and felt that he had never been in such a tight corner before. At last, they came to the surface and swam ashore.” As they stood on the bank, the man praised Kjartan for his strength and courage and revealed that he was none other than the king of Norway, Olaf Tryggvason, the greatest Viking of his age. He gave Kjartan his richly embroidered cloak and showered him with favors afterward.
         
Olaf may have been moved by something more than admiration for the young man’s strength and pluck, just as Harald Graycloak may have been interested in something more than setting a new style in men’s fashions in his kingdom. As kings of Norway, they knew that most of the Icelandic colonists had come from their land, and they felt a natural urge to extend their dominion over Iceland as they had gradually done over the Shetlands, the Orkneys, and the Faroes.
But the Icelanders were far away, and, at this time, in the flush of their success as colonists and as traders and as Vikings, they felt safe and self-reliant. They had no wish for any foreign master and desired to remain, as one of them put it, “free of kings and criminals.” Moreover, on their outpost of civilization, they had established a self-governing republic, something Europe had not seen since the early days of Rome.
Geography had dictated that Iceland be a land of isolated farmsteads - of many farmers separated from their neighbors by river, fjord, glacier, or mountain, and forced to rely primarily on themselves for subsistence and security. But each settler was aware at the same time of being part of a larger community. Every June, after collecting the sea birds’ eggs and after the sheep had been driven upland to their summer pastures, every farmer would gather up his family and some of his servants and slaves and set off on a long, pony-backed journey to a spectacular, sunken, blackland plain just thirty miles from present-day Reykjavik.
Here, beginning in 930, was held the meeting of the Althing, the people’s general assembly. Following the oral and mnemonic tradition that gave rise to the sagas, an elected law speaker would each year recite from memory one third of the legal code of the land; the entire code took three years, and then a new man would start again.
If necessary, the laws were amended. Suits were brought and adjudicated, marriages and other business deals were arranged and gossip exchanged, to an accompaniment of games and merrymaking and sometimes bloody fights over grievances old and new.
The Althing was Western Europe’s first parliament. It was by no means democratic, for all real power was vested in thirty-six prominent landowners. Such a landowner, called a godi (priest), maintained a god’s shrine on his property. The godi’s function was to protect the interests of the neighboring, smaller farmers. In return, the thirty-six had a right to demand the help of their neighbors in their own disputes and feuds.
         
This arrangement was not ironclad and immutable, as it was in feudal Europe. If a godi was weak or unreliable, his men could, and often did, transfer their allegiance to another. Nor was the average Icelandic farmer afraid of speaking up to his own or any other godi when he felt his family honor was at stake. There was more freedom of both thought and deed in Iceland than in virtually any other nation on earth at that time.
There was one grave weakness in the structure of the Icelandic commonwealth, however, one that would, after three centuries, of health and prosperity, lead to anarchy and the loss of national independence. The Althing was both parliament and high court, and it lacked an executive branch to enforce its decisions. Iceland had no army, no navy, no police, no taxes, and no civil service of any kind. A blessed state, some would say. But it meant that if a man won a lawsuit at the Althing, he had no way to enforce the judgment or collect payment if the other party chose to be stubborn - no way, that is, unless he and his friends were strong enough to overawe the opponent and if necessary overcome him by brute force. This, in turn, could lead to attacks and counterattacks, battles, burnings, ambushes, killings, maimings, and endless bloodshed.
Feuds remained very much a party of daily life for these proud, touchy, battle-hardened men. And they could go on for generations - and leap far overseas, as in the tale of Grettir the Strong and his brother.
Grettir was a great warrior, and a conqueror of trolls and ghosts. But, alas, while exorcising a spirit, he fell under its spell, and thereafter was plagued by a murderous temper that soon got him outlawed. For twenty years, Grettir roamed the bleak interior until, at last, he returned to civilization - where his enemies quickly found him and slew him.
His slayer, who soon became an outlaw himself, thereupon went off to Constantinople via Norway and, for an adventure, enlisted in the Varangian Guard. But Grettir’s half brother, who lived in Norway, swore vengeance. He embarked for the same destination, and he, too, enlisted in the Guard.
One day as they were lining up for parade, the killer boastfully pointed out the nick in his sword where it had broken Grettir’s skull. The brother asked to inspect the weapon. When it was handed over, he brought it down on the killer’s own skull. Redeeming family honor came before obedience to the regulations of any emperor, and the soldiers of the Guard loudly defended the deed of Grettir’s brother.
There were only two ways of settling feuds, short of the complete extermination of one or the other party. One was a formal reconciliation, either privately or at the Althing, with payment of wergild, or “blood money” for each man slain. The other was for the Althing to declare one party guilty and condemn him to an existence outside the protection of the law for a period of years or for life - “unfeedable,” as the law put it, “unferriable, unfit for all help and shelter.”
         
An outlaw might choose to disregard this decree, and many roamed the wilderness of Iceland’s interior for years, living off blackmail and robbery. But such a man was fair game for anybody. He could be killed in any fashion at any time, and no retribution money need be paid. Restless and desperate, hungering for refuge, some outlaws turned their eyes to the west, across trackless oceans. And it was an outlaw named Eirik the Red who led the way.
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