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Introduction 

Welcome to my self-learning project on humanity’s development. This is my 

attempt to identify and understand history’s most significant thinkers, movers and 

shakers in the fields of philosophy, religion, politics, science and discovery.  

There’s still room for more suggestions about who to include, especially from 

cultural traditions other than my own Western, Christian tradition. In fact I’d really 

welcome advice about who to add from other cultural traditions as I’m sure there 

are many very significant individuals I’ve not yet heard of. If you can think of 

someone who really ought to be included here please feel free to leave suggestions 

on my blog: www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com. However I’m happy to say that 

I already have a list of names to cover stretching back over four and a half 

thousand years. 

The plan is to be both light-hearted and irreverent whilst still keeping the basic 

facts accurate. Sometimes I’ll be serious and sometimes I’ll be silly. I’ll be taking 

a very brief look at everyone from Jesus to Darwin, from Alfred the Great to St. 

Thomas Aquinas and a whole host of other people too. 

This is going to be a journey of discovery like no other I’ve ever embarked upon. 

As usual I’ll be blogging as I go so do please feel free to comment, correct any 

errors I might make or suggest other people to be included. I find that social 

media responses (either via the blog, Twitter or Facebook) are a vitally important 

part of my self-education projects. Either way, whether you comment or not do 

feel free to subscribe and share my journey through history with me. It promises 

to be fascinating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. 

This is my attempt to learn – not to teach. 

I anticipate mistakes in these short biographies. 

Please feel free to correct me as I go. 

You can leave your comments at 

www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com 
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Charlemagne (742 - 814) 

The name Charlemagne is a contraction of the Frankish name Carolus Magnus 

(Charles the Great/Charles le Magne). It’s a title that Charles I richly deserved. 

This one ruler united much of modern France, Italy and Germany. Eventually he 

became the Holy Roman Emperor and even managed to make inroads into Al-

Andalus (Muslim Spain), albeit briefly. In fact when the Muslims pushed North 

from Al-Andalus into modern France it was Charlemagne’s forces that stopped 

them, driving the Moors back into the Iberian Peninsula. 

Charles the Great stood 6’4” in height – tall by today’s standards but a veritable 

giant at the time. The average height for men in 8th century Europe was around 

5’6” which meant he towered almost a full foot in height over most of his subjects. 

He was skilled in battle, presumably his height gave him a pretty big advantage 

anyway, and also a tactical genius and extremely proficient statesman. 

Charlemagne is famous for so many things that it’s difficult to know where to start. 

He founded the Palace School at Aachen alongside much more that was of benefit 

to those he ruled. His commitment to order and unification throughout his Empire 

was remarkable for the time and his policy of opening the Aachen complex to all 

social ranks was remarkable progressive for the time. His successful campaign 

against the invading Muslims of Al Andalus almost certainly prevented further 

Islamic expansion into Christendom. His model of expansionist government, based 

upon the ancient Roman model, reintroduced the concept of working with rather 

than against existing local leaders and was much more benign than other rulers 

of the period. Charlemagne was a great supporter of the church and even 

introduced a legal basis for tithing (taxing subjects for the church) and sent 

missionaries into Pagan lands in the name of Jesus. 

Perhaps the most significant of Charlemagne’s achievements was his impact upon 

knowledge and education. In fact that’s just about the only thing he did that 

survived him by more than a couple of generations. His empire disintegrated into 

a host of smaller kingdoms within a few decades of his death and with it most of 

his legal achievements disappeared too. But his love of learning had a lasting 

impact both for the good and for the bad. 

Charlemagne’s policy of finding, copying, standardising and disseminating great 

texts has left a lasting legacy. This commitment to knowledge and to education 

has come to be known as the Carolingian renaissance, a period of enlightenment 

and rediscovery of the classics that prefigured the later European renaissance by 

700 years. Arguably, without the dedication of this great Emperor there would 

have been precious little to rediscover in the later renaissance anyway. That was 

the good part of his legacy. 

The bad part relates to what we now might call a ‘brain drain’. Charlemagne 

actively sought out the greatest scholars throughout Christendom and brought 

them to his court at Aachen where they communicated and wrote in Latin – the 

only language they all had in common. This effectively robbed their home 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/27/civilisation-68-al-andalus-muslim-spain-founded-711/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/27/civilisation-68-al-andalus-muslim-spain-founded-711/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/civilisation-35-jesus-of-nazareth/
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countries of the best minds and also made future discovery inaccessible to most 

of their native countrymen. It was difficult enough in those days to find someone 

who could read and write in the vernacular tongue, let alone in Latin. 

By working so hard to unify scholasticism the emperor actually limited its scope 

and when his empire disappeared the culture of learning he’d inspired disappeared 

with it. The books remained but the commitment to learning in the countries he’d 

drawn his scholars like Alcuin from had been seriously damaged. 

 

 

Offa – King of Mercia (730 - 796) 

What were you doing at the age of 27? I was a first year student desperately 

trying to learn the difference between my arse and my elbow. Fortunately nobody 

trusted me with any real responsibility for anything, let alone a whole kingdom. 

But then my name isn’t Offa. 

Born in 730, the son of Thingfrith and the cousin of King Aethelbald of Mercia, Offa 

ascended the throne following his royal cousin’s murder at the hands of a 

particularly unhelpful bloke called Beornraed. Ironically enough, Beornraed was 

one of his unfortunate victim’s own bodyguard.  

Aethelbald had reigned for four decades and kept a passable peace. It seems he 

was a lover, not a fighter. Unfortunately his pacifistic love-in extended to other 

peoples’ wives and to several nuns too. All of this seemed like a bit of a rum do to 

Boniface (later St. Boniface) who appears to have organised his murder along with 

someone or other from Athelbald’s own royal house. 

From 757 – 771 King Offa busied himself consolidating and fortifying his kingdom 

and his rule. Then, once his position was secure he went on the offensive. 

First he attacked and overcome the rebellious people of Hastings on the South 

coast. Then he turned his attention to the unruly Kentish warriors and soon 

subdued them as well. Then it was the turn of the West Saxons and finally the 

Welsh. Offa’s may not have been the largest empire the world had ever known 

but his expansion and consolidation of relatively large parts of Southern England 

was instrumental in laying the borders of England itself. His famous dyke marked 

the border between England and Wales along a route that remains almost identical 

today. 

Offa’s kingdom was important in that for the first time he united large swathes of 

England from the south coast to East Anglia and as far North as the Midlands. He 

even created a new Bishopric (Lichfield) with the blessing of the Pope in Rome. 

It wasn’t all plain sailing though and his kingdom was fraught with rebellion. Kent 

regains its independence in 796 on the occasion of Offa’s death but the bulk of his 

united England stays together, albeit leaderless for a time. 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/27/alcuin-of-york-735-804/
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Muḥammad ibn Mūsā al-Khwārizmī (780 - 850) 

Muḥammad ibn Mūsā al-Khwārizmī was one of those historical figures that many 

modern Europeans like to pretend never existed. He was a Muslim scholar in the 

Baghdad House of Wisdom (which we shall discover later in this series). He is 

famous for his contributions to mathematics, astronomy, geography and 

geometry.  

His most well-known book, translated twice into Latin by medieval scholars 

concerned algorithmic logic and is the reason that some modern thinkers have 

credited him with the first, faltering steps toward the modern computer. Without 

al-Khwārizmī’s algorithms modern computer programmes and even computer 

codes would be impossible. The book was entitled Hisab al-Jabr wa-al-Muqabala 

in Arabic, the middle section being preserved in English as ‘Algebra’ – another of 

al-Khwārizmī’s inventions.  

The great man’s approach to algebra has resulted in much more than merely the 

psychological torture of schoolchildren. It is the foundation of countless 

mathematical operations involving a range of disciplines from statistical analysis 

(a fundamental tool of modern science) to engineering, navigation technology and 

even artistic design. In his own time he employed his algebraic algorithms to 

practical problems of the time such as dividing inheritances according to complex 

familial relationships and hierarchies or working out astronomical positions. He 

even designed and computed logarithmic tables (without the aid of a calculator) 

His influential book contained hundreds of worked examples of both algorithmic 

and geometric equations. 

In addition to his mathematical achievements al-Khwārizmī also developed 

significant advances in geography and cartography. It was he who oversaw the 

creation of a map of the world (as he knew it). This massive project involved 

literally dozens of cartographers working under al-Khwārizmī’s supervision and 

guidance. He also calculated the true positions of the sun and moon, predicted 

their future positions in his own astronomical almanac and represented a 

significant improvement on the previous, much less accurate, Ptolemaic 

perspective. The resulting work allowed him to develop calendars, accurate 

calculation points for sundials and even several tools based upon optics and 

shadows for thee use in contemporary architecture and surveying. It was due to 

al-Khwārizmī’s developments that the practice of using sundials to denote and 

standardise the time for Muslim prayers began. 
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Vikings raid Lindisfarne (793) 

It was June 793 and the world was about to change in ways that many of its 

inhabitants could never have imagined. The raid on Lindisfarne’s remote 

monastery wasn’t the first time that the Scandinavian ‘North men’ had raided 

across the North Sea but it did mark the beginning of a sustained campaign of 

raiding, conquest and expansion that lasted for full two centuries.  

Responding to a complex combination of stressors including population growth, 

food shortages and climactic pressure, these warlike invaders found rich and easy 

pickings in the relatively undefended agricultural and religious communities of 

Northern Britain.  With limited opportunities for success at home, increasing 

numbers of young Danes, Swedes and Norwegians chose instead to go ‘a-Viking’ 

(raiding). 

These complex social and economic pressures meant nothing to the monks and 

peasants of England. They had a very different way to explain the sudden and 

sustained attacks. They thought that the people of England had brought it upon 

themselves. According to Acluin of York… 

"Either this is the beginning of greater tribulation, or else the sins of the 

inhabitants have called it upon them. Truly it has not happened by chance, but it 

is a sign that it was well merited by someone. But now, you who are left, stand 

manfully, fight bravely, defend the camp of God." 

(Alcuin of York in a letter to Bishop Higbald of Lindisfarne, dated 793) 

This idea that the Vikings were the instruments of God’s wrath visited upon a sinful 

population seemed to be supported by earlier omens and portents of doom. 

Medieval Christendom was a superstitious society, given to magical thinking and 

assumptions about the hidden (or not so hidden) meanings of storms, comets and 

even unusual tides. In 793… 

“…. came dreadful fore-warnings over the land of the Northumbrians, terrifying 

the people most woefully: these were immense sheets of light rushing through 

the air, and whirlwinds, and fiery dragons flying across the firmament. These 

tremendous tokens were soon followed by a great famine: and not long after, on 

the sixth day before the ides of January in the same year, the harrowing inroads 

of heathen men made lamentable havoc in the church of God in Holy-island, by 

rapine and slaughter."  

(Anglo-Saxon chronicle) 

Of course, the idea of ‘fiery dragons flying across the firmament’ seems a bit far-

fetched to modern readers. It’s important to remember that this entry was written 

some time after the events it described and is likely to have been the result of 

rumour and fancy rather than eyewitness accounts. This most probably also 

explains the glaring error in dating the Lindisfarne attack. It wasn’t January793 – 

it was June. 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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What mattered to the Anglo Saxons wasn’t accuracy of the accounts so much as 

the symbolic meaning. And for uneducated peasants and religiose monks that 

meaning was clear. They had sinned and were facing divine punishment as a 

result. 

This is a theme we’ll come across time and again through our journey through 

history. Religious communities tend to explain everything through the filter of 

divine favour or wrath. And when they do the social changes that result can be 

profound. 

Over the next two centuries social customs, lifestyles and national boundaries, not 

only in Britain but all across Europe and even into the Middle East and Russia 

would be changed forever. New nations would form, new kingdoms would be 

defined and new types of warfare, of religious identity and international 

allegiances. Welcome to the Viking Diaspora! 
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Bayt al-Hikma: ‘The House of Wisdom’, Baghdad (810) 

Earlier we looked at the early medieval library and educational opportunities to be 

found at the great court of Charlemagne at Aachen. In today’s post we examine 

the Islamic world’s equivalent – the great ‘House of wisdom’ in Baghdad. 

This marvellous institution of learning was founded under the Abbasid dynastic 

Caliphate in the Islamic Golden Age. For four hundred years it thrived, playing 

host to Jewish and Christian scholars as well as Muslims. Just as Charlemagne had 

translated great works into Latin so many more classics were rendered into Arabic 

at the House of wisdom. Indeed, it is only because of this process that many of 

the world’s most influential texts have survived at all. 

But it wasn’t just copying that went on at the House of wisdom. Baghdad’s great 

seat of learning also produced original work and its learned adherents contributed 

to a large number of fields of study. They made original advancements in 

medicine, philosophy, mathematics, chemistry, archeology, history, geography, 

astronomy and general sciences. This model of treasuring old knowledge and 

developing new understandings predated the Western university system (which 

essentially does the same thing) by centuries. Within just a few decades the House 

of Wisdom became the biggest library in the world – hence its popularity among 

scholars from diverse traditions, lands and religious persuasions. And the House 

of Wisdom welcomed them all. 

Its role wasn’t just passive though. Scholars from the House of Wisdom were 

heavily involved in the life of the city. They provided scientific, architectural, 

medical, political, educational and other services in return for their ‘keep’ in a 

reciprocal system that outshone anything in the contemporary world. 

Under the Abbasid dynasty the House of Wisdom was well funded – to the point 

that it became possible for men of letters (and even women of letters, come to 

that) to make a living purely from scholasticism. It’s significant that women 

scholars also studied at Baghdad during this period. Their counterparts in 

Christendom were banned from higher education and wouldn’t be allowed to take 

academic degrees in Christian Europe until as late as the nineteenth century.  

Caliph Al Ma’Mun, who reigned from 813 – 833, had a lifelong, personal 

commitment to science, knowledge and education that undoubtedly helped the 

development of this great centre of learning.  

In 1258, after four and a half centuries of scholastic excellence the House of 

Wisdom was destroyed by the Mongols after a two week siege of Baghdad. This 

act of vandalism rivalled the Crusader’s destruction of the great library of 

Alexandria in the damage it did to human knowledge. There is no way to know 

just how many great works were lost to posterity, their only copies thrown into 

the River Tigris by an invading army who had no idea of their immense intellectual 

value. 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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Thabit ibn Qurra (826 - 901) 

What would motivate you to study astronomy? How about religious belief? What 

if you worshipped the stars? 

Al-Sabi Thabit ibn Qurra al-Harrani was a Sabian. He worshipped the stars and 

that’s why he studied them. That makes sense, doesn’t it? Unfortunately his 

religious views got him into quite a lot of trouble in his homeland (he was convicted 

of heresy and forced to recant). 

Fluent in Sariac, Arabic and Greek he was a genuine scholar and so it’s not 

surprising that he found his way to Baghdad (from his native Harran in modern 

Turkey) and, of course, the House of Wisdom. Here he studied medicine and 

mathematics as well as his beloved astronomy. This was the scholar who more or 

less single-handedly converted astronomy from a ‘woolly’ collection of 

assumptions about constellations into the hard-nosed, mathematically driven 

science it remains today. 

Thabit seems to have laid the foundations for many of the more sophisticated 

principles of modern mathematics including principles of statistics, ratios, calculus, 

geometry, ‘spherical trigonometry’ (whatever that means!!) and, of course 

astrological measurement. It was he who used mathematical principles to correct 

Ptolemy’s principles and even calculated a significantly more accurate 

approximation of the size of the earth itself. He also studied and taught on subjects 

such as philosophy, religion, ethics and politics – not to mention languages, the 

field of study that had first brought him to the attention of scholars at the House 

of Wisdom. Thabit also built extensively upon the work of previous Greek scholars 

like Pythagoras, Archimedes, Aristotle and Plato.  

 

 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/05/01/civilisation-46-ptolemy/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/01/12/civilisation-8-pythagoras/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/03/02/civilisation-27-archimedes/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/02/11/civilisation20-the-amazing-aristotle/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/01/24/civilisation-16-plato-the-man-in-the-middle/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                11 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 4) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

Gardar Svavarsson (9th century) 

Now there’s a name to conjure with! Gardar Svavarsson is famous for being the 

first Icelander, even though there were Inuit living on Iceland before (and after) 

his arrival. What is true is that he was the first Scandinavian to get there, mainly 

because he got lost and discovered the place (which he named Garðarshólmi after 

himself) when a storm blew him off course from Denmark. 

Being a thorough sort of bloke Gardar sailed right round his new discovery before 

landing, founding the first settlement around 1150 years ago in 865(ish). 

Gardar only stayed in Iceland for a few months before quite literally sailing off the 

pages of recorded history. There are no further records of him or his exploits. 

However his son, Uni (also Danish) was involved in a later bid to become Earl of 

Iceland under the protection of the Norwegian King. This didn’t go well and Uni 

soon ended up dead – I imagine he wasn’t best pleased about that. 

In spite of the half-hearted and shaky beginnings (Gardar legged it and Uni got 

killed), Iceland did pretty well for itself over the centuries. It was the site of the 

first national parliament (sorry to my fellow Englishmen but it wasn’t us). It was 

the place where Inuit and Europeans came together in mutual benefit until 

medieval Christendom arrived and prevented such contact. That didn’t go well for 

the Icelanders who were subsequently forbidden by the church to use the Inuit’s 

Pagan survival strategies and died in huge numbers as a result. 

This unfortunate interference by religious authorities with little or no 

understanding of Icelandic conditions also resulted in the beginnings of 

widespread deforestation for which Iceland is still paying the price. 

On a happier note, Iceland was the only European nation that prosecuted bankers 

and allowed banks to go bust following the financial crash of 2006. That seems to 

be why its economy recovered so quickly. 

Well done Iceland. Nice one, lads! 
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Ragnar Lothbrok  (9th century) 

Will the real Ragnar Lothbrok please stand up? 

The further back into history we reach the harder it is to be sure of the information 

we find. This becomes even more difficult when the society in question wasn’t too 

keen on writing things down. Such is the case with 9th century Vikings. 

It’s not that the Vikings had no method of writing – they did. They used runes, 

glyphs that had particular meanings and that doubled as votive tools and non-

alphabetic writing. However it seems that the adaptability of the early runes was 

limited and it wasn’t until the 13th century that we begin to see Runic writing of a 

sort that might be recognisable as prose. 

In the case of Ragnar Lothbrok and his 9th century contemporaries we are left with 

very limited (and potentially quite unreliable) sources. These are: 

 Oral tradition handed down through the centuries (and quite possibly 

distorted and embellished in the process); 

 Written history recorded by more literate societies (who were generally 

enemies of the Vikings and so quite plausibly biased in their accounts). 

None the less the stories that emerge from the Viking dark ages are dramatic, 

exciting, vividly colourful and extremely entertaining – not that I’d have liked to 

live through them. If humans ever develop time machines I guarantee I’d go 

nowhere near the likes of Ragnar Lothbrok, no matter how unreliable the stories 

might be!  

Anyway – so far as I can gather… 

Ragnar Lothbrok was born in Denmark sometime in the late 8th or early 9th century. 

He was a skilled warrior and leader of men who rose through the ranks of Viking 

society to a position of wealth, power and influence. This was either because he 

pulled himself up by his metaphorical bootstraps or because he was the son of 

Danish King, Sigurd Ring. 

One thing we do know is that he was a prolific raider, leading many expeditions 

across the North Sea to England and to France. According to French accounts 

Lothbrok became King of Denmark. Other sources describe him merely as an Earl 

(a sort of feudal overlord in thrall to the king). 

Most sources agree on the identity of his wives, Lagertha (the shield maiden), 

Aslaug (a warrior leader) and Borgahjort (a noble) with whom he had a number 

of children. The most famous of these were Ivor the Boneless (who we will meet 

later in this series), Bjorn Ironside and Halfdan Ragnarsson. The latter at least 

seems to have the right name to be Lothbrok’s son. 

According to one French chronicle it was Ragnar who fought the Holy Roman 

Emperor, Charlemagne and even captured Paris, demanding a large ransom from 

Charlemagne before he would consent to leave the city. 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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12th century Danish historian, Saxo Grammaticus, basing his sources on the old, 

oral traditions of the Norse sagas has it that Lothbrok was eventually captured by 

the Northumbrian king, Aella who had him killed by depositing him in a pit of 

venomous snakes. This story is recounted in several sagas but its original source 

is unclear. 

Equally common is the story of Ragnar’s sons avenging their father’s death by 

raiding the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Northumbria and killing King Aella late in the 

9th century. 

The other recorded version of his death is much less dramatic. In this account 

Lothbrok seems to have died after contracting some sort of very unpleasant 

disease resembling dysentery. This would, of course have been quite a 

propaganda coup for Ragnar’s enemies who would go on to explain that the great 

Viking warrior essentially ‘shat himself to death’. I don’t know which of these 

accounts is closest to the truth but I can guess which of them would have been in 

favour with Lothbrok’s esteemed sons! Can you? 

Whatever the truth, Ragnar Lothbrok’s legend lives on. This remarkable man has 

recently been introduced to a whole new generation of Lothbrok groupies thanks 

to the History channel’s excellent series, Vikings. If you haven’t seen it – you 

should. It’s as accurate as it is possible for it to be and absolutely gripping to boot. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Ivar the boneless (? - 872) 

Ivar the boneless (AKA Ivar Ragnarsson) was probably the son of Ragnar 

Lothbrok. He may also have suffered from brittle bone disease. British actors Nabil 

Shaban, a brittle bone sufferer himself (who I met once when he played Hamlet 

in my mate Alasdair’s theatre company) is convinced that he did. He outlined his 

argument in the channel 4 documentary, The Strangest Viking (2011). 

However Shaban’s interpretation isn’t the only one. He may also have been a giant 

whose bones, far from being brittle were outlandishly robust and increasingly 

disfigured. In that case he would have been both powerful and hard to injure as a 

youth but as he aged he’d become lumbering and would find movement difficult. 

In either case, ‘the boneless’ wold have suffered great pain throughout most of 

his life which may well explain his apparently hot temper and battlefield rage. 

Reputedly Ivar was a ‘beserker’ – one of those Viking warriors whose fury 

apparently made them both fearless and close to unstoppable. These warriors 

provided us with the origin of the English world ‘beserk’, meaning to lose control 

through uncontrollable fury. 

According to the Viking sagas Ivar led the great heathen army of 865/6 that 

avenged the death of his father Ragnar Lothbruk, invading Northumbria and 

murdering the Anglo-Saxon King Aella. Thus army apparently numbered up to 

15,000 Scandinavian warriors and arrived in the British Isles bent not on plunder 

but on conquest. The Anglo-Saxon army, made up as it was of farmers, had little 

hope against this comparatively massive force of hardened, experienced Vikings. 

Ivar’s expedition was here to stay! 

It was Ivar’s Great heathen army that captured York (Jorvic). Most sources report 

that it was in Jorvic that Aella met his end, executed by Ivar’s army by the cruel 

method of the Viking ‘blood eagle’, a process by which the still living victims back 

and rib cage was opened with an axe before the lungs were extracted and laid out 

across the back like the wings of an eagle. We know that the blood eagle was a 

genuine Viking practice. We don’t know for sure that it happened to Aella 

(although it may well have). 

From York, Ivar moved South into East Anglia, conquering all in his path. It was 

he who martyred St. Edmund, the local ruler, in 869 because of his refusal to 

denounce Christ (or more probably because he refused to yield to the Vikings as 

other ’puppet kings’ had done). 

You might think that’s enough achievement for Ivar the boneless – and you may 

well be right. Almost nothing is known about Ivar following his 869 conquests. It 

is possible that he died soon after and he may have been buried in a Viking burial 

mound near Repton in Derbyshire. Or he may not. He may have gone on to 

conquer Ireland where he was known as Imar. No one knows for sure. 
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Guthrum – King of Denmark (? - 890) 

We’ve all heard the stories about Alfred the Great (who we’ll meet shortly) and 

his struggle against the Vikings who invaded his kingdom of Wessex in the late 

9th century. Well – now it’s time to meet Guthrum – the Danish king who led the 

opposition to Alfred and did very well for himself and his people as a result. 

Yes, I know. Anyone who went to school in England was told about how Alfred, 

after hiding in the marshes and burning a few cakes heroically led his men to 

victory and drove back the nasty Vikings with the courage and determination that 

has always made Britain great. And that’s true – so far as it goes. Guthrum may 

have been humiliated in defeat but the Viking invasion as a whole seemingly was 

not. It was more a case of having to stop somewhere and Alfred became the 

inevitable boundary that ended the Viking expansion. 

Guthrum was one of the 1,500 Vikings who accompanied Ivar the boneless to 

Northumbria in the Great heathen invasion of 865. Like many of his compatriots 

he had little interest in simply effecting the odd raid and then legging it back to 

Denmark with his ill-gotten gains. Guthrum was here for the duration. He didn’t 

just want plunder, he wanted conquest and he had the army to make it happen. 

After running around Northumbria for a bit, helping the Boneless to avenge the 

death of his father, Ragnar Lothbruk and basically making a nuisance of himself, 

Guthrum moved South West and attacked the Kingdom of Wessex early in 878. 

This is the part that my fellow pupils and I got to hear about in school. By this 

time Guthrum had already taken control of large parts of Mercia and Northumbria. 

Initially the Danes made good headway and Wessex was all but occupied by the 

warlike Vikings, a situation that can’t have been too appealing for the local 

peasantry. Fortunately for them, Alfred’s army counter-attacked the following 

Spring and managed to beat Guthrum back at the Battle of Edington. Guthrum 

and his Viking army retreated to their stronghold at Chirrenham in Wiltshire, 

pursued by Alfred who immeidately began a siege. Unable to obtain supplies of 

food, Guthrum's invaders held out for a further four weeks before starvation forced 

them to surrender.  Alfred’s victory wasn’t total in the greater scheme of things 

but it did give the Danes cause for thought and opened the door to negotiations, 

thus granting the beleaguered population a little breathing space at least. 

During the uneasy peace that followed Guthrum allowed himself to be baptized, a 

condition of acceptance in England with Alfred acting as his God-father (who’d 

have thunk it?). He took a new name, Aethelstan and made peace with Alfred (the 

Treaty of Wedmore), promising to leave Essex but to keep East Anglia (which he 

ruled as King from 880 onwards). 

Guthrum died, still in possession of his East Anglian Kingdom ten years later in 

890. 
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Alfred the Great (849 - 899) part 1 

I’ve been a fan of Alfred the Great since I first learned to read. One of the very 

first books I ever read was a child’s history of England. I was aged about 6 at the 

time. Disappointingly, I’ve tried and failed to find it over the last few weeks so I 

could illustrate this post with a photograph. I’m certain I won’t have thrown it out 

but living in what my good lady calls ‘the house of books’ does make it rather 

difficult to find specific texts from time to time. 

I’m afraid I’ve no idea who wrote it and to be honest it probably wasn’t all that 

accurate by today’s standards. It was an old book even then and I’ve no doubt 

that the jingoistic spin that pervaded historical assumptions in the mid twentieth 

century will have been just as much a part of that book as it was a part of all the 

other history books of the period.  

It’s only recently though that I’ve returned to Alfred’s life to gain a better 

understanding of the man and his times. I knew about his battles with Guthrum’s 

Vikings, his love of learning and his adoption of the candle-clock to regulate his 

studies but in fairness, very little else. And there is so much more to learn about 

the only British monarch ever to be given the title ‘The Great’. 

Alfred wasn’t really destined for monarchy. He was the fifth son of the West Saxon 

King, Aethelwulf and as such would probably have been expected to enter the 

clergy – such was the lot of younger sons of noble families whose chances of 

inheritance of property, wealth or title was greatly reduced by the line of 

succession. Alfred’s chances of succession were slim. It really was a case of waiting 

to fill ‘dead mens’ shoes’. 

I wasn’t always this way. Once upon a time hereditary estates and titles were 

divided amongst a noble’s sons but the loss of the Carolingian empire after 

Charlemagne’s death had demonstrated the folly of this. By Alfred’s time, most 

noble houses in Europe adopted a policy of ‘first past the post’ with the eldest son 

inheriting everything whilst his younger siblings were left effectively to fend for 

themselves. Daughters (with the occasional exception) were excluded because 

they were expected to marry into other noble families and benefit from the estates 

of their husbands. Yes, I know – it’s unfair but that was how things were back 

then. 

So it was that Alfred spent his time reading, learning and supporting his older 

brothers in battle against the Danes (all Vikings were known as ‘Danes’ by Alfred 

and his contemporaries) until, one by one his older siblings were slaughtered. 

Eventually the succession passed to the unlikely ruler who was destined to become 

one of the greatest monarchs these islands have ever seen. 

In 870, when Alfred was only 21 he accompanied his older brother, Aethelred. 

Together they shared the leadership of the West Saxon army and defeated the 

Danes at Ashdown in 871. However the Danes continued to ravage Wessex, 

despite their partial defeat at Ashdown and in 872 Alfred succeeded his brother as 

King. By 873 the invading Danes had been so successful that Alfred was forced to 
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retreat to the Somerset marshes, conducting a form of guerrilla warfare from 

hiding.  

It was during this period that the famous (and quite possibly apocryphal) tale of 

Alfred’s absent-minded cake burning relates to. According to the story Alfred was 

so wrapped up in matters of strategy whilst staying anonymously in the hovel of 

a peasant woman that he neglected to watch the cakes she was cooking and 

allowed them to burn. The irate woman, unaware of his true identity scolded Alfred 

for his inattention. Although it’s unlikely that this event really occurred it makes a 

major point about how this high-born monarch had been reduced and the enormity 

of the task before him as he struggled to regain his authority and his Kingdom. 

Alfred spent several years in hiding, all the time corresponding in secret with other 

Anglo-Saxon chieftains to orchestrate a fight back. Meticulous planning and 

attention to detail culminated in the meeting of several different Anglo-Saxon 

armies and the defeat of Guthrum’s Danes at the Battle of Edington in 878. 

Had Alfred not beaten back Guthrum when he did it is likely that the whole of 

England would have become just one more Scandinavian territory. This would 

have resulted in the loss of one of history’s greatest rulers – Alfred the Great 

would have been a minor footnote in the history of these islands and his reputation 

would have been no more than one more in a relatively long line of defeated 

princes who succumbed to the more powerful Viking invaders.  

In the next part of the series we’ll see just how influential King Alfred actually was 

and how great a loss, not just to Wessex but to the whole world, his defeat would 

have been. I always knew there was a reason why I liked Alfred – now I know 

what that reason is. 
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Alfred the Great (849 - 899) part 2 

In the last entry we saw how Alfred defeated the Danes and reclaimed the 

Kingdom of Wessex. Now we’ll take a look at just why the battle of Edington and 

subsequent siege of Chippenham were so important. It’s no exaggeration to report 

that Alfred’s victory really did change the course of history, not just for Wessex 

and the Saxons but for the whole of Europe and ultimately the world. Without 

Alfred we’d have lost more than we can count, so great was his influence that it 

stretches right up into the modern era and will continue to do so far into the future. 

Following the defeat of Guthrum, Alfred consolidated and even expanded his 

Kingdom, establishing around 33 fortified Hide defences, each one within a days’ 

march of its neighbour and each one capable of accommodating and protecting 

the local community from future attack.  

As well as providing a safe place for the locals these defences, known collectively 

as the Burghal Hidage, also served as bases for military strikes against any future 

invading armies. The fortifications contained permanent garrisons which 

complemented the equally permanent standing army 'in the field'. This was a 

military infrastructure that was both entrenched and responsive! 

There was no room for complacency and Alfred was well aware that the Danes 

hadn’t gone far. So his first task was to secure his Kingdom. He even established 

the first proper Navy (no – it wasn’t Henry VIII – Alfred did it first) to combat 

Viking marauders who threatened the coastline. 

But that’s not why Alfred was ‘the Great’. It was his intellectual, legal and 

administrative influence that earned him his place of honour in word history. 

Like Charlemagne before him, Alfred was keen for his people to be educated. 

There’s an astonishing circularity of influence throughout Medieval Christendom 

that begins with Gregory the Great and ends with Alfred. The cycle moves from 

Gregory the Great and Isidore of Seville to Bede of Jarrow, to Alcuin of York, to 

Charlemagne, to Alfred the Great and then back to Gregory with Alfred’s Anglo-

Saxon translation of the famous Pope’s ‘The Pastoral Care’ some 400 years after 

it was first written down in the original Latin. 

Alfred also personally translated Boethius’ ‘Consolations of philosophy’ and was 

clear that the many Anglo-Saxon translations he created or procured were to be 

widely taught among the Anglo-Saxon youth. Following Boethius’ model of the 

hierarchy of topics such as the trivium and quadrivium, Alfred intended for Anglo-

Saxon literacy to be widespread, for his texts to be widely studied and only then 

for Latin works to be the focus of further study. He saw literacy as vital to the life 

of an effective state and language as the glue that would hold the developing 

nation together. 

Just as Charlemagne had focussed on Latin translation of important texts to ensure 

their wide distribution, Alfred reversed the trend for the exact same reason. 

Charlemagne had been so successful in creating Latin versions of key texts that 
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few texts were available in any other languages. That may not have been a 

problem for the head of the Carolingian empire but for Alfred, the King of a 

relatively minor region in the South of England it was a big problem indeed. Almost 

none of his subjects were able to read Latin and this meant that many of the 

greatest minds were quite literally closed books so far as England was concerned. 

So – in his late thirties Alfred organised and even participated in the translation 

of key texts into Anglo Saxon. He had these books distributed throughout his 

kingdom. Like Charlemagne before him, Alfred instigated a public education 

programme, a system which in turn facilitated his new administrative system. It’s 

no exaggeration to say that the idea of modern England was born with Alfred who 

not only expanded his realm but also educated and cared for those within it. 

Alfred organised and in part authored the Anglo Saxon Chronicle, a history of his 

realm written down for posterity and, perhaps most importantly of all – he 

produced a written record of codified laws. It was this collection of record-keeping, 

education, jurisprudence and the creation of national identity that transformed 

Wessex (and ultimately England). Alfred’s dominion went from a rough collection 

of allied principalities to a unified state with the foundations that eventually built 

a nation, an empire, a legal system and even a parliamentary system of 

government. 

Without Alfred it is arguable that the knowledge that facilitated the beginnings of 

the English state would never have been made available to the masses. It was 

Alfred’s work that kept the torch of non-clerical education alight throughout the 

centuries to come when the medieval church tried their best to keep knowledge 

and literacy to themselves. His translations of foundational texts effectively broke 

the religious monopoly by enabling and encouraging successive English 

generations to champion the vernacular and keep secular education alive. Without 

Alfred’s work there would have been little for them to study anyway. We will meet 

some of the heroes of this intellectual tradition as the series progresses. 

Alfred’s influence stretches far beyond the ninth century world he inhabited. 

Without Alfred we would live in a very different (I suspect a much poorer), 

religiously dominated society indeed. 
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Rollo of Normandy (860 - 932) 

Rollo the Viking was perhaps the most successful, unsuccessful Viking of the entire 

Viking Diaspora. Originally a vassal of King Harald of Norway he seems to have 

extricated himself from this allegiance and set out independently to seek his 

fortune by raiding territories in Britain and Western continental Europe. In around 

the year 900 Rollo settled in France where he embarked on a ten year campaign 

of raids and destruction including unsuccessfully attacking Paris and Chartres in 

911.  

For all his inability to take the two cities Rollo was still firmly entrenched in France 

itself and would be hard to expel. So the French King, Charles III (Charles the 

Simple) came up with an idea to demonstrate that he was actually far from ‘simple’ 

at all. He cut a deal with the Northmen. 

Charles gave Rollo the newly created Duchy in North Western France on condition 

that the Viking would cease his raids within the Frankish state (he was free to raid 

anywhere else that took his fancy) and that he would, at least nominally convert 

to Christianity. Rollo accepted and with that became the first Duke of Normandy. 

Rollo achieved his goal of becoming a landed noble – the deal even included the 

offer of the King’s daughter in marriage. For Charles III the deal created a buffer 

zone in the most often attacked part of his Kingdom, ruled by a capable warlord 

and defending the rest of his realm. Win:win! 

The dynasty created by this new arrangement had links both to the Northmen and 

to the French Kings. Those links would make it far more than just another local 

arrangement designed to promote peace in a turbulent time. The political 

machinations that ensued through succeeding generations led to a conflict that 

was to change the course of European history for ever. Because of Rollo's 

acquisition in 911, the bastard son of a minor French noble would one day become 

King of England and Lord of all he surveyed. 
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Athelstan – king of England (893 - 939) 

Athelstan was the grandson of King Alfred the Great, the son of Edward the Elder 

and you can tell! Whereas Alfred had expanded his authority from a swamp in 

Somerset to most of the South West of England, Athelstan continued the family 

tradition and extended his reach as far North as Scotland, West into Wales and 

East so far as the Wash and the North sea. If Alfred created the idea of England, 

his grandson Athelstan made a good start in creating the reality of Britain. 

But it wasn’t all plain sailing (especially for Athelstan’s brother, Edwin). Athelstan 

suspected Edwin of a plot to overthrow him and had him cast adrift in a leaking 

boat without means. Predictably enough Edwin drowned. Some chroniclers report 

that this was a source of great regret for Athelstan in later years. 

Coming to the throne in 925, Athelstan defeated the Danes in York and reclaimed 

the city just 2 years later. He overpowered and subjugated the Kings of Scotland 

and Northern England before moving on to subdue the Welsh kings too. It was 

Athelstan who began to make inroads into the creation of Britain as we know it 

today, defeating an combined Scottish and Danish invasion with his own unified 

army comprising English, Welsh and Irish warriors in a single force in 937. 

Athelstan adopted the title Basilius (‘King’ in Greek) befitting his status as the first 

true King of all England (and overlord of much of the rest of Britain too). Ironically 

for a ruler whose authority began in the South West the only part of modern 

England that resisted Athelstan’s rule was Cornwall although the King did manage 

to push the Cornish out of Devon and back across the River Tamar. The Tamar 

remains the administrative boundary between these two South Western counties 

to this day. 

Continuing the work of his illustrious grandfather, Athelstan codified the law still 

further, introduced an early system of weights and measures and further defined 

administrative regions into shires and burghs. Athelstan’s administrative detail 

and military prowess resulted in the creation of territorial boundaries that remain 

more or less the same today, so definitive was the impact of this most worthy 

grandson of Alfred. He consolidated his holdings with alliances and the marriage 

of his daughters to powerful rulers abroad, thus securing the support of 

neighbouring states should his Kingdom be attacked again. Once secure he carried 

on in the traditions of his grandfather, encouraging charity, promoting education 

and inquiry and codifying the law. Athelstan was, according to the twelfth century 

chronicler William of Malmesbury, the fairest and most able administrator that 

England ever had.  

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here.  
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Abu Jafar Muhammad ibn Hasan Khazini (900 - 971) 

Abu Jafar Muhammad ibn Hasan Khazini (900–971) was a Persian. One of many 
great thinkers from the Muslim Golden Age he studied astronomy and 

mathematics. His work refined human understanding of number theory, the way 
that numbers and equations interact. He created a clarity around his chosen 
topics that built upon and rivalled the work of ancient scholars such as Euclid, 

Aristarchus and Ptolemy. 

His ‘Treatise on astronomical wisdom’ contains around 20 corrections to 
Ptolemy’s model of the universe, not least demonstrating that the earth did 

indeed orbit the Sun and not, as Ptolemy had claimed, the other way around. 
Khazini was commissioned by Adhad ad Dowleh, Vizier of the Buyid Dynasty to 

study the properties of the ecliptic (the celestial path of the Sun throughout the 
year and its relation to other heavenly bodies. This is more complicated than it 
might first appear. The rotation of the earth and our planet’s own orbit around 

the star makes it difficult to track the Sun itself. First Khazini needed to calculate 
our own movement around the Sun and then create a hypothetical, stable 

vantage point from which to calculate the Sun’s path via a process of 
triangulation. 

The whole thing is further complicated by the fact that the earth is slightly offset 
on its own axis and that this degree of ‘tilt’ also varies. The Earth ‘wobbles a 

little as it rotates (procession). Consequently, any attempt to triangulate the 
relative positions of the Sun, the Earth and an imaginary third vantage point 

must take into account the impact that this ‘procession’ has upon our earth-
bound vantage point. 

The degree of wobble, the ‘obliquity’ of the ecliptic, and the search for a reliable 

way to calculate it was the main focus of Khazini’s commission from the Vizier. 
Out of this quest came Khazini’s most famous work, ‘The tables of the discs of 
the Astrolabe’, which describes a number of astronomical instruments and how 

they might be improved in order to better understand the eliptic. The Astrolable 
of the title is a complex instrument consisting of rotating discs and 

measurements intended to allow for the astrological variables described above. 

Khazini died at the age of 71 but his work continued on and his written texts 
were considered definitive for centuries after his death. 
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Otto I of Germany (Holy Roman Emperor) (912 – 973) 

"Ce corps qui s'appelait et qui s'appelle encore le saint empire romain n'était en 

aucune manière ni saint, ni romain, ni empire."  

"This agglomeration which was called and which still calls itself the Holy Roman 

Empire was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire." 

(Voltaire) 

Otto I modelled himself on the Carolingian emperor, Charlemagne in an attempt 

to rebuild the old empire that had disintegrated so spectacularly following the old 

emperor’s death. At a ceremony in his palace at Aachen, Charlemagne had been 

crowned ‘Emperor of the Romans’ by Pope Leo III himself in 800. In 961 Pope 

John XII rewarded Otto I for defending the Papal states against Berengar of Ivrea  

with the title Holy Roman emperor. He crowned him personally in a ceremony that 

mirrored the original, even taking place at the same place with Otto I (a German) 

adopting Frankish garb for the occasion in imitation of Charlemagne. 

Otto’s father, Duke Henry the Fowler of Saxony had defended the realm against 

successive invasions by Danes, Magyars and Slavs. He was a formidable ruler in 

his own right but it was left to his his son to reclaim the old imperial title. Otto 

had succeeded his father in 936. 

The death of a monarch tended to create a power vacuum and Otto’s first task as 

ruler was to crush the opposition. This he did with bloodthirsty efficiency, even 

defeating his own brother, Henry on two occasions before pacifying his wayward 

relative by making him Duke of Bavaria. Once domestic rivalry had been 

neutralised Otto turned his attention further afield.  

It was Otto who beat back the Hungarian Magyars in the infamous Battle of 

Lechfeld in 955. We’ll look at Lechfeld and its implications for the future of 

European society in more detail shortly. A shrewd statesman he was adept at 

diplomacy as well as warfare and strategically combined both to expand the 

German boundaries, unifying several disparate Teutonic states into a whole that 

prefigured the modern German state. Otto incorporated Bohemia and much of the 

Slavic territories into his newly enlarged jurisdiction, all the time demanding and 

receiving homage from the petty Dukes who once would have thought themselves 

his equal.  

It wasn’t all plain sailing for Otto though. Although raised up by Pope John XII in 

return for driving off Berengar, the Papal relationship with Otto quickly soured. 

Otto seemed to Pope Leo to be getting too big for his boots and the expansion of 

his empire represented a significant threat to Papal dominance. So the Pope began 

scheming to reign Otto in. In retrospect this probably wasn’t the wisest move. 

Otto courted Europe’s Bishops by granting them feudal rights over secular states 

and in doing so made them dependent upon his pleasure for their incomes. It 

doesn’t take much to get people used to a certain standard of living and once they 

have it, most will try hard to keep it. So it was that Otto I took political, if not 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/29/charlemagne-742-814/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                24 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 4) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

theological control of the Holy Roman church and had his pet bishops depose Pope 

John XII in 963. The political ‘morality’ of clergy was just as easily bought in the 

middle-ages as it is today. 

Dutiful as ever, Otto’s puppet bishops elected the emperor’s preferred candidate, 

Pope Leo VIII whose turbulent reign was interrupted when rebellion among the 

Bishops who weren’t paid for by Otto resulted in him being replaced and then 

reinstated by Otto in 964. When Leo VIII died in 965 Otto had his pet Bishops 

install his next preferred candidate, Pope John XIII, only to supress yet another 

clerical revolt shortly after. 

Otto is important not only in terms of the developing German state but also for 

his impact upon the Papacy and the precedent he set in exerting secular control 

over the upper echelons of the church. The practice of Simony (selling church 

offices to the highest bidder) wasn’t new to Otto but it was his intervention that 

led to its widespread adoption throughout Christendom in the centuries to come. 

Although known to history as the ‘Holy’ Roman Emperor, Otto I never used the 

title Holy himself. That would come later. However the empire he founded (and 

the Holy German state) owes much to the political and military prowess of this 

founding architect of feudal Europe. 
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Albucasis (936 – 1013) 

Abu al-Qasim Khalaf ibn al-Abbas Al-Zahrawi (AKA Albucasis) came into this world 
in Al Andalus in 936 CE. Born in the Cordoba region there can be no doubt that he 

benefited from the prevailing atmosphere of tolerance and intellectual 
development that characterised Muslim Spain throughout its history. Albucasis 
was a chemist, physician, teacher and author who wrote one of Europe and Asia’s 

most widely read medical textbooks. His medical encyclopedia was an 
indispensable text for physicians throughout the known world for half a millennium 

to come. Copies were still being made and sold to physicians well into the 18th 
century. The final printing of Albucasis’ encyclopedia is thought to have run off the 
press in Oxford in1778 CE. 

In a precursor of much more modern approaches to medicine, Albucasis stressed 
the therapeutic relationship and what today we might call ‘the therapeutic use of 
self’. To my generation of mental health nurses that’s pretty basic stuff but for a 

10th century physician it must have been ground-breaking indeed. Clearly 
Albucasis was ahead of his time in many ways, not just in relation to chemistry 

and or anatomy and the hardware of surgical technique. 

Ever practical, Albucasis didn’t just write about medicine, he practiced too and 
even designed and commissioned several innovative surgical tools including the 
surgical scalpel and the urethrascope. His writings contain clinical descriptions of 

hundreds of different ailments including, for the first time in history, a description 
of haemophilia. He wrote authoritatively about obstetrics, chemistry, 

orthopaedics, pharmacology, surgery, ophthalmology and nutrition. He even 
devised surgical techniques for removing cataracts and performing cosmetic 
breast surgery.  

So widely respected was he that Albucasis was appointed court physician to Al 
Andalus’ ruler, Caliph Al Hakam II, a position he filled for several decades. The 
man himself never left Muslim Spain but his work spread far and wide, eventually 

earning this learned but humble Spanish Muslim the title ‘Father of Modern 
Medicine’, not only throughout the Ummah but across Christendom too. 
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Eric the Red  (950 – 1003/4)    

Eric the Red had a bit of a chequered history, not that there was anything unusual 

about that so far as Viking voyagers went. As a boy he left his native Norway when 

his father was banished for killing a neighbour. The family moved to Iceland where 

he lived until he too was banished in 982. Eric outdid his father by being banished 

for not one but actually quite a lot of killings in their new home.  

It seems that Eric brought it all upon himself by starting a feud with a neighbour 

called Valthjoff. Basically he had his servants cause a landslide which covered part 

of Valthjoff’s land. Valthjoff’s friend, Eyjolth the Foul (I kid you not) killed the 

servants and Erik killed Eyjolth and another man of his company in return. 

A little later, in an entirely unrelated incident, Erik had a dispute with Thorgest 

over some timber which apparently had some special sentimental or religious 

significance for Eric. When it became clear that he couldn’t obtain the beams in 

question Eric killed Thorgest’s two sons and their followers. The result of all this 

disruption was a full scale feud involving several Icelandic families of the kind that 

could easily have torn the community apart. 

In true Icelandic tradition the feud was resolved by the community council. All 

sides were given the chance to speak and to be heard before the council made a 

decision about how to restore the peace. The judgement was straightforward and 

probably just given that Eric had been the cause of so much disruption. He was to 

be banished from Iceland for a period of three years. 

Eric set off to find a recently discovered group of Islands to the West called 

Gunnbjorn’s Islands after their Viking discoverer, Gunnbjorn Olfsson. From here 

he struck further West until he reached Greenland where he and his crew 

established the island’s first Viking settlement in the South. This is a significant 

event here. At least two earlier Vikings, Gunnbjorn Ulffson and Sanebjorn Galti 

had already encountered Greenland but only Eric had managed to establish a 

permanent community there. 

Eric the Red (so called because of his flaming red hair and beard) returned to 

Iceland in 985 once his banishment ended and set out to encourage others to join 

him on his new discovery. It was a harsh place to live and so, to encourage more 

people to join him he named the island Greenland – an early example of spin-

doctoring if ever there was one. I can’t help but wonder what the new colonists 

thought in 986 when they arrived in their new home to find that it was even colder 

and less inviting than the Iceland they had left behind. 

Over the ensuing years Erik’s original settlement grew and expanded to form three 

different communities, each located in the more hospitable Southern side of the 

island. More and more colonists arrived from Iceland, escaping overcrowding and 

disease until in 1002 disaster struck. At least one of that year’s immigrant vessels 

carried disease which took hold on Greenland just as it had in Iceland and 

devastated the little community of around 5,000 people. Eric himself died of the 
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illness soon after, during the Winter of 1003-4 while his son, Leif was off exploring 

the Western ocean. 

Fortunately for history, Leif Ericsson survived. We’ll meet him later. He was the 

original European discoverer of America (way before Columbus).  

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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