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The Vikings 

During the tenth century Charlemagne’s Empire and Anglo-Saxon England were attacked by a new group of people known as the Vikings.  They came from the part of Europe called Scandinavia (modern Denmark, Norway, and Sweden) in the north that is why the Vikings were sometimes called Norsemen.  The tall, fair skinned Vikings became known as brutal fighters and rovers who spread fear and destruction throughout Western Europe for several hundred years.  At the same time, however, they opened up new trade routes and brought sailing skills to other Europeans.  
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The Vikings captured parts of Britain, Ireland, and France.  They ruled cities in Russia and set up colonies in the North Atlantic.  For a brief period they even lived in North America, many years before Columbus set sail.  Those who went abroad married the people they conquered.  They accepted new religions and customs of the conquered people and shared their customs and traditions with those they conquered.  Others remained in Scandinavia and set up kingdoms there.  
The Viking homeland of Scandinavia is an area mostly forests and long, rugged coastlines.  The southern part known as Jutland, or Denmark, had many natural harbors.  It also had large plains where the Vikings grew oats, barley, rye, and wheat and pastured their cattle, sheep, and pigs.  The rest of Scandinavia was not well suited to farming.  Winters were long and cold, summers were short and mild, and the soil rocky.  The coastline, however, had many fjords, or bays. So the people turned to the sea to make a living and search for better places to live.  Vikings plotted their courses by the positions of the sun and the stars.  They sailed far out into the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean in search of good fishing areas and trade.  They also sailed out to raid other lands and seek adventure or go a-viking.   
The Vikings built ships with timber from the dense forests and sailed out of the fjords onto the sea to make a living.  Their ships were large and well suited for long voyages.  They [image: image4.png]Norwegian Sea
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were long and narrow and were commonly called longships.  Their sides, where a single row of 16 oars was placed, were usually decorated with black or yellow painted shields.  The front of the ships was carved with a dragon’s head, which was supposed to frighten both enemies and evil spirits of the ocean.  The strongly sewn sails were square and often striped in red or yellow.  An awning in the front part of the ship protected the sailors from the bad weather.  They slept in leather sleeping bags and carried bronze pots in which to cook their meals.  Whenever possible, they cooked their meals ashore to avoid the danger of fire on board the ship.

The ships bore names like “Snake of the Sea,” “Raven of the Wind,” and “Lion of the Waves.”  Ships were more than just a means of traveling for the Vikings, so much so that Viking leaders were often buried with their ships or even set out to sea on them as the ship and the ship set ablaze.  

Among the famous Vikings was a man named Erik the Red, because his beard and hair were red.  Eric grew up in Iceland, where his father was sent as punishment.  Iceland actually was a nice place to live and was not really icy at all, but Erik had a temper and killed his neighbor over a fight about a shovel.  As punishment the Vikings on Iceland ordered Erik to leave the island for three years.  Erik and his family and followers eventually found a mostly icy wasteland that Erik called Greenland.  Erik hoped this would attract others to move there, which it did.  Vikings lived on Greenland for about 400 years.
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Erik had a son named Leif Erikson, also known as Leif the Lucky.  Leif, too, was an explorer.  Around 1000, Leif and his crew were caught in a storm while sailing from Norway to Greenland.  For many days they were lost at sea until the sighted land.  Leif was the first to come ashore.  The area had vast forests, wheat fields, and grapevines so they called it Vinland (or Wineland), which historians believe was Labrador, Canada.  Other Vikings would settle, but given the distance from Scandinavia and the Native Americans of the region the Vikings did not stay long.  Only in recent times have we rediscovered the Vikings settlements in North America, there is even some that believe the Vikings made it as far west as present day Minnesota were some claim Viking runes, the Viking writing, can be found.

All
1) What is Viking writing called?
 2) What does go a-viking mean?
3) What countries make up present day Scandinavia?
4) What is a fjord?
5) Why did Vikings put dragon heads on their ships?

6) What is the common name for Jutland today?
7) Why didn’t Vikings cook on board their ships?

8) Why did Erik the Red call an icy wasteland, Greenland?

9) Why did the Vikings leave Scandinavia?
10) Who was the first person historians believe discovered North America from Europe?
11) What two things did Vikings use to propel their ships?
12) Name three non-Scandinavian countries that the Vikings ruled a part of.

13) How were ships used in the burial of Viking leaders?
14)  Why didn’t the Vikings permanently settle in North America?

Academic
Design your own Viking Sail, for a long ship.  As a challenge, can also design their own figure head for the ship.  Figure heads are usually gruesome and grotesque, to scare off sea creatures.  Google “Viking Sails.”
Honors
Create a PowerPoint Slide using custom animation and a map of Viking exploration.  Choose one area that Vikings traveled to.  Find a map of Europe that corresponds with the time period.  Using a ship or Viking, or some other relevant image, and custom animation, show where the Vikings traveled.  Follow up with another slide with a brief description of the Viking exploration/raids you are referring too.  In total, this should be two slides.  Click here for a sample.
Humanities
Create a replica of a Viking longship, using the materials of your choice. 
