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In its book “The Vikings,” the British 
Museum suggests that “the Vikings 
have had a bad press.” 
As an American of Norwegian de-

scent, I often feel the same way. With 
that thought in mind, I offer this short 
overview of the world of the Vikings.

THE NORSEMEN
The Scandinavian land we know today 
as Norway has a coastline that meas-
ures about 16,000 miles thanks to its 
countless fjords, islands, skerries, 
inlets and bays. People living there 
naturally looked to the sea to feed 
themselves and for trading. 

They were also industrious farmers. 
But farming was not easy in their cli-
mate, with its very short summers and 
long, dark winters. Only limited crops 
could grow on land which was too 
steep or too rocky to plough. Therefore, 
Norsemen were almost totally depend-
ent upon fishing to support themselves 
and their families. It was a hard life.

As such, the Norsemen built boats. 
At first, they were simple fishing craft 

used to travel only short distances. As 
time passed, people learned to build 
larger vessels which made it possible 
to voyage farther and longer.

They discovered other lands and 
conducted extensive trade, includ-
ing for luxury items such as personal 
ornaments which they did not have 
themselves and coveted. Since they 
were not wealthy, it was a short step to 
begin plundering their neighbors.

Before long, it was clear that raiding 
voyages could provide the Norse with a 
whole new source of wealth. Soon they 
were attacking settlements all around 
the North Sea.

Norway was not the only home of 
sea raiders. The success of the Norse-
men encouraged shipowners from 
Denmark “to go viking,” too. They 
were all Scandinavians and thought 
of themselves as Norsemen. But the 
people who learned to fear them called 
them Vikings.

With their shallow-draft boats and 
adaptable raiding techniques, Vikings 
navigated farther inland, using rivers 
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Rollo (846-930), Viking ruler of Normandy, by 
AeroArt.

as their roadways. They besieged Paris 
in A.D. 845 and again in 885. 

Viking raiders stormed more than 
120 settlements in France. They razed 
towns, slaughtered the populace and 
stripped churches and estates of their 
treasures.

It’s been written that if you lived in 
France in the late ninth century, you 
must have thought your world was 
ending.

 
EXPLORATIONS
The Viking Age spanned roughly 300 
years, from 800 to 1100, ending with 
the Norman Conquest of England in 
1066.

During that time, they explored 
much of Europe and parts of Asia. With 
their sleek ships, Vikings journeyed to 
the lands of at least 37 modern-day 
countries, from Canada in the west to 
Afghanistan in the east and from the 
North Cape of Norway to Morocco in 
Africa.

According to the Norse sagas, Viking 
chieftain Leif Erikson led voyages 

AeroArt depiction of a Viking warrior. AeroArt figure of Harald Fairhair (849-930), 
King of Norway and father of Eric Bloodaxe.
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“Leif Erikson’s Discovery of America” by Norwegian artist Hans Dahl.

DID YOU KNOW?
•  Clean and Tidy: Several Viking 
excavations have turned up razors, 
combs, tweezers and even ear 
cleaners. It turns out these hearty 
warriors cared quite a bit about 
personal hygiene. Historians believe 
that the typical Viking bathed at 
least once a week, far more than any 
other European culture at that time.
 
•  Hair Color: During the Viking era, 
having blonde hair was really “in.” To 
achieve the look, dark-haired Vikings 
would use a heavily concentrated 
soap with high levels of lye that 
would bleach their hair. They also 
believed that bleached hair would 
keep lice away.

The Vikings are coming in a greeting card from Jim Hillestad’s collection.

Eric Bloodaxe (885-954)  King of Norway, by 
AeroArt.

from Greenland to North America in 
the year 1000. One of these took him 
to what he called Vinland, believed to 
be the region around the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence (492 years before Italian 
Christopher Columbus reached the 
Caribbean).

 
DRAGON SHIPS
What made explorations possible was 
a new technology that revolution-
ized Scandinavian seafaring. Skilled 

carpenters began constructing sleek, 
lightweight, wind-powered vessels ca-
pable of carrying large groups of men 
geared for combat farther and faster 
than ever before.

A typical Viking longship carried 120 
men (for comparison, Columbus’ cara-
vel the Niña carried 26 sailors in 1492) 
and it might have had a dragon head or 
other object protruding from its bow. It 
was propelled by 34 pairs of oars and a 
large, square sail.

These double-ended ships were 
symmetrical and could reverse direc-
tion without turning around. Viking 
longships had an average speed of 5 to 
10 knots but could reach a peak of 15 
knots.

In an era long before industriali-
zation, building a longship required 
intense concentrations of labor. To spin 
enough wool into yarn and weave the 
cloth for just one sail required nearly 4 
½ years of a woman’s work. Research-
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Theater poster for the 1958 film starring Kirk 
Douglas.
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One of AeroArt’s dramatic Viking warriors.

FELLOW NORSEMAN’S FIGURES
Much of this article was inspired 
by Thor Johnson, an Icelander, 
friend and fellow Norseman. 
Thor is responsible for the 
magnificent, Russian-made 
metal figures offered under The 
AeroArt St. Petersburg Collection 
trading name. I am very grateful 
that he allowed me to illustrate 
this article with a representative 
selection of his dramatic, hand-
painted, 54-mm Vikings.

Bolli Bollason (1006-1057), Imperial Byzantine Varangian Guard, by AeroArt.

Norwegian postage stamp issued in 2018.

Old credit card identifying the writer as a Norseman. 
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ABOUT THE WRITER
James H. Hillestad is a military histo-
rian and proprietor of The Toy Soldier 
Museum in Cresco, Pa., USA.AeroArt portrayal of Ivar the Boneless (died 870), a commander of the Great Heathen Army which 

invaded England in 865.

ers estimate that more than 56,000 
hours of labor went into constructing 
and outfitting a large Viking warship 
down to the ropes and rigging.

Vikings in dragon ships appeared 
out of nowhere and attacked peace-
ful towns across Europe. The raiders 
loaded their ships with silver, gold and 
frightened captives, many of whom 
were sold in slave markets. 

Olaf Tryggvason (963-1000), King of Norway, by AeroArt.

Wealthier warriors had metal hel-
mets crafted of iron strips or plates. 
The rank and file made do with hel-
mets made from strips of hardened 
leather. High-ranking warriors used 
mail or leather armor. Lower ranks 
went into battle with nothing more 
than a quilted and padded jacket to 
absorb enemy blows.

The hallmark of Vikings in battle 
was the use of a tight formation and a 
shield wall. Warriors in the front rank 
knelt with overlapping shields as the 
second rank positioned their shields 
to protect the heads of those in front 
of them. Depending on the numbers 
deployed, the depth of a shield wall 
ranged from one to five ranks.

 
AGE OF DISCOVERY
The Vikings ventured where other 
European merchants of the day never 
dared. They established commer-
cial networks and opened new trade 
routes.

In doing so, they achieved fame and 
fortune. They even starred in “The 
Vikings” (1958), a classic blockbuster 
film starring Kirk Douglas, Tony Curtis, 
Ernest Borgnine and Janet Leigh! n

Further, what began as small raid-
ing forays of two or three longships 
quickly evolved into fleets of 30 or 
more vessels.

 
ARMED FOR BATTLE
Vikings fought at close quarters with 
double-edged swords, long-handled 
axes, and spears. They wore helmets 
and carried circular wooden shields.
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