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Preface

highly technical. As a rule, the further back into the past we go, the
slighter is the evidence and the more dependent we are on sophisticated sciences and long-debated principles of interpretation. Starting
with the most recent remains, where preservation is good and we
have some contemporary literature to help us, allows me to introduce
procedures at a measured pace throughout the book.
Finally, conventional chronological history can impose a way
of seeing the past that, especially with the long spans of prehistory,
is unhelpful. When we read about Anglo-Saxon England knowing
the Norman Conquest is on the horizon, it’s very difficult, even if
unconsciously, not to think that the earlier world is doomed; without
realizing it we can end up imagining that Anglo-Saxon people knew
that too. We judge them against what came after they were gone.
This is especially dangerous with a timeline of millennia, the
‘progression’ (see?) of the ages of Stone, Bronze and Iron, and the
almost inevitable sense of the dark mysteries of antiquity. We have
to guard against wondering how people in the Bronze Age managed
without writing, or in the Stone Age without metals. By thinking
backwards, our perspective in a particular chapter is our subjects’
present and a less clear idea of their past – which is exactly how they
would have understood things, ignorant of what was to follow.
Little of what you will read here could have been written even
five years ago. As a journalist and editor, I learn about excavations
across the country as they take place. I meet people who are uncovering and analysing the stuff of future history books and exhibitions.
As an archaeologist, I can critically evaluate what I see and read,
and I engage in a little research and excavation myself. The stories
are new, and if the discoveries are sometimes less immediately so
– the Staffordshire Hoard, as we shall see in Chapter 2, was found in
2009 – their analysis and scientific publication are only now being
completed. Study continues at several of the locations featured in
this book.
So it is that we begin our excavation of Britain in Viking-age
England. A thousand years ago (four seconds in the hour of the entire
span of Britain’s human occupation), a group of people from across
Europe gathered on a Dorset hillside. Many of them never left.
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A Viking Massacre
Weymouth, ad 1000

The 2012 Summer Olympics were often called the London Olympics,
but not everything happened in the capital. Sailing took place off the
coast of Dorset. Among local development projects that the attention
made possible was the long-awaited construction of a bypass, taking
traffic out of the seaside resort of Weymouth and north to Dorchester.
Following standard practice, archaeologists were among those
who worked on the road at an early stage, advising on routes less
damaging to heritage. They found previously unknown prehistoric
villages and graves, common fare. But at one point they came across
something that none of them had ever experienced before.1
Above Weymouth is a protected landscape known as the Dorset
Ridgeway, where green hills wander for miles more or less parallel to
the coast. There was a narrow strip of ground where the new, deeper
route, cutting through the ridge, was to merge with the old road. For
health and safety reasons the archaeologists were unable to excavate
there in advance, and instead, when works were in place that controlled the traffic, they stepped in to record anything of interest that
could be seen as heavy-wheeled machinery removed the soil.
A thick hedge stood between the old road and the new works. As
it was being dug out with a mechanical excavator, the alert operator
11
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noticed something in his great toothed yellow bucket: bone. He
might have ignored it and got on with the job, and something extraordinary that had been unknown would also have become unknowable.
But Skanska, the contractor, and the people at Oxford Archaeology
had a good working relationship, and the driver did as instructed. He
phoned for help.
The bone in the bucket was not alone. It would be six months
before the archaeologists had finished. They exposed the top of a
large filled pit, its soil showing dark against the white chalk into
which it had been dug like a small pond. It was May. Conditions were
good: dry and not so warm that the ground turned to dust before you
could see what was there. The site was in a sag in the top of the ridge,
a draw for a succession of old tracks and roads. The hollow restricts
views along the ridge to either side. But to the north you can see the
sprawling ramparts of Maiden Castle, one of the great wonders of
ancient Britain, and to the south Weymouth, the small, cliff-edged
Isle of Portland – a limestone outcrop that hangs like a drip of icecream from the Dorset coast – and the sea.
The mechanical excavator had scattered and crushed bones. But
it became apparent that most of the remains were still in the ground.
In one corner of the pit, which was squarish in shape, a tightly
packed group of nearly fifty human skulls was revealed, looking like
a nest of dinosaur eggs. Lower jaws were more or less in place, as if
still attached: it was not bones that had been buried, but heads, with
hair and flesh. Not skulls, but faces. Judging from the skulls that
could be seen, they might all have been men. And deeper across the
rest of the pit were the bodies.
Who were these people? It’s common for graves to contain
artefacts as well as human remains – sometimes objects are all that
survive. Such things can be the best guide to identity, who the people
were and when they died. The pit above Weymouth, however, was
not a normal grave.
The archaeologists found only a few pieces of broken pottery
to hint at when it might have been dug or who the men were. The
sherds seemed to be Iron Age or Roman, from pots made between
100 bc and ad 100. But they were accidental rubbish rather than
goods placed in the grave. The only certain thing that could be
said was that the deaths had not occurred much before 3,000
years ago. There were deep, clean cutmarks on some of the bones
12

Excavating the Weymouth burials in 2009, with skulls piled on
the southern edge of the pit.
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where heads had been removed, which could only have been made
with metal blades. The first swords in Britain were cast in bronze
around 1300 bc.
Nonetheless it was tempting to think the men were Roman.
The road that was now being rebuilt followed a Roman road that
connected a small port in what is now Weymouth with Dorchester.
On the way it passed Maiden Castle, where excavation in the 1930s
revealed a cluster of over fifty graves. The archaeologist, Mortimer
Wheeler, dubbed the site a War Cemetery. Many of the people had
died violently. In one famous case a man was buried with an iron
bolt from a Roman spear embedded in his spine. Here, said Wheeler,
was evidence for an assault by an invading Roman army on one of
Britain’s great tribal centres. This was no mass burial, however:
mourners had had time to dig separate graves for each of the dead,
and lay them down with pots and joints of meat. So perhaps the pit
on Ridgeway Hill was witness to an even more brutal confrontation
between Roman and native.2
Dorset County Council was thrilled, and in June it issued a press
release describing the find. The burials dated from late Iron Age or
early Roman times, said the statement, but how they got there was
a mystery. ‘It seems highly likely’, said Oxford Archaeology, ‘that
some kind of catastrophic event such as war, disease or execution has
occurred.’ The council asked the public to keep away. The site was
dangerous, and under 24-hour security. This was a wise precaution:
shortly after the skulls had been surveyed, one went walkabout, never
to be seen again.3
With the research tools available to Mortimer Wheeler, that
would have been pretty much the end of it. But now we have a battery
of forensic sciences. Oxford Archaeology sent a sample of bone to a
radiocarbon dating lab in Glasgow.
The result came back in July. It showed the executed men not
to be so ancient: they were alive in Anglo-Saxon times, when, as the
council’s new press release put it, there was ‘considerable conflict
between the resident Saxon population and invading Danes’. So were
they residents or invaders? One’s immediate reaction was to imagine
a Viking massacre: here was the grave of men slaughtered as they
defended their homes and families against marauders from across
the sea. The shocking details revealed over the following two years of
lab work, however, brought a further twist to the story.

Excavation continued. The bodies were entangled, their legs
and arms overlapping. Ribs concealed feet. The hands of one man
spread unfeeling fingers over the curved spine of another. There
was such a confusion of bone, it was difficult to make sense of what
was there. The archaeologists poked and scraped and brushed with
little hand tools, to expose as much as they could without disturbing the remains. This way they could identify individual bodies
and determine how one lay over another – the order in which they
had been buried. Careful recording should allow each individual to
be identified.
Louise Loe, head of burials at Oxford Archaeology (archaeological work can be as boring and bureaucratic as any other kind, but
you get good job titles),4 was at that very moment also overseeing an
excavation on a First World War battlefield, at Fromelles in northern France. By September the archaeologists would have exhumed
the remains and possessions of 250 men. They were Allied troops,
buried by German soldiers in large communal pits holding a small
proportion of the thousands who died there, one night in July 1916.
Louise ensured that the same recording techniques were used
in Weymouth as at Fromelles. Every skull and skeleton was given
a unique number, and drawn as it lay before being removed. Many
photographs were taken. Osteologists noted down what could be seen,
looking for indications of age and gender, missing bones and disease,
and, especially, wounds. For every skeleton, the positions of forty-four
points were precisely recorded with digital surveying equipment, so
that the way the bodies lay could be recreated in the lab.
Then the archaeologists lifted and bagged the bones, one by one,
to take to Oxford.
With the bones gone, the archaeologists could look more closely
at the pit. It transpired that the burials had not lain on its base:
75–85 centimetres (2 or 3 feet) of silt had already accumulated before
the bodies were thrown in. It was a wide pit, about 7 metres (23 feet)
across and originally about the depth of a standing person. So when
the executioners had looked for a place to dispose of their victims,
they had chosen a grown-over hollow rather than face the effort
of digging a mass grave; perhaps the pit itself had determined the
precise location of the atrocity. The bones had not been disturbed by
animals, so the bodies must have been covered over rapidly with a
layer of shovelled chalk and earth.
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For some years after, the grass would have grown thicker and
greener. Then everything that ever happened there was forgotten.

N

*
In the clean stillness of the lab in Oxford, away from the noise of
machinery and road traffic, the dirt of excavation and the interruptions of visiting film crews, the question had to be faced. Who on
earth were these people?
It was the same question that had motivated the excavation at
Fromelles. There, Oxford Archaeology had set up forensic labs beside
the pits in which they had found the soldiers’ remains. These were
reburied in a military cemetery, and by 2014, when an identification committee met for the last time, an unexpected number of men
had been named. Archaeologists and scientists built up a picture of
each individual from their physical remains and possessions. The
latter were often just scraps of boots and uniform, the insignia of
soldiery, but some were more poignant. A leather heart contained
a lock of hair; a second-class return train ticket from Freemantle
to Perth had been secreted inside a gas mask, unused. With such
information pointing to known casualties, DNA was collected from
bones and from living descendants. Eventually 144 men were identified, all Australian, and their names were engraved on stones in the
cemetery. Of the others, seventy-five had also served in the Australian
Army, and two for Britain. Just twenty-nine remained, alone, ‘known
unto God’.5
None of the men in the Weymouth pit could be named, and
any descendants would forever remain unidentified. They had died
too long ago. But there was another problem, resulting from their
manner of death.
Much bone had been damaged by the mechanical excavator,
including most of the skulls. Many other pieces had been separated
from the bodies, so that there was a substantial collection of disarticulated bone that could not be allocated to any one person. As a
result, after months of study the archaeologists were unable to say
exactly how many people had been buried. There are various ways
of calculating from excavated remains what archaeologists call the
‘minimum number of individuals’. Each method came up with a
16
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The pit above Weymouth as excavated, with all human remains plotted,
showing bodies in the centre and heads to the south. All pit plans adapted
from Loe et al. 2014.
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slightly different result: the one the archaeologists preferred suggested fifty-two skeletons – and forty-seven skulls. If fifty-two men
had been executed that day on the hill, five of their heads had not
been buried in the pit.
By the end of the project, only one skull had been linked to its
skeleton. We shall see that this particular man was quite significant.
But for the rest of the victims, identity remains a nebulous concept.
Thus it is in the ancient past. Without written records, not only can
we not name anyone, but we cannot see personalities. The individual
minds, voices and experiences of people who made up prehistoric
and the great bulk of early historic communities are all irretrievably
lost. On the other hand, the Weymouth remains represent a narrow
range of humanity. It makes sense to consider them as a group,
alive, as they died, together. In this way we can hope to approach
some form of communal identity. And more widely, by studying
both human remains and the debris that people left behind, we can
follow the changes in culture and identity that have occurred through
the hundreds of thousands of years in which people have lived in
these islands.
Of the fifty-two Dorset skeletons, it proved possible to judge the
sex of thirty-six, most of them ‘strongly male’. Of the skulls, fortythree were definitely male, and the remaining four young heads,
still growing, were judged probably so. Without a single female suggested, it’s a strong bet that all fifty-two individuals were men.
The age range was limited, too. While by and large it’s possible
to say if a skeleton is male or female, age can only be estimated along
a continuum. Archaeologists talk of age categories, such as young
adult (eighteen to twenty-five years) or older adult (over forty-five –
osteology can be cruel). The heads in the Weymouth pit had rested
on young shoulders. Nearly half were under twenty-five, and of these,
seven might have been adolescent. No more than two were over fortyfive. The bodies tell the same story: half were adolescents or young
adults, and just three were over forty-five.
So these were fit men, a gang of young warriors perhaps, but
they were not the stuff of romantic fiction. They had misshapen
toes, broken bones and missing teeth. On the one hand, they were
well exercised, with a relatively high occurrence of small injuries
commonly caused by physical stress. This was supported by the
appearance of muscle attachment sites. Bone grows and strengthens

to the extent that connected muscles are used: twelve of the skeletons showed strong changes of this type, some of them of young or
adolescent age. Overall, the osteologists describe them as a group of
athletic men, averaging 1.72 metres tall – 5 feet 8 inches – who had
been performing repetitive strenuous activities from a young age.
On the other hand, life seems not to have treated them with
equal generosity. One man suffered from a bad case of osteomyelitis, with an inflamed thigh bone caused by an infection that began
in childhood, and which would have oozed foul-smelling pus – to
say nothing of the discomfort and impaired mobility it would have
caused. Another had a sizeable stone in his kidney, bladder or gallbladder. About a third of the men had at least one healed fracture,
most commonly in their legs and feet. In one instance a broken
thigh bone had shortened by 4 or 5 centimetres as it healed – about
2 inches – leaving a man with a limp. Eight men suffered from osteoarthritis. Two had bunions.
Though several had missing or malformed teeth, dental health
was generally good. Just one man suffered severely from bone loss
caused by gum disease, and perhaps not surprisingly he was one of
the oldest; he was also one of the few with a cavity, and he had lost six
of his teeth. At least one man, however, had received the attention of
a sort of dentist, and here we move into a new area.
Who were these men? Were they local, native but passing
through from elsewhere, or distant migrants – or a mixed bunch of
outcasts and travellers from all over? And if not local, where were
they from – and what were they doing in Dorset?
The answer – to where they had come from, at least – soon came,
clear and strong, from a variety of scientific data. But there is one find
that brings home the reality more immediately than anything else. It
has to do with the man who, alone among all the fifty-two individuals
from the pit, is represented by a complete, identifiable skeleton, from
head to feet. In particular, it concerns his front teeth.
Skull number 3736 lay face-up in the middle of the heap of
heads. The body from which it had been detached, numbered 3806,
was sprawled on its front near the pit centre, feet to the north and
shoulders to the south, flexed arms seeming to reach towards the
skull a little over a metre away. The skeleton was among a handful
completely covered by others, so the body was among the first to be
thrown in.
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Depending on where the cuts had been made, different neck
bones had stayed attached to the head or the shoulders. Many splintered vertebrae were found scattered loose in the pit, key evidence to
show that the men had been beheaded on the spot, and not carried
in having been killed elsewhere. In the case of 3736 and 3806, not
only do they bring together the right number of vertebrae, but the
reconnected bones fit each other well, and share similar signs of joint
disease – bony lumps that indicate osteoarthritis.
This man, then, was in his later forties – one of the more experienced in the group – and strong and tall. He had good teeth. Three
are chipped, probably caused by the sudden clenching of his jaws
at the moment of decapitation, a feature seen in more than half the
men. Two other teeth, however, had been marked before he died.
They are the only such teeth in the pit; indeed, to date they are unique
in Britain. His jaws have been displayed in the British Museum,
and are now in the museum in Dorchester, near the man from
Maiden Castle felled by a Roman spear. These are teeth demanding
to be seen.
When we move data wirelessly over short distances, we use a
technology named after a Viking; the logo is a combination of the
initial rune letters of a Danish king named Harald Bluetooth. We
don’t know how he got that name. The most popular idea is that
he had a rotten tooth – ‘blue’ meaning ‘dark’. But there is another
explanation, more respectful perhaps of his royal status: his teeth had
been deliberately marked.
That Vikings did such a thing has only recently come to light,
before which it was thought of as a practice found only outside
Europe. Two dozen teeth have been excavated in Denmark and
Sweden with grooves filed across the front with care and skill. All are
from the top of the mouth, all from the heads of men, and all from
Viking cemeteries. The grooves are not obvious from a distance, so
it may be they were filled with pigment to create dark stripes. And
even then, to show off their filed fangs, these Viking men, these
Bluetooths, would have had to have opened their tattooed mouths in
a wide smile…or a great scream.
The two decorated teeth in skull 3736 – like the others, central
upper incisors – each have two filed and polished horizontal grooves
in the crown enamel. There could hardly be a clearer sign that this
man was a Viking, and – though we have no idea what the grooves
20

Skeletons 3806 (left), with fitting skull in the pit, and 3804,
lying on the pit bottom.

Skeleton of a man aged 20–30; his body lay on the east side of the
heap, above four others and under four.

Skeleton of a man aged 25–44, on the west side of the heap
above five others, one of the last to be placed in the pit.
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actually meant – in some way distinguished from most other men.
Taking his age and physique into account, one naturally wonders if
he might have been the gang leader. For it seems the other men in
the pit were probably Northmen too.
We know this principally from a scientific process known as
isotope analysis. Applied to human bones and teeth, it is an ingenious way of investigating how people might have moved about during
their lives. We will come across it often as we pursue our journey
back into the past. It is still a relatively new technique, accounting
for continuing surprises when it is applied. Dominant ideas about
early migration, laid down in the second half of the last century, were
developed before isotope analysis became commonplace. These ideas
– in the absence of clear evidence to the contrary – emphasized local
population stability. Isotopes are revealing a very different world.
A good starting point to understand the technique is radiocarbon dating, a fundamental tool for archaeology, which depends on
the existence of a particular carbon isotope. Elements are defined by
how many protons they have in their nucleus. Carbon has six, nitrogen has seven, and if there are eight protons the element is oxygen.
The number of neutrons in the nucleus is usually the same as the
number of protons, but it can vary, and different atomic varieties are
known as isotopes.
There are three carbon isotopes. Most carbon has six protons
and six neutrons, and is thus known as carbon-12, which makes up
99 per cent of all the carbon on Earth. Almost all the rest is carbon13, which has an extra neutron. Carbon-12 and -13 are stable: they
don’t spontaneously become something else. But there is another,
relatively extremely rare carbon isotope, which is radioactive.
Known as carbon-14, it has eight neutrons. It decays, turning
into nitrogen-14 (with seven protons and seven neutrons) at a known
rate over thousands of years. There is carbon in every living thing,
with the proportion of isotopes reflecting their relative occurrence
in the atmosphere. At death, an organism’s carbon-14 continues to
decay, but is no longer replaced as it was during life. Any bits of preserved plant or animal (or human) excavated by archaeologists can
be aged directly by finding out how much of the original carbon-14
is still there.
Little radioactivity is involved in looking at where people grew
up: the isotopes we will be considering here are mostly stable. They

include forms of strontium, oxygen, carbon, nitrogen and lead.
As people ate, drank and breathed, their skeletons absorbed these
common elements. The body takes no notice of isotopes, but we can
see how they varied by extracting them from bones and teeth. A key
determinant of such variation is the local environment – geology,
climate and geography. The relative amounts of strontium-87 and
strontium-86, for example, reflect the type and geological age of
rocks (absorbed indirectly through food and water). The quantity of
oxygen-18 (acquired through drinking water) is particularly related
to temperature, altitude and distance to the coast. And so on.
You can see that this can get quite complicated. First we need to
determine the amount of relevant atomic isotopes in an individual’s
skeleton. This is done by carefully grinding up a small sample of
bone or tooth, and treating the sample with chemical processes that
will allow isotopic values to be measured.
These figures then need to be compared to maps of what would
be expected for the isotopes in different regions. Modern groundwater, for example, has more oxygen-18 in the west of Britain and
Ireland than in the east. A map of British variation in strontium-87/
strontium-86 is a map of Britain’s geology: there is relatively more
strontium-86 in the southeast than in the northwest, though with
considerable local variation.
Typically an isotope result will point to a broad area rather than a
precise location, and allow for more than one source. A great swathe
from northwest France to southern Scotland has very similar strontium values. Another complication is time. As oxygen-18 is affected
by things like temperature and rainfall, you’d expect the map to look
different when the climate was different to today’s. An estimated
map of oxygen-18 in groundwater 10,000 years ago shows lower
values across the board. Furthermore, such analyses depend on
the maps being available. Not every part of Europe is as well studied
as Britain.
Isotopes can sometimes point to significant journeys between
the type of landscape in which people grew up and the place where
they died. They do not provide detailed itineraries with precise
routes. It can be easy – as confused press stories testify – to misunderstand the results. However, when combined with other types of
evidence, such as skeletal characteristics or associated artefacts, the
science can be extremely powerful. And there is a further clever twist.
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Various parts of the skeleton grow at different times of life. Most
permanent teeth form between before birth and around nine years
old. Bones grow and remodel continuously, but not all at the same
speed: much of the chemistry of a thigh bone is laid down in adolescence; ribs remodel every two to five years. So it’s quite possible,
if long journeys were taken at the right time, for someone’s teeth to
show that they grew up in one place, their legs that they spent their
early adult years somewhere else, and their ribs to point to a third
location – all of which could be some distance from where they were
finally laid to rest.
What story, then, did the Weymouth isotopes tell? In a word:
Vikings! When it comes to travelling about Europe, few people in
history can claim as much enterprise as the Vikings. The men buried
in the pit came from all over the place, but none – with a few possible
exceptions – from Dorset.6
Samples were taken from the ribs or femurs (thigh bones) of
forty-five skeletons, and the teeth of thirty-one skulls. The ‘skeletons’ included isolated limbs and other part-bodies, and derived
from a minimum of forty people. So in theory, because we don’t
know which head came from which body, these samples could represent anything from forty of the men (if all the analysed heads are
from the bodies) to all fifty-two – if not certainly everyone who died
at the pit, the large majority.
A team led by Carolyn Chenery, who works at the British
Geological Survey, looked for isotopes of oxygen (reflecting drinking
water) and strontium (geology), and, to consider diet, carbon (plant
foods) and nitrogen (meat and fish). On the evidence of oxygen and
strontium, most of the teeth, which formed when the men were
aged six or seven, could only have grown in parts of the world colder
than Weymouth. For some, the possibilities ranged from Iceland
and Arctic Norway to further east in the Baltics or Russia. A further
twenty-one men had their homes in places not quite so cold, but
still far from southern England, from different parts of Sweden and
Denmark to eastern Germany or the Czech Republic. The remaining
five men could have been born in Britain, two of them locally – but
they might also have been born in Denmark or, in two cases, Scotland
or Norway.
It was clear from this that the men were not local, and broadly
fitted a picture of Vikings scattered over a wide area. In 2018, as I

was completing this book, Carolyn, Jane Evans and their colleagues
published a further study, focusing on lead isotopes and using a new
way of analysing the data. Lead mostly reflects the amount of metal
in circulation in things like water pipes. The lead levels in the bones
of the Weymouth men are comparable to those seen in prehistoric
people, and mostly far below the normal level in Britain at the time
of their death – consistent with them having origins elsewhere. But
at a finer resolution, the isotopes had more to say.
Combined with the earlier data on strontium and oxygen, the
lead outlined a restricted zone within which twenty of the men were
likely to have grown up. Surprisingly, perhaps, this excludes not just
Britain, but all of Iceland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Finland,
leaving a wide band from the southern Baltic Sea down to the Black
Sea, taking in all of Poland and Romania, and parts of the Czech
Republic and Ukraine. The others of the thirty-one analysed seem to
have come from further north: three men perhaps from Denmark,
three from Russia, Arctic Scandinavia or Iceland, and five whose
origins are unclear but are unlikely to lie in Western Europe or the
Baltic states.7
Femurs throw light on where the men spent the decade or so
before their deaths. If five of them had been born in the very cold
north, even more had subsequently lived there – twenty-six in northern Scandinavia or east Russia, of whom six were in extremely cold
Arctic regions. Interestingly, the ribs, which reflect where the men
had been for the last few years of their lives, describe a different story.
No one had spent time in the Arctic (nor, for that matter, had any of
them lived in Britain), and most of them had been in less cold parts
of Scandinavia.
Changes in the men’s diet can be mapped in the same way, by
comparing nitrogen and carbon isotopes in teeth and bones that
grew at different times. Nitrogen-15 increases as a person consumes
more animal protein, from fish, meat and dairy products, while
carbon-13 increases with the consumption of marine foods. The
varied figures from the Weymouth men show diverse diets, consistent with them having grown up in different places and moved about
during their lives. The scientists compared their nitrogen and carbon
figures to those obtained in other studies for groups of people in
England on the one hand, and in Iceland, Sweden and Denmark on
the other. These confirm the Weymouth men’s northern origins:
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they map close to the latter group, and show significantly more
nitrogen-15 than the English. These men, it seems, ate better than
the people whose lands they invaded, growing up on a high-protein
terrestrial diet, and several of them increasing their consumption of
marine foods late in life.
Yet more lines of evidence confirm the men’s northern origins.
Only one skull was sufficiently complete for its ancestral features to
be assessed. Compared to existing sets of measurements, the closest
fit was with a group of prehistoric skulls – from Denmark. Likewise,
the heights of the men were compared to medieval groups from
Britain and Scandinavian countries, and the closest match turned
out to be with Danish Vikings.
A remarkable result, then, that paints a vivid picture of men
growing up and moving about in a wide area of, perhaps, Poland and
the cold north of Europe, far from where they died. But if we dig into
the pages of figures and tables in the scientific studies, we can find
something else. Something that reminds us that this was not just a
faceless crowd, but a group of individuals, each with their own hopes
and stories.
Differences between the men’s isotope values for ribs and
femurs confirm that six of them had moved from very cold to less cold
regions before reaching Britain – these are the six noted above who
had earlier lived in extreme Arctic conditions. They all seem to have
moved to enjoy similar and significantly warmer temperatures some
two to five years before their deaths, most likely somewhere in south
Scandinavia (but not the far south), Belarus, western Russia or northern Iceland. Five of them had returned to where they had begun.8
Carolyn and her colleagues noted something about these six
men’s ages. The group includes two of only three older men in
the whole pit (perhaps the oldest), and range down to what might
have been the youngest, aged possibly no more than eleven. Could
they have moved together? Were they related? These questions
become more pertinent when we realize that the one man aged forty
to forty-five – a group leader, perhaps, drawing on the wisdom of
two elders and responsible for two young teenagers – is skeleton
3806: Bluetooth.
What else do we know about these six men? One of them,
an elder aged over fifty, lay apart on the edge of the pit, where his
remains had been badly disturbed by the mechanical digger. We can
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The ten more or less complete bodies on the pit bottom, the first to be thrown
in (some on the north side were partly removed by the mechanical excavator).
3806 (Bluetooth) and 3804, one of the oldest men in the pit, lying beside each
other with their feet to the north, may have spent much of their lives together.
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Remarkably, this stretch of Dorset coast is where the first Viking
attack in Western Europe occurred – or at least, the first to be
recorded. Around the year 789, three Danish ships appeared offshore, at a place thought to have been near Portland. Beaduheard, a
royal official, was in Dorchester when he heard the news. He rode

down to the water, and tried to persuade the uninvited strangers to
see his king. They murdered him and his men.
Could the executed men on the hill above Weymouth have come
from those first three ships, the first Viking attackers becoming the
first Vikings to die in battle overseas? It would be a good story: fifty
men could crew a longship, so perhaps there might be two other
gruesome pits out there, waiting to be discovered. But archaeology
tells us otherwise. The original radiocarbon date was confirmed by
two more. Together they suggest that, almost certainly, the executions
occurred at a point between ad 970 and 1025, some two centuries
after that first Danish visit.
These were anxious times. The carbon dates’ fifty-five years
span the reigns of six kings: Edgar the Peaceful (who died in 975);
Edward the Martyr; Ethelred the Unready; Sweyn Forkbeard (Harald
Bluetooth’s son, who battled to replace Ethelred but died almost as
soon as he’d succeeded, allowing Ethelred to return from exile);
Edmund Ironside (who survived seven months before, according
to one story, being murdered while he sat on the toilet); and Canute,
who came to power in 1016.
Within that period, however, there is a greater radiocarbon probability that the executions took place between 980 and 1020. By this
time, the north and east of England were ruled by Scandinavians;
Vikings were settling down and building up businesses. Thanks
largely to King Alfred (r. 871–99), southern England remained in
Anglo-Saxon hands, and was a greater draw for overseas raiders
seeking booty and land of their own. Vikings resumed their attacks
in the 980s, having not been seen in southern England for fifty years;
they continued until the Danish king Canute conquered England.
Radiocarbon and history, then, point to the reign of Ethelred
the Unready (978–1016) as the likely context for the Weymouth
executions.
Not every skirmish or attack during those four decades was
recorded. Even when they were, we are given few details. But surviving texts do describe warfare, violence and destruction. The
fragmentary histories show us the sort of world in which the fifty-two
men on Ridgeway Hill lived and died.
Ethelred’s reign was plagued by political confusion, in which
both king and rebellious compatriots sought strength in alliances
with Vikings. People changed sides at the dip of an oar. Norse

28

29

say no more about him. The rest are mostly typical of the whole
group. The older adolescent had a minor elbow injury. A twentyfive- to thirty-five-year-old had particularly strong legs and bunions
on both big toes. Bluetooth, who we have already noted was taller and
stronger than most of those found in the pit, had robust shoulders
and upper arms and legs, and healed fractures in both feet and one
of his shinbones. There are two things, though, of particular interest, given the possibility the men might have been hanging around
together for some time.
Two of them, the better preserved older adult and the older adolescent, suffered from Scheuermann’s disease, a spinal deformity
that had caused the older man to lose a little height. The disease is
not fully understood, but it is thought to have a significant hereditary
component. No one else in the pit showed this condition.
The same older man and Bluetooth had both survived brucellosis. This is an infectious disease picked up from animals. It might
be a coincidence, but they were the only two in the group with reasonably clear signs of brucellosis, and it could be they contracted it
at the same time. Signs of the disease occur on the bones of only one
other man in the pit.
The six bodies were scattered throughout the pit, suggesting
the men were not executed and disposed of together. Two, however,
lay side by side, feet to the north, on the bottom of the pit beneath a
mass of corpses. One was the old man who survived brucellosis. The
other was his fellow sufferer, Bluetooth. Here, perhaps, are the two
men the others looked up to, who were recognized by their killers
as leaders, and who were among the first to die in a long parade of
slaughter – the older man, uniquely, taking a stab to his buttocks so
deep that the archaeologists think at that point he must have been
flat on the ground.
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bravado, interpreted in popular modern culture as noble and heroic,
seems often to have been no more than male swagger in a world
where hollow boast was followed by backtracking and betrayal.
A Scandinavian in England a thousand years ago could be attacked
by another Scandinavian (a concept that embraced a wide range of
geographic origins), and both they and English people might have
mixed ancestries that within only a few generations reached back into
each others’ territories.
The scientific evidence from the pit, however, leaves us with two
probable explanations for why the men died. In both, Anglo-Saxons
ordered the death of Northmen. Perhaps, we might think, one of the
few skeletons not yet analysed came from a Welshman – a term originally applied to ‘native’ Britons. But that takes special pleading. We
assume that all the men in the pit were Vikings, and that leaves room
only for native English attackers – if, at an unlikely stretch, joined by
the odd mercenary accomplice from elsewhere.
One possibility is quite specific: that the men died in 1002, on
13 November – a Saturday. On this day dedicated to the otherwise
little celebrated St Brice, Ethelred, for reasons unknown, feared
an attempt on his life and kingdom, and ordered the death of all
Scandinavians living in England – more bluster than practical reality.
Danes, said the king, had ‘sprung up in this island, sprouting like
cockles among the wheat’ (a reference to a now rare agricultural weed
with a pretty little purple flower). They should be ‘exterminated’.
If the ‘Danes’ targeted by Ethelred were all soldiers who had
recently settled in England – as some historians argue – those in the
Weymouth pit might qualify (though only a single adolescent had
a wound that might have come from an earlier fight). But evidence
suggests Ethelred had a looser focus in mind. Looking back from
less than a century later, historians (admittedly writing in what by
then was a Norman, or quasi-Scandinavian, kingdom) condemned
the massacre for targeting innocent men, women and children;
the Norwegian queen Gunnhild and her young son were said to be
among the victims.
Following his claim to be justly exterminating cockles, Ethelred
described an incident in Oxford: Danes sought safety in a church, only
to find themselves burnt to death along with everything around them.
Remarkably, recent excavations in Oxford found a compact mass
of male human skeletons identified by isotope studies as possibly

Scandinavian, and some of the bones showed signs of burning. Like
those in Dorset, these men – young, tall and strong – had been thrown
into an old hollow, in this case a prehistoric ditch. The deposit had
been partly removed by later building, so we don’t know the full scale
of the atrocity, but there were at least thirty-five deaths.
Sean Wallis, the archaeologist who directed the dig, is convinced
the men were St Brice’s Day victims. They were less systematically
dispatched than their Weymouth contemporaries. Sword wounds,
notably in the head, back, sides and legs, were far in excess of anything
needed to kill them, but they were not beheaded. The remains suggest
men fleeing a murderous mob more than a systematic execution. It’s
possible bodies were collected from various places and dumped from
a cart; in the ditch, arms and legs lay straight, in line with torsos.9
There is something else that distinguishes the two incidents.
While the isotope data seem unequivocal about the Dorset men’s scattered European origins, the indications from Oxford are less strong.
Of thirteen sampled individuals, at most six, but possibly only one,
have oxygen isotopes pointing to a clear origin outside Britain. Five of
the same individuals’ teeth were analysed for strontium isotopes. This
suggested that none was local to Oxford; but while one might well
have been Scandinavian, the others could have come from Britain.
Which brings us to the other explanation for the Dorset
murders: that the men were a gang of Viking raiders whose plan had
gone disastrously wrong. We have a scene of composed horror. No
one flees. The bodies lie in all directions and positions, arms and legs
flung out or flexed. The archaeologists saw the same thing in France,
at the First World War Fromelles graves. There, they thought, bodies
had been thrown in by pairs of German soldiers, one holding each
end. I visited that dig, and was struck by the curious sense of freedom
conveyed by the bodies: not hunched in fear, but expansive and open,
limbs spinning like falling angels.
On Ridgeway Hill most bodies appear to have been swung into
the pit from the southwest, southeast or northeast sides. This suggests to me three executioners, perhaps each assisted by two men,
who delivered and held the victims, then slung the corpses onto
the growing heap. This was no easy task. Decapitation took up to
seven blows, about three on average. They had been delivered from
all directions, around half from behind, others from the sides and
front. There were many other cuts across the bottoms of jaws and
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into shoulders. There were also several in hands, wrists and lower
arms, where victims had tried to defend themselves; one man’s wrist
and all five digits in his left hand had been sliced through. This suggests their arms were not tied, which is confirmed by the sprawling
limbs in the pit.
Five of the men had other sword cuts in the head. Perhaps they
fought. One, aged twenty-five to thirty-five, suffered four such injuries. Three of these could have been delivered from behind by a
right-handed executioner, but the fourth implies attack from the left
side – another assailant, perhaps. This blow cut clean through the
side of his skull. Brain would have oozed from the gaping hole, but it
was probably a sword through the neck that killed him.
Vikings, no less than any other people, liked to tell each other
stories. Several survive, written down in later centuries and known
to us as sagas. Though nothing like the systematic executions seen
in the Weymouth pit has yet been found anywhere else in early
Medieval Europe, there is, in one saga, a description of an event that
sounds eerily close to what might have occurred on Ridgeway Hill.
The incident appears in the Jómsvíkinga saga, a compilation
of anecdotes about Scandinavian kings reaching back to the late

900s, written down some two centuries later. Historians debate
how much of it is record and how much entertainment. It is rich in
treachery, heroics and sorcery, and Old Testament-style visions and
prophecies. Its interest to us now lies in the saga’s unusual ending:
a mass beheading.
If there is fantasy in the saga – one warrior turns into a goldhoarding serpent – there is also verisimilitude. Young men form
gangs of warriors and go on summer raiding expeditions (this is
the real meaning of the word ‘viking’; it was adopted to refer to
early Scandinavians as a whole, rather than a particular activity,
only in recent centuries). Athelstan, another Anglo-Saxon king,
Harald Bluetooth and Sweyn Forkbeard make appearances. Finally,
a long-brewing confrontation with a group of troubling fighters,
the Jómsvíkings, occurs in the south Baltic Sea, with much loss
of life. The battle ends with the Norwegian army taking seventy
Jómsvíkings prisoner.
The men are roped together and their possessions seized. The
Norwegians sit down to eat, and brag about their victory before
returning to the captives. They behead three badly wounded warriors. Then they work their way down the rope, untying the men
one by one, challenging them to express their lack of fear, holding
their heads by twisting sticks in their hair, and executing them with
a sword.
Each death is a story. One man asks to take a piss. As he does
up his flies, he says he’d hoped to sleep with the Norwegian earl’s
wife – with the predictable rapid result. Another says he wants to be
executed from the front, so he can see the blow and show his true
bravery. He did not blanch, says the saga, but his eyes closed at the
moment of death.
More men die. Then things start to unravel. The eleventh turns
his head as the sword swings and the executioner removes the arms
of the man holding his hair. The earl talks to the prisoner, finds out
he is seventeen, and takes him into his own army. There is a scuffle
when the next man is approached, and the errant blade cuts the rope.
The intended victim grabs the sword and executes the executioner.
The earl, impressed again, takes on a second Dane, and then releases
them all.
In Anglo-Saxon England you could be sentenced to death for
treason, theft, trespass, dishonest property deals and more. Legal

A large cut to the top of a skull.
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execution burials are not uncommon, and the location of the
Weymouth pit would be typical: the site is beside a major road near
an administrative boundary, away from settlement and among prehistoric burial mounds, high and remote, all features that attracted
gallows throughout Anglo-Saxon England. Missing heads are also
seen at legal execution sites, and are thought to indicate the presence of heafod stoccan – heads on stakes, fly-blown reminders of the
penalty for transgressions.
But such cemeteries are not like the Weymouth pit. Individuals
have their own graves. Hanging is more common than beheading. On Ridgeway Hill, by contrast, fitting the narrative of the
Jómsvíkinga saga, removal of the head in itself seems to have mattered. In the rains of blows, several of the men would likely have
died without being decapitated. The separate heaping of heads on
the shallow south side of the pit emphasizes this theft of person,
of isolation of will from bodily action, in life and death. Perhaps up
there on Ridgeway Hill, or down in Weymouth by the shore, a local,
vindictive triumph over the continuous fear of thieving, murdering
young men from overseas was marked by the now missing five heads
raised in the air.
It’s possible that the fifty-two men were killed by another Viking
gang, but that seems unlikely on English soil. They could have
crewed a middling warship. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, key historic texts for these times, are packed with incidents of raiding fleets,
sometimes numbering hundreds of ships. There are battles, betrayals and ‘great slaughter’, and occasional descriptions of crews’ fates.
In 992 a ship was captured in the Thames Estuary, and the crew all
slain. In 897, after a bloody battle in which sixty-two Anglo-Saxons
were killed, two marauding Viking ships were wrecked on the Sussex
coast. The crews were seized and taken to Winchester – a good two
days’ walk – where the king ordered them to be hanged. By comparison, the marching uphill of fifty-two men from Weymouth, in three
or four hours perhaps, would have been nothing much to record.10
When I was in Dorset to walk the Ridgeway, down by the sea in a
Bridport street market I found a children’s picture book about Alfred
the Great. It tells the story of a hero king repelling invaders, building
a British navy, writing books and mapping out the old shires – the
school-history saga, complete with the moment when Alfred was
scolded by a woman for letting her cakes burn while he plotted how

to beat the Danes. Vikings loom darkly, ‘fierce sea-raiders from the
North who came in their long black ships and attacked the peaceful English farmers’. But Alfred beats them in a great victory, and
‘England became a free country’, where ‘English law and English
justice are known and respected throughout the world’.11
The atrocities on the downs above Weymouth and in the streets
of Oxford don’t fit that narrative. We see the villains abused by the
good. But that simple inversion may itself be too pat. The English –
depending on how you read history – had perhaps themselves only
recently invaded Britain. Britons, Angles, Saxons and Vikings were
not so different, in their cultures, their languages and their histories,
from each other. School curricula celebrate the Norman Conquest, a
Viking invasion under another name (the Normans – men from the
north – were recently settled Scandinavians in France). Among the
massacred men in Oxford, however, it’s not obvious who was AngloSaxon and who was Viking.
On Ridgeway Hill, the new three-lane bypass sweeps below me
in the summer heat. White chalk shows through slowly spreading
scrub on the steepest sides of the cutting, but otherwise the works
are now overgrown. Grasses that bind new, thin soils fade from green
to brown. Delicate downland flowers – mostly absent from the older
grazed turf – are everywhere in the disturbed ground, spatters of red
and mauve, white, yellow, orange and deep purple. The names are
as rich as the colours: corky-fruited water dropwort, common knapweed, horseshoe vetch and dyer’s greenweed.
The language of this celebration of returning peace, issued from
the earth with the bones of the dead, reaches back to the world of
Ethelred, Sweyn and Canute. ‘Wort’ is Old English for root or plant;
it is also found in Old Norse, Danish and Old High German. ‘Weed’
is an Old Saxon word, and ‘knap’, a knob, is found in Old English and
Old Norse. ‘Vetch’ comes from the Latin via Anglo-Norman French.
A thousand years after the tragedy, rivalries are forgotten in a jumble
of flowery tongues. Wild thyme, restharrow, pyramidal orchid and
clustered bellflower – otherwise known as Dane’s blood.
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