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12 Thor the wind-raiser

Olaus Magnus’s Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus (OM, 159;
Figure 1) and they seem to have been found in Scotland down to the
present century. And in recent folk-practice in Sweden and Swedish-
speaking Finland, one attempted to call up a favourable wind (for
sailing-vessels or perhaps wind-mills; cf. Note 1 above) by some such
invocation as Blds (pd), Kajsa! and by making an offering, for example,
by throwing a coin over the top of the mast. The name Kajsa, Norlén
(1972) has convincingly argued, must go back to a form of the name
of St Katherine of Alexandria who was regarded as having special
connections both with the weather and with seamen (cf. also Note 9 in
Chapter 2 below). The following points may be stressed in the present
context. It was, of course, before the advent of motorised vessels that
positive wind-magic was particularly common amongst sea-faring
peoples (cf. HWDA, IX, col. 645). As has been suggested, the Vikings
were not only great exploiters of the wind but, because of the not
entirely perfect nature of their sailing techniques, were very dependent
on it for their movements by sailing-vessel. Wind-magic may probably
be said to be more common amongst pagan peoples than, say,
Christians, and the Scandinavians of the larger part of the Viking Age
were pagans. From this we may say that the practice of wind-magic
was probably more common in Viking-Age Scandinavia than in most
other societies or cultures.

Figure 1: Buying knots for a fair wind. (From Olaus Magnus, Historia de gentibus
septentrionalibus, 1555, book 3, ch. 16.)
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I would suggest, then, that in the Old Norse world, it was believed
that one could get a fair wind by magical or supernatural means. One
might be able to buy one from magicians or from Lapps. One could
get it by the use of amulets or incantations or a combination of both.
One might be endowed with some special quality which always gave
one good luck with the weather and a fair wind (cf. Note 4 above).
And one could get it by the invocation of supernatural beings, heathen
or Christian, God himself or pagan gods, minor demons or saints. It is
this last expedient which will be given special attention in the present
context. And here a passage from the Icelandic Hallfredar saga
(probably composed in the early thirteenth century) is of relevance.’

The story of how Hallfredr Ottarsson was converted to Christianity
by Olifr Tryggvason in Trondheim is well known. And the account in
Hallfreoar saga of how Hallfredr arrives in Norway prior to his
conversion is of special interest for present purposes. It may be quoted
from the Modruvallabok text of the saga (from IF , VIII, 151-152,
with one change of punctuation), but with variants or additions (in
square brackets) from the version of the saga in Oldfs saga Tryggva-
sonar in mesta (cf. OT, 1, 347; Hallfr, 37-38):

Ok eitt sumar, er hann (viz. Hallfredr) kom af Islandi, p4 lagu peir vid
Agdanes.’ Par hitta peir menn at mdli ok spurdu tidenda. Peim var sagt, at
hofdingjaskipti var ordit 1 Néregi; var Hakon jarl daudr, en Olafr
Tryggvason kominn { stadinn med nyjum sid ok bodordum. P4 urdu
skiparar [skipverjar allir] 4 pat séttir, at s14 { heit [til pess at beim gefi byr

3A related account of the story of Hallfredr’s conversion (although of no
particular relevance in the present context) is found in OTOdd, 122-126; Hkr,
I, 328-333; Kristni saga, 1892-1896, 139. Hallfredr is found at Agdanes on
an entirely different occasion, in Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, ch. 10 (fF , I,
84-85), in the time of Eirikr jarl. On that occasion Hallfredr transports
Gunnlaugr to Iceland. They immediately get a favourable wind, vdru vel kdtir,
and Gunnlaugr declaims a verse which mentions the wind. The author of
Gunnlaugs saga probably knew Hallfredar saga.

6 Agdanes (modern Norwegian Agdenes) lies on the south side of the mouth
of Trondheimsfjorden, about 40 km. as the crow flies from Trondheim. It was
an important harbour in the medieval period. Because of difficult currents in
the fjord, passengers and pilgrims often disembarked at Agdenes and continued
overland to Trondheim. It seems to have had ‘direct’ connections with Iceland
(cf. [F, IX, 265) and must have been a place through which many Icelanders
passed. It is frequently mentioned in Kings’ Sagas. Cf. KL, s.v. Hamn. Norge
and references; Perkins, 1999, 178-182.
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at sigla brottu af Noregi nokkur til heidinna landa], ok skyldi gefa Frey fé
milgit [ok priggja sdlda 9l], ef peim gefi til Svidjédar, en Pér eda Odni, ef
til Islands keemi.” En ef peim gefi eigi 1 brott, pa skyldi konungr rada.
Peim gaf aldri { brott, ok urdu at sigla inn til Prandheims.
Subsequently Hallfredr meets Olafr Tryggvason and the king stands
sponsor to him at his baptism. Now the moral of this story is clear. It
is, of course, essentially of Christian authorship and, in Christian eyes,
itis the Christian God who controls the winds. The heathen Icelanders
pray to pagan gods to give them a wind to escape from a Norway
under the sway of the Christian Olafr. But no such wind comes and
the Icelanders are forced to go to Trondheim and be baptised there.
The Christian god is mightier in his control of the winds. And this, of
course, is not the only place in Norse literature where we find the
Christian God or his saints controlling wind and weather. A few other
examples may be given:

(a) In ch. 57 of Orkneyinga saga (IF, XXX1V, 123), Bishop Vilhjalmr
finds himself weatherbound in Shetland on his way back from Norway.
Winter comes and there are storms and contrary winds. Then the captain
of the ship proposes that the bishop make a promise to God that if they
get a fair wind, he will no longer oppose the translation of the holy
relics of Jarl Magnus. The bishop agrees and as soon as he has made
his vow, the weather changes and they get such a favourable wind that
Vilhjalmr is able to sing mass at home in Orkney the very next Sunday.

(b) The following is a paraphrase of one of the miracles connected
with St Porlakr (see Byskupa sogur, 1938—1978, 236, 323): ‘Another
happening was that certain men were sailing out along a fjord with a
following wind. But they met another ship sailing in along the fjord in
the opposite direction. As they passed, they asked the men sailing
inwards how it was that they were sailing against the wind. The others
said that they had urgent need of a speedy voyage and had prayed to
Bishop Porlakr for a fair wind (hofdu heitit G Porldk byskup til byrjar).

7 We note the links suggested here between Thor and Odin and Iceland, and
Frey and Sweden (Svipjé0). Frey was certainly thought of as a god particularly
connected with the Swedes and this doubtless reflects actual belief (MRN,
165—-175; note, for example, the reference in Flar® (IV, 11) to Freyr Sviagod).
And the cult of Thor was particularly strong in Iceland (see MRN, 86—87). On
the other hand, there is very little evidence for worship of Odin in Iceland (see
MRN, 64-70; VAch, 391).
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They parted and both ships reached the different harbours they wanted
to by the evening.’

(c) Third in this context, attention may be drawn to a prayer to the
Christian God in skaldic drottkveett for a favourable wind. In a chapter
of Sverris saga found only in the version in AM 327, 4to, we are told
how Magnis Erlingsson with his fleet are becalmed for a week at
Unnardys (probably modern Hummardus, near Farsund, not far from
the southern tip of Norway; cf. NO, 469). With the king is an Icelandic
skald called Méni and he addresses this verse to the Deity (Sverris
saga, 1920, 90):

Byr gef bratt, inn Qrvi,
Bjorgynjar til morgum
—pess bidjum vér—pjédum,
pungstéls konungr sélar.
Angrar oss, pats lengi
utnyrdingr heldr fyrdum
vindr’s til seinn at sundi
sunnreenn, { dys Unnar.

(Prose word-order and translation: Gef brdtt, inn orvi konungr sélar
pungstils, byr morgum pjéoum til Bjorgynjar. Pess bidjum vér. Oss angrar,
pats iitnyrdingr heldr fyroum lengi i Unnardys. Sunnreenn vindr’s til seinn
at sundi. ‘Give the great host soon, O generous King of heaven (sélar
pungstols), a fair wind to Bergen. This we pray Thee. It vexes us that a
north-west wind delays men at Unnardys. A southerly wind is too slow in
coming over the ocean.”)

(d) In the story of Olafr Tryggvason’s dealings with Raudr inn rammi
in Heimskringla (cf. Appendix), the wind produced by the heathen
Raudr is overcome by the greater power of Christianity (cf. also Note
4 above).

In the outlook of Christians, then, and not least Christian seafarers
of the Scandinavian North, it was, of course, the Christian God, the
Virgin Mary and His saints who were thought of as controlling wind
and weather. Such saints as were invoked might be local ones, for
example, St Olafr or St Porlakr or St Eric of Sweden; or they might be
non-Scandinavian, for example, St Peter, St Nicholas of Myra or St
Katherine of Alexandria (see above; KL, s.v. Var og vind; Norlén,
1972, 75-79). But we may now turn to the three heathen gods
specifically mentioned by name in the passage in Hallfredar saga,
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Frey, Odin and Thor. What evidence is there, we may ask, that they
were regarded as deities on whom one might sanguinely call for a
favourable wind? To what extent were they wind-gods?

The proposition that Odin may have been regarded as a god who
had control over the wind finds support in various sources. In verse
154 of Havamal (Edda, 43), Odin himself appears to boast:

Pat kann ec ip nfunda, ef mic naudr um stendr,
at biarga fari mino 4 floti:

vind ec kyrri  vagi 4
oc svafic allan sa.

In verse 3 of Hyndluljoo (Edda, 288), the various benefits Odin can
bestow on mankind are enumerated. Not only can he give victory,
wealth, eloquence, the gift of poetry and manliness to those he wishes
but, we are also told, byri (plural) gefr hann brognum, ‘he gives
favourable winds to men’. It is true that Snorri Sturluson knew Hdavamadl
and Hyndluljéo in some form or other but there is no reason to suppose
that he was particularly influenced by them when he wrote of Odin in
ch. 7 of Ynglinga saga (IF, XXVI, 18): Pat kunni hann enn at gera
meo oroum einum at slgkkva eld ok kyrra sjd ok sniia vindum hverja
leio, er hann vildi. (Snorri then goes on to say that Odin also owned
the ship Skidbladnir; cf., however, the next paragraph below.) We also
note that one of the names for Odin, Vidrir, probably refers to his role
as a god who controls wind and weather (vedr) (cf. [0, 1131). But of
most interest in this context is the well-known story of King Vikarr’s
death in ch. 7 of Gautreks saga (FN, 1V, 28-31) King Vikarr is engaged
on an expedition to Hordaland with his fleet:

Hann 14 { h6lmum nokkurum lengi ok fekk andviri mikit. Peir felldu

span til byrjar, ok fell svd, at Odinn vildi piggja mann at hlutfalli at hanga

6r hernum. P4 var skipt lidinu til hlutfalla, ok kom upp hlutr Vikars konungs.
This outcome causes great consternation in Vikarr’s army but even-
tually, by trickery, Vikarr is indeed consecrated to Odin, pierced with
a spear and hanged by Starkadr. This suggests that human sacrifice was
made to Odin, and then by hanging, in the hope of getting a favourable
wind (cf., for example, MRN, 44—46, 206207 for commentary).?

8 The story is referred to briefly by Saxo in his sixth book (153). Saxo says
of the fleet: Cumque quodam in loco diutina tempestatum seevitia vexarentur,
ita ventis navigationem frustrantibus, ut maiorem anni partem quieti tribuerunt,
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Factors which suggest that Frey was a god who could control the
wind are less convincing but not negligible. While, as noted, Snorri
attributes ownership of the ship Skidbladnir to Odin in Ynglinga saga,
it was doubtless more usual to attribute it to Frey, as Snorri himself
does in both Gylfaginning (SnE, 47-48) and Skdldskaparmal (SnE,
123); and that it was rather Frey who was thought of as owning
Skidbladnir is borne out by verse 43 of Grimnismdl (Edda, 66). Of
Skidbladnir, Snorri says that it had a favourable wind as soon as the
sail was hoisted (and that it could be folded up and kept in one’s pouch;
SnE, 123: Skioblaonir hafoi byr, pegar er segl kom a lopt, hvert er
fara skyldi, en mdtti vefja saman sem diik ok hafa i pung sér, ef pat
vildi). In an episode in the version of Olcifs saga Tryggvasonar in mesta
represented by AM 62, fol. and Flateyjarbok (OT, 111, 2; cf. p- 28 below),
we are told how, in a race to reach a temple of Frey, Olifr Tryggvason
outsails some Frey-worshipping Tronds: Kepptu hvdrirtveggju at sigla
sem mest. For pa sem optast, at gipta konungsins [cf. Note 4 above]
madtti meira en fjpolkynngi Freys ok illr dtrinadr peira er honum
pjonudu, ok pat bar sva til at, sem inn bezti vildi, at skip konungsins
gekk miklu meira, ok pvi kom hann fyrr til hofsins. Frey was a god
very close to his father Njoror and was in many ways an aspect of him
(see MRN, 156—179; both Frey and Freyja were the result of an
incestuous union between Njor0r and his sister). Njordr was, of course,
particularly connected with ships and the sea. It would not be surprising,
then, if he should be thought of as having control of the winds. And
Snorri (SrE, 30) specifically says of him: Hann byr d himni, par sem
heitir Néatiin; hann reedr fyrir gongu vinds ok stillir sjd ok eld; d hann
skal heita til seefara ok til veioa.

We might conceivably have heard more about Frey as a controller
of the winds if our written sources for pagan Norse religion were from

deos humano sanguine propitiandos duxerunt (‘And when, in a certain place,
they were troubled by a lengthy period of violent storms and the winds impeded
their voyage to such an extent that they had to spend the greater part of the
year in inactivity, then they decided that the gods must be placated by a sacrifice
of human blood’). And he continues: Itaque coniectis in urnam sortibus, regize
necis victimam deposci contigit (‘ And when lots were cast in an urn, it turned
out that the death of a royal victim was required’). We may infer that Odin,
who wished to bring about Vikarr’s death, is behind the unfavourable winds
and also, presumably, the outcome of the sortilege.
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Sweden, the area where he was predominantly worshipped (cf. Note 7
above), rather than from Iceland.

We turn now to evidence that Thor was regarded as a god who had
control over the wind. This is, as might be expected, rather more
extensive than that relevant to Odin and Frey. Special attention may
first be given to the witness of three particular texts:

(1) In the comparatively late Floamanna saga (fF , XIII, 274-282),
it is told how the hero of the saga, Porgils Pérdarson, has embraced
Christianity at the time of the conversion of Iceland, but is persecuted
by Thor, the former object of his faith. Porgils decides to emigrate to
Greenland. While waiting for a favourable wind (the expression used
is at bioa byrjar; cf. p. 9 above), he is again visited by Thor in a dream
and the god threatens him with a stormy passage. Porgils is undeterred
and sets sail with a favourable wind. As soon as they are out of sight
of land, however, this wind drops and the ship is becalmed. Food and
water begin to run short and the ship’s company suffer great hardship.
Autumn sets in. Then (iF , XIII, 280; longer text):

Meltu sumir menn, at peir mundu bléta Por til byrjar [the shorter text has
‘skyldi heita 4 P6r’], kvadu betr pa farit hafa rdd manna, er peir bl6tudu
hann, ok kvadu rad at fella pangat hugi sina. Porgils segir: ‘Ef ek verd
varr vid pat, at nokkurr madr bldtar ok gerist gudnidingr, pa skal ek pat
hardliga hefna.” En vidr pessi ord hans treystist engi at kalla 4 Por.
And when Porgils discovers that he has an old ox on board which he
once, presumably before his conversion, dedicated to Thor, he has it
thrown overboard, despite the protestations of those of the ship’s
company who are still avowedly pagan and who object to the way
‘their Thor’ (‘Porr varr’ in direct speech) is being insulted. After some
three months of hardship at sea, the ship is wrecked on the desert
coast of Greenland, through, one infers, the agency of Thor. It is some
time before Porgils finally frees himself from the god’s harassments.

This episode in Fléamanna saga has twofold interest. Although
Porgils Pordarson is, in all probability, a historical character, the story
told about him here is, of course, fictional. There is no reason to believe
that the historical Porgils ever went to Greenland. On the other hand,
there is equally no reason why the narrative of the saga should not
give a fairly realistic picture of what might have happened on board
an Icelandic ship becalmed in the North Atlantic around Ap 1000. The
privations of such a situation would, as already suggested, be severe.
While hunger would be a heavy affliction, the thirst would probably
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be worse. There would probably have been squalid conditions on board,
possibly sickness and perhaps extremes of temperature. It would not
be surprising, then, if under such conditions, men resorted to their
deities, whether Christian or heathen, for succour and relief, not least
in the form of a favourable wind to get them to land. And in such circum-
stances, the newly-converted might well have been tempted to revert
to their former beliefs, to turn apostate, perhaps even thinking the sea
to be more the province of the old heathen gods than of the new
Christian one. And those who had been unwillingly baptised but were
still heathen at heart might have had no scruples in having recourse to
the heathen gods. And that they should supplicate particularly Thor is
not surprising either; Thor was, of course, the god most worshipped
by the Icelanders (cf. Note 7 above). Second, a detail in the passage
may be considered, the alliterative phrase blota Por til byrjar. It is
true that the author of Fléamanna saga seems to have a distinct pre-
dilection for alliteration; this, for example, he indulges in the direct speech
he attributes to Porgils in the passage quoted above. But also, of course,
he occasionally uses established alliterative expressions, including, as
noted, the expression bida byrjar (fF , XIII, 278); this expression, as
observed (p. 9 above), is an example of alliterative terminology relating
to the wind which is attested widely in the Scandinavian dialects. The
verb at bléta is usually used in Old Norse with the name of the god for
whom any sacrifice is intended in the accusative; there is an example
in the passage from Floamanna saga just cited (cf., for example, LP,
55; VAch, 400-401). And the words bléta til byrjar (i.e. with til + the
thing solicited in the genitive) are, of course paralleled by such phrases
as at blota til ars, frioar, sigrs (cf. C=V, 70 for citations). Expressions
like these must surely go back to the heathen period. It seems probable,
then, that in the alliterative words bléta Por til byrjar we have a genuine
piece of pagan terminology relating to the business of getting a
favourable wind by making sacrifice to the god. It can be compared
with those already discussed above. It was perhaps remembered over
the years particularly because of its alliterative form. (And it may have
been replaced in the Christian period in Iceland by some such equally
alliterative phrase as at heita a byskup til byrjar or perhaps an even
more alliterative at bidja byskup byrjar; cf. Byskupa sogur, 1938—1978,
236, 343; Mani skdld’s verse quoted on p. 15 above.)

(2) Fléamanna saga is, as noted, a relatively late source probably
from the end of the thirteenth century or the first decades of the



20 Thor the wind-raiser

fourteenth. We turn now to a substantially earlier work and one of
entirely different provenance, Dudo of St Quentin’s history of the early
dukes of Normandy, De moribus et actis primorum Normannice ducum,
probably completed in the first two decades of the eleventh century.
In ch. 2 of his first book, Dudo (1865, 129-130) gives a vivid account
of the way the Norman Vikings made human sacrifice to Thor in order
to secure a successful outcome for their undertakings:

Ceaterum, in expletione suarum expulsionum atque exituum, sacrificabant
olim venerantes Thur, Deum suum. Cui non aliquod pecudum, neque
pecorum, nec Liberi Patris, nec Cereris litantes donum, sed sanguinem
mactabant humanum, holocaustorum omnium putantes pretiosissimum;
eo quod, sacerdote sortilego predestinante, jugo boum una vice diriter
icebantur in capite; collisoque unicuique singulari ictu sorte electo cerebro,
sternebatur in tellure, perquirebaturque levorsum fibra cordis, scilicet vena.
Cujus exhausto sanguine, ex more suo, sua suorumque capita linientes,
librabant celeriter navium carbasa ventis, illosque (v./. deosque) tali negotio
putantes placare, velociter navium insurgebant remis.

This may be translated tentatively as follows:’

Moreover, as the last act on expulsion and departure (?), they used formerly
to make sacrifices in veneration of their god Thor. To him they offered
neither gifts of sheep nor cattle (?), nor of Father Liber (i.e. ‘wine’), nor of
Ceres (i.e. ‘corn’ or ‘bread’), but they used to sacrifice the blood of human
victims, thinking that to be the most valuable of all offerings. The proce-
dure was this: When a divinatory priest had decided how things should
be, the victims were struck viciously on the head with a single blow from
an ox-yoke. And then, when the brain of each and every victim, selected
by lot, had been crushed by a separate blow, he was spread out on the
ground and the fibre (fibra) of the heart, that is to say the vein (vena), was
carefully examined on the left-hand side (levorsum). After that, and in
accordance with their custom, they would smear their own and their com-
rades’ heads with the drained blood and promptly spread the sails of their
ships to the winds, thinking to placate them (i.e. ‘the winds’; or, accepting
the reading deosque, ‘the gods’) by such actions. Then they would rapidly
ply the oars of their ships.

There are, of course, various obscurities here. One issue is which of

the two readings illosque or deosque to accept. Although the latter is
preferred by Steenstrup (1925, 20) and by Albrectsen (translation,

9T am grateful to David and ITan McDougall, Robert Ireland and Peter Foote
for their help in making this translation. Any shortcomings in it are, of course,
my responsibility. Cf. Dudo, 1998, 15-16.
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1979, 24), it appears, as far as can be seen from Lair’s edition, in one
manuscript only; and Lair himself has illosque in his main text. But
whichever reading is the more original probably makes little difference
to the point being made here. This is that the account can safely be
interpreted as demonstrating that human sacrifice was offered to Thor
in expectation of assuring favourable winds at sea (so e.g. in RGA’,
1V, 323; NG, 1, 441; Schomerus, 1936, 109; MRN, 94). And as van
Houts (1984, 110) remarks, there is no reason why Dudo should not
have been in possession of reliable information about heathen
Scandinavian customs. Grandchildren of the first permanent settlers
of Normandy would have been alive when he was writing. And the
information he received from such people could be corroborated by
knowledge of the customs of heathen Scandinavians of his own time,
of whom, of course, substantial numbers must still have existed. Mogk
(1909, 618-622) has produced evidence that the Germanic peoples of
earlier times made human sacrifice to wind- and sea-spirits in order to
ensure favourable weather conditions. Such offerings, Mogk suggests,
were later transferred to Thor. Just, then, as we get an account of human
sacrifice to Odin for a favourable wind in Scandinavian sources of
two or three centuries later (Gautreks saga; Saxo; see above), so here
we have a source from Normandy of around the year 1000 that suggests
human sacrifice was made to Thor with similar aims.'?

(3) So much for Dudo of St Quentin. But probably the most important
testimony we have in the present context comes from a source
completed in the 1070s, some sixty or seventy years after Dudo’s work.
In the fourth book of his Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum,
Adam of Bremen (468—471) touches on the heathendom of the Swedes
(Sueones). He first describes their temple at Uppsala with its effigies
of Thor, Wodan and Fricco. He then goes on to talk of the significance
of the three gods. And of the first of them, Thor, Adam writes: ‘Thor,’
inquiunt [the subject of this verb is probably to be understood as
Sueones], ‘presidet in aere, qui tonitrus et fulmina, ventos ymbresque,
serena et fruges gubernat.” This much-cited statement has normally

10 In connection with this passage from Dudo and the story of the sacrifice
of Vikarr to Odin, we note ch. 18 of Ljdsvetninga saga (IF, X, 93-95), where
we hear of a ship’s long wait for wind off Hrisey in Eyjafjordur. When the
putative culprit for this lack of wind is exposed by sortilege, the rest of the
people on the ship want to kill him.
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been accepted at face value; we have no real reason to doubt it. For
present purposes, however, in using it as evidence for the Swedes’
belief in Thor’s control over the wind, it might be appropriate to show
very briefly by a few examples from external evidence its validity
with respect to belief in the god’s control over the other five phenomena
Adam mentions. Thus:

(a) tonitrus, ‘thunder’. There is, of course, ample evidence from sources
other than Adam that Thor was connected with thunder. For example, the
very name Thor (Pérr) is cognate with Germanic words for thunder, in-
cluding, of course, English thunder; it is also etymologically related to
the the Latin word for thunder, tonitrus, used by Adam himself (cf. Latin
tonare, ‘to thunder’); cf. fO, 1186. Various kennings and heiti for Thor
would seem to refer to him as a controller of thunder (see Ljungberg,
1947, 212-214). Cf. KL, s.v. Torden.

(b) fulmina, ‘lightning; thunderbolts’. While it not inconceivable that Adam
had some inkling of the relationship of the word Thor (Porr) to words for
‘thunder’ in German or other Germanic languages (see (a) above), he can
scarcely have known anything of the name given in Icelandic sources to
Thor’s hammer, Mjollnir, and even less of its etymology. One etymology
of Mjollnir connects it with Icelandic mala, ‘to grind’, and mglva, ‘to
crush’. But others relate it to Russian molniia and Welsh mellt, both of
which words mean ‘lightning’, and this etymology seems particularly at-
tractive (see AEW, 390; MRN, 81; cf., however, fO, 627). At all events, in
the eighth book of Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum, we are told how,
in a fight between Thor and the giant Geruthus, the giant’s women are
smashed by Thor’s thunderbolts ( fulmina) (Saxo, 242; cf. MRN, 80). Cf.
further on Thor and fulmina, KL, s.v. Torvigg and references.

(c) ymbres, ‘showers, rain’. As late as the seventeenth century, Thor was
being held responsible for rain in Sméland in Sweden (see Montelius,
1900, 294 and references). And the Finnish god Ukko, who is very much
to be regarded as a ‘loan’ from pagan Scandinavian religion, was often
invoked when rain was needed (see, for example, NK, XXVI, 126; Ljung-
berg, 1947,56-57; MRN, 98; KL, s.v. Ukko). Cf. also again KL, s.v. Torden.
(d) serena, probably strictly ‘cloudless skies’, but usually understood as
‘fine weather; sunshine’. While I cannot point to any evidence to suggest
that Thor was thought of as having control specifically of the clouds,
Bronze-Age petroglyphs from Scandinavia often show a figure, identi-
fied with Thor because of such attributes as hammer or axe, carrying a
‘sun-disc’. This, with other evidence, suggests that he was already re-
garded as a sun-god at this early stage (cf. RGA’, 1V, 323-324; Ljungberg,
1947, 91-111 and references).

(e) fruges, ‘produce of the earth; crops’. There is ample evidence external
to Adam’s Gesta that Thor was thought of as a god who brought fertility
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to crops. The proposition is suggested, to take a quite random piece of
evidence, by the occurrence of such place-names as Torsdker in Sweden
and Torsager in Denmark, both of which may be interpreted as ‘Thor’s
Cornfield’; cf. NK, XXVI, 125; AR, 11, 120; MRN, 93. Also, more gener-
ally, NK, XXVI, 129.
These are sample pieces of evidence which bear out Adam’s statement
concerning the Swedes’ belief in Thor as governing lightning, rain,
sunshine and crops. They show that Adam is giving us more than a set
of commonplaces, more than the kind of information a medieval
Christian writer might conventionally offer concerning any pagan sky-
god. And if Adam is correct in what he says about the Swedes’ statement
concerning Thor’s control of the five phenomena in question, then it
is not unreasonable to conclude that he may well be right in what he
says about the sixth, the wind. We should note the explicit nature of
Adam’s evidence on this matter. In what is after all a work more or
less of fact (rather than fiction), it is specifically stated that the Swedes
believed that Thor had control of the wind. The present tense of inquiunt
should be noted. Here, then, we have a particularly direct and
unambiguous statement about pagan Scandinavian belief in Thor’s
powers over the wind.

Here, then, in Fléamanna saga, Dudo and Adam of Bremen, are
three specific items of evidence which suggest that Thor was thought
of as in some way having power of command over the wind. These, as
noted, come from sources of rather different provenance. Taken
together, however, they have decisive weight. And that Thor was
thought of as controlling the wind can also be concluded, or perhaps
rather inferred, from a number of other sources and not least Icelandic
ones. A few perhaps somewhat random examples may be given:

In at least one of the two skaldic verses attributed to the poetess
Steinunn, Thor is credited with having destroyed the ship of Pang-
brandr, a man known from the prose of the works in which the verses
are preserved as one of the first Christian missionaries in Iceland (see
Skj, A, 1, 135-136; B, I, 127-128; Turville-Petre, 1976, 65-67; MRN,
89-90). This the god was presumably thought of as having done by
producing stormy weather, directed against the agent of his arch-enemy,
Christ.

The Hauksbok redaction of Landndmabok (fF , I, 53, 55) tells of
Kollr who encounters a storm off north-western Iceland. He appeals
to Thor for help but is subsequently shipwrecked. His foster-brother
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Qrlygr Hrappsson in another ship, however, calls on ‘Bishop Patrekr’
and comes safely ashore in Patreksfjorour. The story has, of course, a
Christian bias, but is doubtless realistic in representing heathens as
invoking the aid of Thor (albeit in vain in this instance) when in
difficulties at sea.

The account given of Helgi magri Eyvindarson in Landndmabdk
(IF, 1, 250) is of interest in this context. We are told of Helgi that he
believed in Christ but had recourse to Thor when on journeys by sea
and in difficult situations: Helgi var blandinn mjok i trii; hann tridi d
Krist, en hét a Por til sjofara ok haroraeda. Helgi presumably believed
that Thor had some influence over the forces of nature so important to
seafarers. (When SnE (cf. p. 17 above) says of Njordr that & hann skal
heita til séefara ok til veida, the implied reason is that he controls the
movements of the wind, moderates the sea, etc.) And when Helgi
approached Iceland in his ship as prospective landndmsmadr, he sought
advice from Thor as to where he should settle (gekk hann til frétta vio
bor, hvar land skyldi taka; cf. KL, s.v. Frett I and references). Thor (or
his oracle) directed (visadi) Helgi to the north of Iceland and he settled
in Eyjafjordur at Kristnes.

In Landnamabdk and elsewhere there are, of course, a number of
accounts of how intending colonisers of Iceland threw their high-seat
pillars (¢ndvegissiilur) overboard on approaching the island for the
first time and settled where the pillars drifted ashore (see Strombick,
1970, 136—142 for a full list of references). One of these is of particular
interest in the present context. In ch. 4 of Eyrbyggja saga (IF,1V,7-8;
cf. IF,1,124-126), we are told how P6rolfr Mostrarskegg, a particularly
fervent devotee of the god, is sailing to Iceland with a favourable wind.
He gets becalmed, in Faxafl6i we may infer, and here Porolfr makes
the vow that he will settle where his gndvegissiilur (on one of which
the image of Thor is carved) drift ashore. The pillars go overboard and
are driven by the elements, and rather faster than might be expected
(eigi vanum seinna), around Snefellsnes and into Breidafjordur. At
the same time a sea breeze (hafgula) springs up and drives Porolfr’s
ship in the same direction. He subsequently finds the pillars washed
ashore on a headland. Here he settles and calls the place Pérsnes. It
was presumably wind, wave and current controlled by Thor which
was thought of as driving Pér6lfr’s pillars, and after them his ship, to
Pérsnes. But we also note the words of the saga, Porr var d land kominn
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meo silurnar, with their implication that the god was more or less
identified with the pillars or that the god himself was in them (cf.
Turville-Petre, 1962, 247; MRN, 87). In other allusions to this custom,
Thor is not specifically mentioned. Even so, some have seen a general
connection between the practice and the cult of Thor (e.g. Meyer, 1891,
212; cf., however, Stromback, 1970, 136, note 1).

One colonist, Kraku-Hreidarr ()feigsson (fF , I, 232-233) declares
(perhaps significantly, at the mast of his ship) that rather than throw
his high-seat pillars overboard, he will invoke the guidance of Thor
direct to show him a place to settle and says he will fight for the land
if it is already settled (kvezk heldr mundu heita d Por, at hann visaoi
honum til landa, ok kvezk par mundu berjask til landa, ef aor veeri
numit). He subsequently makes a difficult landing at Borgarsandur in
Skagafjordur. The following spring, Eirikr Hréaldsson persuades
Hreidarr not to fight a certain Semundr for his landndm adjacent to
Borgarsandur, but says that he will give him tungan ¢ll nior fra
Skalamyri, kvao pangat Pér hafa visat honum ok par stafn d horft, pd
er hann sigldi upp d Borgarsand.

A story related to some of the above is told in Landndmabdk (see IF,
I, 163-164) of Porélfr Mostrarskegg’s son Hallsteinn who settled in
Porskafjordur. He sacrifices to Thor to send him some high-seat
pillars.!! After this, a huge tree is washed ashore and is used for making
pillars for almost all the farms in the neighbourhood.

Finally, a well-known story in ch. 8 of Eiriks saga rauda (IF, IV,
425) has interest in this context. Porfinnr karlsefni and his followers
have run short of food on their expedition to Vinland. They call on
their Christian God for help but to no avail. One of the party, Pérhallr
veidimadr, apparently still a committed heathen, disappears and is
subsequently found lying on a cliff-top staring upwards and chanting
something (hann horfoi i lopt upp, ok gapodi hann béedi augum ok munni
ok nosum ok kloraoi sér ok klypoi sik ok puloi nokkut). Soon after, a
whale of unknown species drifts ashore and they cook and eat its meat,

11 The Hauksbok redaction adds the detail (/F, 1, 164, note 1) that he gaf par
til son sinn. This could possibly imply human sacrifice (cf. the accounts of
Dudo and Gautreks saga quoted above) but more probably means that
Hallsteinn dedicated his son to Thor to become his devotee (cf. IF, 1V, 12-13;
Briem, 1945, 170, note 2).
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but are ill as a result. Poérhallr then boasts that he has got his reward
for the poetry (skdldskapr) he has composed in honour of his patron
Thor (whom he familiarly refers to as hinn raudskeggjadi), and we
may infer that it was this poetry he was declaiming on the cliff. His
companions now realise who has sent the whale and throw its meat
away. We are left to draw the conclusion that it was by his control of
current, wind and wave that Thor was thought of as able to send the
whale to the starving company.'?

12 For further discussion of the relevant passage in Eiriks saga rauda with
perhaps a slightly different or more specific interpretation than that given
here, see Perkins, 2000.



CHAPTER TWO
AN EPISODE IN ROGNVALDS PATTR OK RAUDS

Blés Porr . . . { kampana ok peytti skegg-
raustina. Kom pd pegar andvidri méti konungi.
OLAFS SAGA TRYGGVASONAR IN MESTA

E HAVE SEEN in the previous chapter how desirable a

favourable wind was to the medieval Norse and how the god
Thor was believed by some to be able to control the winds in general
and to produce favourable winds in particular. These questions now
arise: How was Thor thought of as producing winds and breezes? Did
he simply have wind and weather at his command? Or did he do it in
some other way? In attempting to give some answers to these questions,
attention may be drawn to a passage in an Icelandic work normally
known as Rognvalds pdttr ok Rauds (abbreviated RR). And because
RR has not received much scholarly attention, it will not be out of
place to offer first some basic information about its preservation,
content, sources, dating, and other aspects. This, it should be stressed,
is done without an exhaustive study having been made and with heavy
reliance on the work of Strombick (1940) and Olafur Halldérsson
(see Bibliography).

(A) Manuscripts of RR

RR is preserved in two major redactions in eight different manuscripts
with independent value as follows:

(1) It exists as a separate, continuous entity (referred to here as
RR557) only in the manuscript AM 557, 4to which preserves a dozen
items or so (some defective) including Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu,
Hallfredar saga, Eiriks saga rauda (which immediately precedes
RR557) and Damusta saga (which immediately follows RR557). AM
557, 4to was probably written in the period 1420-1450 by Olafur
Loftsson whose work as a scribe is far from unimpeachable (cf. Stefan
Karlsson, 1970, 137-138).

(2) RR is incorporated as four separate passages in Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar in mesta (OT). (On OT in general, see KL, s.v. Oldfs
saga Tryggvasonar; Olafur Halld6rsson, 1990; MS, 448-449: 0T, 111,
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xv—cccl; and references in these places.) This redaction is referred to
as RROT. The most significant manuscripts of OT are: AM 61, fol.;
AM 53, fol.; AM 54, fol.; Perg. fol. nr 1 (Bergsbok); Papp. fol. nr 22
(Husafellsbok); and, representing a different, later version, AM 62,
fol. and Gl. kgl. sml. 1005, fol. (Flateyjarbok). RROT appears in six of
these seven manuscripts (although only part of it in the defective AM
53, fol.). Itis not found in AM 54, fol. in its present form. It is, however,
also found in AM 325 IX 1 b, 4to.

Further on manuscripts, editions, translations etc. of RR, see the
Appendix. In what follows Olafur Halldérsson’s editions, RROT and
RR557, will be referred to. (RROT is based on AM 61, fol. and gives
variants from all independent manuscripts other than Husafellsbok;
variants from this last-mentioned manuscript are given in OT, III,
cexviii—cexxi.)

(B) Redactions of RR

There is, to my knowledge, as yet no exhaustive study of the differences
between the two main redactions of RR (cf., however, Stromback, 1940,
15-18). Attention may, then, on a tentative basis and briefly, be drawn
to the main differences between the two redactions (i.e. that represented
by RR557 on the one hand and by RROT on the other) under four
headings as follows:

(a) Independence. As suggested, RR557 may, for practical purposes,
be regarded as an independent entity, totally unrelated in content to
the material which precedes and follows it in its single manuscript;
RROT, on the other hand and as noted, exists only as four separate
passages integrated into OT. It seems entirely probable that the situation
represented by RR557 is the more original, i.e. that RR existed as an
independent whole and has subsequently been incorporated into OT.
That the converse has happened, that the redaction represented by
RR557 has been put together from originally separate passages
extracted from OT, seems altogether unlikely (cf. Strombéck, 1940, 17).

(b) Volume. In Olafur Halldérsson’s edition (OT, III, 95-102), RR557
may be said on a rough calculation to take up about 242 lines; by a
similar rough calculation, RROT may be said to take up some 346
lines in Olafur’s edition of OT. Approximate though these figures may
be, it will be seen that RROT is substantially longer than RR557, indeed,
more than a third as long again. Three theoretical possibilities exist:
(1) that RR557 represents a shortening of RR in its original form; (ii)
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that RROT represents a lengthening of RR in its original form; (iii)
that both (i) and (ii) obtain. Without having undertaken a detailed
investigation of the matter, I would be reluctant to dismiss any of these
three possibilities. The difference in volume is not least pronounced
in the account of Olfr Tryggvason’s visit to Raudr on his island which
is of special interest to us (see below) and which, roughly calculated,
takes up 57 lines in Olafur Halld6rsson’s edition of RR557 (i.e. 100/12—
101/35) but 88 lines in Olafur’s edition of RROT (i.e. 328/9-332/17).
(c) Content. Strombick (1940, 16—17) mentions certain differences
of detail in the content of the two versions (e.g. in RR557, Sigridr
seeks out Olfr Tryggvason in Gardariki, in RROT in England). A few
of these differences are noted in the plot-summary of RR given below.
(d) Style. Strombick (1940, 16, 17) stated that the version of RR in
Fms and Flateyjarbok (i.e. RROT) is characterised by ‘rhetorical
ornamentation’ and that this feature is absent from the version of RR
in AM 557, 4to; also that the redaction in AM 557, 4to gives the
impression of being ‘somewhat more archaic’ than the other version.
One cannot be absolutely certain what features Strombéck is referring
to here; but it seems quite possible that the ‘rhetorical ornamentation’
he discerns in RROT may include, for example, the element of
alliteration found in the passage, RROT, 329/14-330/19. It also seems
possible, however, that the features in question are secondary and were
introduced by the redactor who interpolated the pdttr into OT.

(C) Summary of RR

Aresumé of RR may be offered (see Harris, 1980, 168—169 for another).
Because the text of RROT is of greater interest in the present argument,
the resumé here is based on this version (as represented by AM 61,
fol.) rather than on RR557.

[Cf. RROT, 313/8-322/21; RR557, 95/25-99/22] P6rélfr skjalgr
Qgmundarson, father of Erlingr, is a powerful man of Jadarr. (RR557
does not give Porélfr a nickname or say that his father is Qgmundr;
towards the end of its text, however, it refers to him as Pordlfr
Skjalgsson (RR557, 102/4-5).) He is responsible, it is implied, for
plotting the murder of Lodinn on the latter’s farm at Arvik in Stadr.
Porolfr takes Lodinn’s widow as his concubine, appropriates his estate
and reduces one of his two young sons, Rognvaldr, to servitude.
Rognvaldr grows to be a fine man and becomes Porélfr’s overseer. He
asks Porolfr to find him a wife and is married to a woman called Sigrior.
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By Sigridr, Rognvaldr has a son called Gunnarr whom P6r6lfr treats
more or less as his own child. One summer, P6érélfr plans a raiding
expedition and commands Rognvaldr to build a splendid drinking hall
while he is away. Rognvaldr complies and employs the services of
two Wendish craftsmen for the task.! Rognvaldr also has large heaps
of firewood gathered near the hall. On his return, Pordlfr is pleased
with the new hall and seems to accept an explanation from Rognvaldr
for the presence of the firewood. He then makes preparations for a
great feast. At this feast, Gunnarr sits at Pordlfr’s side in the high-seat,
dressed in a red tunic. Rognvaldr and the two Wends get the company
drunk on particularly strong drink. They then set fire to the hall and
the piles of firewood around it, burning all the people in it, including
Po6rolfr. Rognvaldr then makes his escape by sea, together with Sigrior,
a sleeping Gunnarr and the two Wends. Out on the fjord, Gunnarr
awakes, sees the burning hall and rebukes Rognvaldr harshly for the
crime against Porélfr. Rggnvaldr silences him and the company sails
northwards. They are shipwrecked off Stadr, the Wends perish, but
Rognvaldr, with his family, survives and is able to return to ZErvik and
establish himself there on his father’s estate. One day, Rognvaldr sets
Gunnarr adrift in a small boat, with the purpose, it seems, of disposing
of a witness to the burning of P6rélfr. The boat is driven northwards to
an island located off Halogaland. Here the boy is found and adopted
by the chief man of the island (nameless in the interpolated version,
but called Kati in RR557).2 This man is a devotee of Thor (RROT,
319/15-16: Fyrir eyju peiri er bdtrinn var at kominn réod einn blétmaor.

! Harris (1980, 178) suggests that the role of Wends in this context is unlikely
to reflect reality. We might, however, note that this nation was close to medieval
Scandinavia and members of it seem to have settled in the southern Danish
islands (see KL, s.v. Vender). The proposition that some of them found their
way further north is, therefore, not as improbable as it may at first sight seem.
And itinerant carpenters and other craftsmen would, of course, have been
familiar figures in medieval Scandinavia (cf., for example, Trotzig, 1995, 22,
where it is suggested that the chest of Viking-Age tools from Mistermyr in
Gotland belonged to such a person).

2 Strémbiick (1940, 17) thought that the name of Gunnarr’s/Raudr’s foster-
father in AM 557, 4to (cf. RR557, 98/11) might be read as Kdti but could
perhaps also be read as Kdri (cf. pp. 48—50 and Note 9 below). Olafur
Halldérsson suggests to me in private communication that a reading Kdari is
palaeographically improbable. And he prefers to read Kati (spelt ‘kati’) rather





