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Abstract 

 

The study of Viking fortifications is a neglected subject which could reveal 

much to archaeologists about the Viking way of life. The popular representation of 

these Scandinavian seafarers is often as drunken, bloodthirsty heathens who rampaged 

across Britain leaving a trail of destruction in their wake. Excavations at Coppergate, 

York and Dublin however, show that the Vikings developed craft and industry 

wherever they settled, bringing Britain back into trade routes lost since the collapse of 

the Roman Empire. These glimpses of domestic life show a very different picture of 

the Vikings to that portrayed in popular culture. Fortifications provide a compromise 

to these views, as they are relatively safe, militarised locations where an army in 

hostile territory can undertake both military and ‘domestic’ activities. 

This study investigates the historiography of the Vikings and suspected 

fortification sites in Britain, aiming to understand the processes behind which 

archaeological sites have been designated as ‘Viking’ in the past. The thesis will also 

consider the study of Viking fortifications in an international context and attempt to 

identify future avenues of research that might be taken in an effort to better 

understand this archaeologically elusive people.



This work is dedicated to Laura, for continuing to put up with my over 

enthusiasm when it comes to all things Viking. 
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Figure 5.3: 1945 aerial photograph of the site with theoretical boundaries applied. Photo 
adapted from: The Historic Environment Record for Central Bedfordshire Council. 
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and to defend the hillfort in the event of attack. The dense scatter of military artefacts 

over such a small area is in direct contradiction with Woodstown, which has a much 

more diverse spread of artefacts indicative of at least a partial function as a settlement. 

Neither Holmquist Olausson (2002) nor Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009) mention or 

place any emphasis on the shape of the town or fortress ramparts, implying that this is 

indeed a concern that exists only in Britain and Ireland. 
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The overt expression of military activity at Birka is a direct contrast of what 

we have observed in Britain and Ireland. At various suspected Viking fortifications in 

Britain such as Great Shelford, Cambridgeshire, Danbury, Essex, and Warham Camp, 

Norfolk, no traces of Viking occupation were found, but Dyer (1972:232) however 

states this as a reason for Viking occupation, as the sites are “in accordance with the 

general lack of material from British Viking occupation”. It may be that we cannot 

expect British sites to exhibit the same large number of artefacts found at Birka. With 

there being a much higher probability of scarce resources, it may have been that the 

Viking occupants of British sites did strip them of useable materials before moving 

on. However the author believes that certainly some evidence of occupation would be 

left behind – burnt hearths from smithing work for example, which would have been 

essential in keeping an army supplied with weapons. It is also interesting to note that 

Birka was built with a dry stone shell wall, which was then filled with dirt. The 

British and Irish sites show no examples of stonework and whilst this could be due to 

the temporary nature of the camps, one would perhaps expect sites such as 

Woodstown to have eventually been provided with stone revetted ramparts depending 

on the length of time that they were in use. It is clear that Birka was constructed with 

long term defence in mind, with the situation of the hillfort being;  

 

“dictated by contemporary battle-techniques, where naval warfare and archery 

played a dominant role. Tactics would have concentrated mainly on siege, 

threat and extortion; and the defensive structures on the island should be 

considered as part of a defence-in-depth system.” (Hedenstierna-Jonson et al 

2009:10) 
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The vast majority of the British sites, however, are not constructed where 

archery especially would be utilised to the same extent. The high number of riverside 

fortifications obviously would cater for the mooring of ships. Investigations into the 

possible ways of defending fortifications from waterborne attack, for example by pile 

barricades, would be extremely useful. With the use of archery in Viking warfare 

remaining a debateable subject, it is worth considering that what we see here is a 

cultural difference between Swedish, Danish and Norse Vikings. Although there 

would most probably have been contingents of Swedes as part of both Norse and 

Danish armies, we cannot be sure as to whether one nation may have favoured the use 

of archers over the others. Archers are attested in various sagas - in the Saga of Harald 

Hardrada, King Harald “was wounded in the throat by an arrow” (Monsen 1932:567) 

and died as a result at the Battle of Stamford Bridge. The History of Olav Trygvason 

also mentions archers during the Battle of Swold, where “Einar Tambarskelver... was 

shooting with his bow and shot harder than all others” (Monsen 1932:212). Birka’s 

fortress and garrison would certainly have possessed a field of fire over any enemy 

forces attempting to scale the hill from an amphibious landing and the arrowheads 

found in the ‘garrison’ area certainly testify to the use of archery (Holmquist 

Olausson 2002:161). 

 

Six ring fortresses (also known as Trelleborg fortresses) have been identified 

across northern Denmark and southern Sweden, although only the three best 

preserved at Trelleborg, Zealand, Fyrkat, Jutland and Aggersborg, Limfjord are 

discussed here. These all date to c. 1000 and are believed to have been constructed by 

Harald Bluetooth of Denmark who died in 986. These fortresses are “strikingly 

regular in form” (Cohen 1965:19), being protected by a circular rampart and ditch. 
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Trelleborg, Zealand, also features outlying buildings that were also protected by an 

outer bank and ditch, “which is circular for part of its course and then abruptly 

angular” (Cohen 1965:19). The banks of the fortresses are constructed of mud, clay 

and timber revetments, with stone being used only to line the gateway and the bottom 

of the bank, which, at Trelleborg, stands 5 metres high but may have reached up to 7. 

At the top of the Trelleborg bank lay a palisade, which appears to have been burnt 

(Cohen 1965:20). The ditch, similarly to Repton, appears to have been V-shaped. The 

interior of the fortresses contain houses – measuring about one hundred Roman feet 

(29.6 metres) in length, arranged corner to corner in groups of four to form squares. 

These groups of houses are situated within four quadrants dividing up the interior of 

the fortress, and are divided by roads running into the centre of the fortresses from 

gates positioned on the cardinal points.  

The fortress of Fyrkat is a matter of interest as it is not constructed in a 

strategic position. Though constructed on an elevated strip of land around which were 

low lying areas, from the nearby hills it is actually possible to look down into the 

fortress, which is “built on such uneven ground that the whole gives the effect of 

being a tilted saucer” (Cohen 1965:27). Fyrkat also features an incomplete ditch 

which encloses only small parts of the bank and again this is V-shaped in profile. 

Cemeteries at Trelleborg and Fyrkat show that a mixture of pagan and Christian 

burials were used, as well as possible sacrifices taking place at Fyrkat and 

Aggersborg. The burials include men, women and children, suggesting that the 

demography of the fortresses may not have only been soldiers, but possibly included 

families. Whether women and children would have lived within the fortresses 

however is unknown. Interestingly, the Trelleborg fortresses are circular despite 

Aggersborg and Trelleborg being riverine fortifications. The outer bank and ditch at 
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Trelleborg effectively seals off a headland at a confluence of rivers and it is very 

possible that this would have been to ensure the safety of the ships. 

The Trelleborg fortresses actively demonstrate that the Danes in the late 10th/ 

early 11th centuries were utilising circular defended structures and it should be 

remembered that this may not have been an innovation – circular fortifications are 

recorded in Flanders and Zeeland, all of which “had a timber-faced earth rampart 

surrounded by a wide ditch, [which] has excited interest because of their similarity to 

the famous, but rather later, series of Danish circular camps” (Hall 2007:78). Finds at 

Camp de Péran, Brittany, indicate a possible Viking occupation of a site constructed 

perhaps during earlier Frankish/Breton wars, or as an Anti-Viking defensive site (Hall 

2007:81). 

 

 Other fortifications in Denmark include the D-shaped settlement at Hedeby 

and the linear Danevirke fortification. Hedeby had impressive ramparts 10m high 

strengthened with a ditch and palisade. Excavations revealed evidence for trade, 

jewellery production and smithing, which shows similarities to Woodstown. One 

hundred metres north of the ramparts lies an undefended enclosure called ‘Hochburg’ 

or ‘hillfort’, where a cemetery exists. The burial rites and grave goods indicate the 

presence of Danes, Saxons, Slavs and Swedes (Hall 2007:62), another factor that 

indicates a multicultural settlement as opposed to a strictly military, Danish base.  

 The Danevirke is a linear fortification over thirty five kilometres long, first 

constructed around 700 and “traverses a natural bottleneck, the Schleswig Isthmus” 

(Dobat 2008:29). By 737, the Danevirke had “become a linear fortification of 

previously unknown scale” (Dobat 2008:40), with the ‘semicircular wall’ around 

Hedeby being established some time in the 10th century. This development suggests 
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that the function of the Danevirke changed from protecting the Jutish peninsula as a 

whole to also defending the settlement at Hedeby: 

 

“Besides its defensive purpose, [the] Danevirke from this point onwards is 

obviously also supposed to actively channel and facilitate ‘control’ of land-

based traffic. So, in the course of these developments, the structure was 

transformed not only functionally; it was also converted into a more or less 

‘permanent’ institution” (Dobat 2008:58). 

 

The Danevirke was constructed with a bank up to four metres high and twelve to 

fourteen metres wide, further fortified from the earliest constructions with a ditch and 

palisade. The Danevirke has interesting parallels with the Götavirke linear 

fortification, located on the island of Gotland, Sweden. Both seem to have been 

constructed to seal off an area of land to control any traffic that wished to cross the 

boundary that they were creating. Unlike Offa’s Dyke on the Powys/Shropshire 

border of Britain, which measures some one hundred and twenty miles in length, the 

Danevirke could have been maintained and patrolled by armed forces, especially if 

they were mounted. The ‘Kovirke’ – part of a short-lived attempt in the 10th century 

to enclose the area around Hedeby (See Figure 7.8) – is the only rampart where 

“archaeologists have recorded an opening and complex gate construction” (Dobat 

2008: 42), suggesting that the monitoring of traffic across the boundary was certainly 

a function of this rampart.  

The only other site aside from Birka that Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009) 

highlight is the Götavirke. This site is seen as being associated with the wishes of 

certain groups to expand territorially during the Viking Age. This 3.5km long linear 
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barrier on the island of Gotland “was a territorial mark against the outer world and a 

means to control communication, trade and hostile military movements from the east” 

(Hedenstierna-Jonson et al 2009:5). Gateways through the fortification that would 

have allowed this, however, are not mentioned. This is interesting due to the questions 

that it may raise in relation to the archaeology of the Viking Age in Britain and 

Ireland. The HER search happened to reveal 13 linear dykes in Britain although these 

were disregarded due to the search parameters being designed specifically towards 

fortified enclosures. It would be useful however, if any future investigations at this 

type of monument revealed evidence of their being constructed or at least being recut, 

repaired and used during the early medieval period or Viking Age.  
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Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009) argue that mental boundaries were replaced 

in the Viking Age by pile barricades and earthwork ramparts and that the use of 

mobile forces was crucial for enforcing ownership within a territory, resulting in a 

smaller number of fortified sites. However, can this theory really apply for Britain? 

The geography and topography of Britain varies greatly to parts of Scandinavia, 

where large areas of open country exist that may not have needed garrisoned 

fortifications. Territorial boundaries could have consisted of physical, topographical 

or even mental boundaries, which would have been accepted as the limits of various 

factions’ power. In Britain however, the well established Anglo-Saxon kingdoms 

were already bounded and these territories were constantly contested – Offa’s Dyke is 

a clear indication of the wish to establish the boundary between Mercia and Wales 

(Richards 2004:21). These boundaries would also have been hotly contended between 

the Saxons and Vikings, thus meaning that fortifications may have played a more 

important role in the demarcation of territory. It could also be considered that the 

larger, empty areas of Scandinavian territory would have served as buffer zones, 

meaning that any incursion could be intercepted before reaching important 

settlements. 

The nature of conflict was also different, with the Viking armies in Britain and 

Ireland actively aiming for conquest and colonisation (Richards 2004:49, Forte et al 

2005:68) on a much larger scale than the eastern Scandinavian societies would have 

been capable of. In England, the more densely grouped territories and population 

centres would make hostile contact more frequent and with the Anglo-Saxons 

attempting to hold their territories, fighting may have been much more vicious. 

Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009:10) state that in Scandinavia, “periods of increased 

martial activity were succeeded by periods of relative calm, a fluctuating development 
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that continued into the Middle Ages”. In Britain and Ireland however, conflict would 

most probably have been more inclined towards a state of constant readiness for war. 

Although we know of periods of truce in both Britain and Ireland (Viking forces, for 

example, who “camped in East Anglia… gave peace for horses” (Christiansen 

2002:175) in 866), these periods may have allowed for the further fortification of 

Viking camps in anticipation of future hostilities. We must also consider, however, 

that Viking forces may not have required a strong defensive position if they were to 

remain mobile – the Vikings who gave peace for horses in East Anglia in 866 went on 

to raid York the year after (Swanton 2000:68)! We can hypothesize that in Ireland, the 

Woodstown longphort or settlement must also have experienced some form of peace, 

at least at times, as the production of non-military and trade items would have been 

much less of a priority if the settlement were engaged in constant warfare. We also 

know that various groups of Vikings were utilising alliances with the Irish and 

becoming involved in dynastic warfare (Hall 2007:89), which would have involved 

fluctuations of truce and conflict, although the added danger of rivalry with other 

Viking groups may have actually led to an increased likelihood of conflict.  

The larger number of fortifications in Denmark when compared to the rest of 

Scandinavia could be due to the geography and topography being less of a natural 

defence in itself, meaning that the construction of fortified positions was imperative. 

It must also be remembered that the Trelleborg fortresses are associated with the reign 

of Harald Bluetooth or Svein Forkbeard, who commanded the resources to allow their 

construction (a dual purpose of the fortifications possibly being a symbolic display of 

power (Forte et al 2005:181)) – something that regional leaders in eastern 

Scandinavia may not have had the opportunity to utilise. 
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Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009:11-12) also theorise that the military structure 

of the Viking Age in Eastern Scandinavia was not the castle or fort, but the hall – as 

seen at Birka. These replaced the hillforts of the Migration Period and not until 

“sometime well into the Middle Ages [were] the great halls… replaced by citadels 

and castles combining the representative and symbolic functions of the halls, and 

hilltop sites before them, with more advanced military capacities.” This could be an 

interesting parallel with the British and Irish sites, where we see no evidence of 

castles or keeps at theorised sites, although some do feature an oval ‘mound’ 

(Edgeworth 2006, 2008), upon which some form of construction may have existed. 

Most probably, however, the investment of a hall at a fortified site would only occur 

once the garrison was going to be situated there at least on a semi-permanent basis 

and perhaps we should not expect to see these in Britain and Ireland. 

 

What we are presented with in Britain and Ireland is a series of paradoxes 

similar to Scandinavia. We know that Viking forces were present in the British Isles, 

yet locating where they fortified themselves is problematic. As mentioned above, 

investigations should take into account the large number of linear boundaries, ditches 

and banks that exist and may date to the Viking Age. It is entirely possible that Viking 

camps were unfortified, relying on pickets and sentries to alert the garrison in the 

event of an attack and that linear boundaries may have been utilised as a demarcation 

of territory. If Viking forces were mobile and mounted on horses, patrols would have 

been able to either report enemy sightings back to the encampment, or act as a 

counter-force to ride out and engage the enemy in the open field. Unlike their 

predecessors, the Roman legions, who would construct marching camps whilst 

marching through hostile territory (some survive today and Davies & Jones (2006), 
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for example, discuss those in Wales and the Marches) Viking armies were most 

probably not as numerous or equipped in such a standardised way, which would 

prevent a routine construction of fortifications. 

If the Vikings in Britain and Ireland were constructing temporary 

fortifications, then we cannot be sure as to what form these were taking. Since studies 

in Britain and Ireland have focused on D-shaped enclosures, this can be understood as 

a British and Irish concern, as the Scandinavian studies do not focus on this to such an 

extent (indeed Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009) do not mention the phrase ‘D-

Shaped’ once in their discussion of the Birka rampart). It may simply be that we 

cannot expect a uniform fortification design, with sites having to be addressed on an 

individual basis. To expect uniformity in the plan of fortified enclosures may be 

unrealistic – Viking forces would have consisted of mixed numbers of infantry, 

cavalry and ships, meaning that any fortifications would fluctuate in size and form 

even for a single force, as they were depleted, reinforced, left or returned to their 

ships.  

 Evidence from Britain, Ireland and the continent shows that the Vikings were 

inclined towards utilising natural defences such as rivers and rock outcrops (Biddle & 

Kjølbye-Biddle (1992), Russell et al (2007), Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009)). 

Examples include the reference in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to the Viking camp at 

Repton or indeed the fortress at Birka. It is also entirely possible that Viking armies 

utilised fortified sites that were already constructed. We know that Avebury was 

occupied during the Saxon period although its prehistoric interior ditch and massive 

exterior bank are not designed for defence. As mentioned previously however, 

excavations at the Iron Age site of Warham Camp, Norfolk, have not turned up any 

evidence of Viking occupation (Grey 1933). Similarly at Shoeburyness, Essex, whilst 
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Iron Age pottery and Roman artefacts have been recovered from the enclosure, no 

traces of a Viking Age occupation have been found. Whilst a Viking force may well 

have removed all traces of their occupation that existed on the ground, one would 

expect at least a few small finds to remain as removing features such as hearths 

without leaving any traces of burning would present a challenge. If it were to 

somehow be argued that the Vikings actually removed all of their occupational debris 

then we would expect this to disturb earlier deposits, which would show up in the 

archaeological record. However, it must be also acknowledged that the site at 

Shoeburyness could not be totally investigated due to the building works that have 

already taken place there and the fact that at some point the enclosure has been 

truncated by the sea (Spurell 1890). These processes may have destroyed any 

evidence of burning or smithing if these activities were confined to one part of the 

site. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Future Avenues of Investigation and Conclusions 

 

This begs the question, therefore, as to what path the study of Viking 

fortifications in Britain should now take. It would seem that the standards upon which 

sites have been identified thus far are either wrong or simply spurious. Dyer’s work 

especially took place within a very narrow framework with very little comparative 

evidence, by which “earthworks that could not be confidently associated with other 

periods were tentatively dated to the Viking Age” (Russell et al 2007:28). 

Archaeologists must now move forward from this and outline a new set of 

specifications by which to identify sites. Unlike the previous standards which appear 

to be very specific, although wrong, any new investigations can only be approached 

one site at a time. 

It would be prudent to always utilise the historical and documentary sources 

that exist when approaching a suspected site – the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a useful 

resource that can provide inferences as to where a Viking site would be situated. 

Though it will not of course mention every fortified site that the Vikings constructed, 

it is still a useful aid that provides guidance as to the location of some sites. The 

works of antiquarians also must not be ignored, as they can still prove to be a useful 

resource for locating sites – the works of Spurrell and Goddard, for example, 

demonstrate this. Even if their interpretations are to be dismissed, their works should 

not be seen as a hindrance to the work of the present day scholar. 

The location of fortified sites could vary greatly, with local topography having 

an effect on each individual site. From Birka we can see that high ground was utilised 
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in order to provide greater defensive capabilities to the site. Woodstown however, is 

not situated on high ground, with the concern for shipping evident at the site 

indicating that a riverside location for the site was favoured over any potential 

defensive capabilities lost from constructing the longphort on low ground. Riverside 

fortifications could be hypothesized to form a large portion of Viking fortified sites 

due to the communications, trade and military advantages that can be gained from 

such a situation and it must be remembered that water itself can act as a defensive 

barrier. Not all fortifications will be constructed by rivers however, as we know that 

Viking armies marched inland from their ships, such as before the Battle of 

Ashingdon in 1016 (Swanton 2000:151). One must also consider Repton, where the 

earthwork enclosure utilises the church, possibly as a fortified gatehouse (Biddle & 

Kjølbye-Biddle 1992:40). 

Sites may take many shapes and forms – a D-shaped enclosure does not 

automatically constitute a site as being Viking and Reynolds (2003) discusses pre-

Viking Age D-shaped enclosures. Riverine fortifications will most likely take this 

type of form so as to enclose an area of shore upon which to moor ships – finds of 

ship rivets at Woodstown testifying to this (Russell et al 2007:15). However, an army 

operating without the use of ships may still wish to enclose a length of shore within a 

fortification to allow the watering of horses for example. The diversity of the 

suspected sites shows that many different types of site have at different times been 

considered to be Viking. There is no reason that Viking ‘armies’ should have 

consistently built similarly shaped fortifications and it is for this reason that the 

Vikings are “as elusive to us today as they were to their contemporaries” (Clarke 

1999:36). Thus an open minded approach is needed if archaeologists are to avoid 

inadvertently ignoring potential sites. 
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Fortified sites may utilise a natural barrier such as a river cliff or rock outcrops 

so as to improve the defensive capabilities of the site as well as ensuring that less 

‘digging in’ had to take place. Sites could be located within older earthworks or 

fortifications for the same reason, which would mean that the occupying force would 

have to only repair any useable defences. It is also highly possible that the Viking 

force would not enclose their camp with any defensive earthworks at all and an 

archaeological site featuring a Viking Age artefact scatter encountered within a 

seemingly undefended area would perhaps be more representative of what to expect 

than an area enclosed by large, defensive earthworks. 

Any fortifications would most probably be constructed of earthwork ditches 

and banks due to their temporary nature. Though Birka features a dry stone shell wall 

that was filled with earth, this should be expected to be a feature of a more 

permanently occupied fortification, as this prevents the earth banks from slumping. 

One should expect a palisade at the top of an enclosure ditch, to allow the defenders 

of the fortification to fight from behind some sort of shelter, whilst providing one 

more obstacle for the attackers to overcome. These ditches would surely be 

substantial, although those at Woodstown may only measure 3-4 metres wide and 

1.25 metres deep, which brings its militaristic nature into question (Russell et al 

2007:32). With regards to the shape of the defensive ditches, Repton seems to feature 

a V-shaped ditch (Biddle & Kjølbye-Biddle 1992:40), whilst at the Birka hillfort they 

are not mentioned to feature at all, possibly due to the fact that the ramparts are 

constructed on a slope. One would perhaps expect to see V-shaped ditches at 

defensive sites due to the difficulty that they present the attacker, especially if 

confronted with a steep bank constructed to rise further above the ditch. The insertion 

of ankle-breakers would also add to the hazards faced by anyone attacking a 
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fortification, though no evidence of these has been found at any sites. However, once 

again we cannot assume that Viking armies operated to a standard doctrine and thus 

may have constructed ditches of many different shapes and depths, depending on 

whether they felt that they were located in hostile territory, the depth of the water 

table or whether they simply believed that they could repel an attack without the aid 

of large defences. The above depends on of course, whether the Viking army wished 

to enclose themselves within a defended area at all. It is equally possible that a Viking 

‘camp’ was literally that – a group of shelters surrounded by sentries and pickets who 

would warn of an approaching enemy. It is also possible that any enclosure ditches 

constructed by the Vikings at a site may no longer survive at ground level and require 

archaeological investigation in order to locate them. Indeed at Blunham the enclosure 

ditches are barely visible on the ground due to ploughing that has taken place at the 

site (See Figure 8.1). 
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One would expect to find some form of occupational debris at a camp or 

fortification due to the high levels of maintenance required to keep any army 

operational in the field, even in times of truce or peace. As the evidence from 

Woodstown and Birka suggests, smithing would be a primary activity, as all forms of 

weapons and armour would need repairing due to the rigours of daily use. Weapons 

would also need sharpening and armour would need repairing, thus we could expect 

to find whetstones, grindstones and broken or discarded tools. We could also expect 

‘domestic’ waste such as middens and possibly cesspits. Whilst riverside 

encampments may simply have used the river in place of latrines, armies camped 

inland may have utilised them. We unfortunately however have very little knowledge 

of how Viking Age armies operated in the field and as such any evidence recovered 

would provide a unique insight to daily life.  

An interesting question is raised from the finds of non-military artefacts at 

some sites. Blackburn (2002) describes at Torksey, Lincolnshire, possible evidence of 

the distribution of precious metal, yet describes this site as a ‘productive’ site as 

opposed to a military one. Russell et al (2007) describes evidence uncovered at 

Woodstown for the production of textiles and foodstuffs, suggesting that the 

occupation there was not strictly military. Even the ‘garrison’ area at Birka is 

described by Hedenstierna-Jonson et al (2009:9) as revealing evidence of the 

production of non-military items such as Thor’s hammers, knives and padlocks, 

although one could reasonably see a reason for the production of such items and the 

uses that they would have on a military site – the Thor’s hammers especially 

providing information on the religious beliefs at the site. Should, however, this view 

of ‘domestic’ activities be allowed to cloud our view of possible military sites? Just 

because the site at Woodstown shows evidence for the production of ‘domestic’ 
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materials, there is no reason to suggest that the site was a longphort, which then 

became a larger settlement in times of peace, or that there were members of the 

occupying forces who were capable of producing textiles and processing food. We 

should not assume that Viking armies would not have had the same camp followers 

that followed in the wake of armies throughout history who would be capable of 

producing such goods. It is also important to remember that soldiers must be capable 

of at least repairing their own clothing and there is no reason that Viking ‘soldiers’, 

who “were fighters by vocation rather than profession” (Clarke 1999:37), would not 

have possessed the skills to produce clothing and food – skills that would be very 

important to people who were largely farmers and seasonal warriors. It would be an 

androcentric and unrealistic approach to not consider this possibility. The unexpected 

‘B-shape’ of the enclosure at Woodstown may also indicate some form of division 

between a strictly military enclosure and one that was more like a settlement, as 

Viking ‘armies’ may have been more akin to mobile settlements and the various 

occupational debris produced would be visible at fortification sites. 

Sites can exhibit signs of burning and destruction and following analysis, 

archaeologists may be able to attribute this to attack, although such a hypothesis can 

be debateable. Excavations at Birka revealed that an earlier rampart “was burned 

down at the beginning of the ninth century” (Holmquist Olausson 2002:161) and a 

similar phenomenon is recorded by Brown (Unpublished) as occurring at South Cove, 

Suffolk. The fortress at Trelleborg also seems to have been subjected to burning at 

some point (Cohen 1965:20). At certain sites such as Tempsford, we could perhaps 

expect to see burning and destruction across the site due to its being destroyed by the 

Anglo-Saxons in 917. 
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It is reasonable to expect burials at fortified sites, as people could have died 

from conflict and any number of diseases. Repton, Birka and Woodstown all contain 

burials, with Repton’s mass grave famously containing skeletons which appear to 

have sustained fatal battle wounds (Biddle & Kjølbye-Biddle 1992:40). Woodstown 

features the ‘warrior grave’ excavated outside of the enclosure ditches which was 

furnished with weaponry, and Birka featured some 1100 graves (Holmquist Olausson 

2002). Whilst some graves at Birka contained weaponry, this cannot be taken as a 

solid indication of ‘warriors’, but does conform to the partly militaristic nature of the 

town. 

 

As can be seen, a ‘key’ to locating Viking fortified sites in Britain may not 

exist. Every possible factor that could contribute to one’s interpretation of a site as 

‘Viking’ must be thoroughly analysed in context. A D-shaped earthwork bank and 

ditch next to a river can be constructed by anyone who wished to situate their 

enclosure close to water, irrespective of their culture, thus meaning that the interior of 

the site needs to be investigated to reveal any possible occupation debris or burials. It 

is time to move away from the approach taken thus far, where sites that are not 

considered to be Roman, Anglo-Saxon or medieval are to be interpreted as Viking (as 

Hart (1995) interprets the Aldewerke at Shelford). We need to be more pro-active in 

our investigations so as to construct a more informed and complete interpretation of 

how the Vikings operated in their fortifications and camps. From this much more can 

be understood about them in daily life in cities such as Jorvik and Dublin. Woodstown 

has already influenced much discussion with the broad range of activities that are 

believed to have taken place there. If some form of military component to the site can 
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be positively identified, then this site may reveal an utterly different picture of the 

activities that we once would have associated with the Vikings. 

The Blunham site is one that requires systematic investigation in order to 

determine if it was the Tempsford base of 917. We know from the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle (Swanton 2000:102) that a Viking fortification was located in the vicinity 

and it would not be unreasonable to assume that the Viking army who are recorded as 

coming down from Huntington may have travelled by ship, as the river would have 

been navigable to ships with shallow draughts at the time (Edgeworth 2008:8). 

Therefore the situation of the site on the banks of the River Great Ouse is not 

unreasonable. The site is D-shaped and whilst this cannot be directly associated with 

Viking construction, it does show that whoever built the enclosure wished to 

incorporate a length of shoreline into it. The cropmarks show that there was possibly a 

large ditch (Edgeworth 2008:2) – certainly an indication of fortification – the 

excavation of which may provide important clues as to the nature of the site. The oval 

feature within the enclosure may be representative of a mound once being constructed 

there – a feature that may also exist at the suspected longphuirt at Dunrally and 

Athlunkard in Ireland. The smaller, D-shaped enclosure at the Blunham site may have 

been further enclosed in a much larger fortified area which now forms the boundary 

of East Meadow to the south of the site (Edgeworth 2008:5). This would provide a 

large area to house an army with their equipment, supplies and any horses. We know 

that there is a burial mound to the south of the site and whilst this is most likely to be 

prehistoric, it most definitely deserves investigation so as to prove that it is not linked 

to the site. Furthermore, an Anglo-Saxon spearhead recovered near to the site at HER 

grid reference TL151 525 (Edgeworth pers comm. 2007), may be an indication of the 

conflict that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states took place before the fortress was 
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destroyed. Thus whilst there is obviously much work to do at this site, a Viking 

attribution to the ‘Tempsford’ site is possible. It is within striking distance of Bedford, 

a target of Viking aggression in the years up to 917 and the size of it is more than 

sufficient to house a large force. Even if excavation failed to discover any traces of a 

Viking occupation and eventually disproved Edgeworth’s hypotheses, investigations 

at the site would still be useful in that they would show that D-shaped enclosures do 

not automatically constitute a Viking presence.  

It would seem, therefore, that the direction that the study of fortifications must 

take is to dismiss previous theories in order to find out what evidence we are left with. 

This study has attempted to break down the current way of thinking about Viking 

fortified sites, but as Goddard (1904:308) states, “the spade is… the agent most in 

request to let in fresh light on the subject”. This need for excavation has not changed 

in the one hundred and six years since Goddard wrote his summary of the earthworks 

of Bedfordshire. By means of what we actually do find at potential Viking sites we 

can begin to see what (if any) of our theories up until now can be fully substantiated.  

Any scholars wishing to study Viking fortified sites must also remember in 

future studies to ‘look up’ from sites and attempt to study them within their wider 

landscape. When studying Edgeworth’s site at Blunham, for example, it would be 

useful to look at the possible ancient trackway running south-west/north-east across 

towards what is believed to be a ford at the site (Edgeworth 2006:5). If this trackway 

can be identified as being used during the Viking Age, the direction that this trackway 

was running would influence what kind of traffic would be passing through the 

locality of the site, which could in turn influence what goods and money would arrive 

there. Landscape archaeology and the analysis that is involved in the process of 

investigating past landscapes is becoming ever more important in the study of the 
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past, as archaeologists begin to try and understand the landscapes within which 

conflict takes place (Carman & Carman 2006:1). In this particular case, a 

phenomenological viewpoint could be useful when used as part of the 

multidisciplinary approach that is needed. 

It is no longer acceptable to rely on comparative evidence which cannot 

actually tell us anything about a site, as to leave these sites un-investigated has the 

potential to skew our view of history. We know that the Vikings were present in 

Britain and we know that they were constructing fortifications to protect themselves. 

Archaeologically, however, it seems at present that the Vikings were defenceless, as 

we know of only one possible location where they may have camped with any 

certainty – Repton. By being able to place the Vikings in space as well as time we can 

more fully understand the changes and events that were occurring during the Viking 

Age. This will improve our understanding of how people were fighting and dying on a 

daily basis and further our knowledge of the actions that took place as the Vikings 

fought for control of the British Isles. 
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