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1. А few words оп Кing Alfred's Orosius.

We will start our presentation with saying а few words about Paulus Orosius (385-
420 А.О.), а Spanish Christian, а disciple of St Augustine, historian and scholar, who 
was born in Taпagona and gained his education in Spain. One of his famous works, 
namely "Нistoria adversus Paganos" that dates from the fifth century, and deals with 
the universal history of the world from the Creation to the year of our Lord 416, will Ье 
of our interest in this paper. Orosius began writing his book in the year 41 О and fшished 
it around the year 416. The above mentioned book, which was written at the request of 
St Augustine, is also known under the name 'Orosius', which name is perhaps more 
common. lt was one of the first attempts to write the world's history, as а history, where 
God guides humanity. The universal history of Orosius deals much with the description 
of the known contemporary world's geography, but it mainly deals with the disasters 
through which mankind has been going starting from the fall of man and ending with 
the year 416. One of such disasters was, for example, the collapse of the Roman 
Empire. Orosius was written in an old ecclesiastical character with almost no literary 
charm but, nevertheless, it enjoyed а great popularity as а standard textbook of 
universal history. The book attracted much of Кing Alfred's attention, and he translated 
it from Latin into West Saxon somewhere at the end of the ninth century А.О. King 
Alfred, however, as Labuda ( 1961) claims, allowed himself а great deal of freedom as 
regards the translation of the book into his native language: he abridged and omitted 
much of its confused content, but instead he enriched it Ьу adding new information to it 
about the history and geography of Europe, or Germania, as Кing Alfred called it. 
Crossley-Holland ( 1984) explains that "this book begins with а brief geographical 
description of the world, but Orosius, а fifth century Spanish monk, was аЬІе to say 
little abouth northern Europe. Alfred therefore took it upon himself to supplement 
Orosius with new' material of his own, knowledge gained firsthand from merchants and 
other travellers." The result of this was that, apart from the description of the geography 
of Germania, King Alfred introduced into Orosius two other geographical narratives 
that were presented to him, Ьу word of mouth, Ьу two Scandinavian, or Viking, 
travelers, Ohthere and Wulfstan, and with which naпatives we will Ье dealing below. 
Let us now have а closer look at them, especially at that of Wulfstan. 

2. Ohthere's voyage.
Ohthere, а Norvegian, lived in Halgoland on the north-west coast of Norway and

he started his journey from there with the aim of seeing if anybody lived further north 
of his рІасе. Another aim of his journey was hunting. Не was interested in hunting 
walruses for their beautiful teeth, and for their hides that were good for making shф-
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111р • of. Не got as far as present day Archangel in R�ssia having first entered the 
11ш11th of the river Dvina. Later оп, he made а second voyage. This time he went 
1111tl1wards and in five days reached the Danish port Hedeby, where his joumey end�d, 

111111 from which рІасе Wulfstan started his joumey. 

І. Wulfstan's voyage. 

Wulfstan was а Jutlander or perhaps an Englishman. Having been asked Ьу King 
Лlfred to do a joumey in the Baltic Sea, he started it from the Danish port city Hedeby, 
wl1cre previous to that Ohthere finished his joumey. As Crossley-Holland (1984) says, 
Wulfstan "set out and sailed east along the Baltic until he came to Truso at the mouth of 
і11с Vistula. Ніs account is important as а record of the first part of the great Viking 
t1ode route that led Ьу sea, river and land to Byzantium, and as а guide to the 
whereabouts of the vanished Viking co\ony ofTruso." 

Below is а ріесе of text that re\ates how the joumey ofWulfstan proceeded: 

Wulfstan said that he went from Haethum to Truso in seven days and nights, and that the ship was 
running under sail аІІ the way. Weonodland was on his right, and Langland, Laeland, Falster, and 
Sconey, on his left, аІІ which land is subject to Denmark. Then on our left we had the land of the 
Burgundians (Bomholmians), who have а king to themselves. Then, after the land of the 
Burgundians, we had on our left the lands that have been called from the earliest times Blekingey, 
and Meore, and Eowland, and Gotland, аІІ which territory is subject to the Sweons; and 
Weonodland was аІІ the way on our right, as far as Weissel-mouth. Тhе Weissel is а very large 
river, and near it Ііе Witland and Weonodland. Witland belongs to the реорІе of Eastland; and out 
of Weonodland tlows the river Weissel, which empties itself afterwards into Estmere. This lake, 
called Estmere, is about fifteen miles broad. Then runs the Ilfing east (of the Weissel) into 
Estmere, from that lake on the banks of which stands Truso. 

Orosius, entry 1.16.21 (translation Hak\uit, R.) 

As Кrzeminska (2006) claims, apart from being great sea travelers and conquerors, 
the Vikings had also the fame of being good traders. Trade W!.S one of their main 
sources of income and they managed to establish а number of settlements and co\onies 
that formed а net of trade centers around the Baltic Sea and other regions of Europe. 
Truso was one of them in present day Poland. lt was set up Ьу Danes. According to 
Markert (2004), for а very long time а few generations of archeologists starting from 
the second half of the ХІХ century were trying to find out where exactly Truso was 
situated. А\\ traces seemed to lead to Lake Dru.zno south of Elblj\g, but по agreement 
was reached as to what рІасе could serve as the best candidate for Truso. In 1982, 
however, Marek Jagodzinski, а Polish archeologist, discovered the traces of а seaport 
settlement in Jan6w Pomorski. This settlement dates from VIII-IX century, that is, from 
the Viking Age, and it was situated at the mouth of а small river or оп а ріесе of \and 
projecting into the lake. Truso was one of the biggest trade centers of the southern 
Baltic Sea coastal region. lt could probably equal with Wolin, which was located оп the 
island ofWolin. It is hard to say how big, and where, it was because practical\y nothing 
has been \eft of it оп the surface of the earth. Conclusions сап only Ье drawn оп the 
basis of the excavated coins, pieces of armor, objects of everyday use and old texts. 
What these objects tell us is that Truso must have been а large international trade 
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center, where реорІе of different cultures and languages met and exchanged their 
goods; they were Prussians, Scandinavians, Slavs, Frisians and even Arabs. 

The narration ofWulfstan continues as follows: 

These two rivers come out together into Estmere, the Ilfing east from Eastland, and the Weissel 
south from Weonodland. Then the Weissel deprives the Ilfing of its name, and, flowing from the 
west part of the lake, at Jength empties itself northward into the sea, whence this point is called the 
Weissel-mouth. This country called Eastland is very extensive, and there are in it many towns, and 
in every town is а king. There is а great quantity of honey and fish; and even the king and the 
richest men drink mare's milk, whilst the poor and the slaves drink mead. There is а vast deal of 
war and contention amongst the different tribes of this nation. There is по аІе brewed amongst the 
Estonians, but they have mead in profusion. 

Orosius, entry 1.16.32 (translation Hakluit, R.) 

4. Customs of the Easts.

So we have Ьу now reached the point where geographical descriptions turn into the 
description of different ways of life of the реорІе from the east. They are referred to as 
Estonians in the narration of Wulfstan but we сап also call them реорІе of the east, 
which would Ье а broader term, perhaps covering different tribes or nations from the 
east. Here goes the description of one of their customs: 

There is also this custom with the Estonians, that when anyone dies the corpse continues unbumt 
with the relations and friends for at Jeast а month, sometimes two; and the bodies of kiпgs and 
illustrious men, according to their respective wealth, Ііе sometimes еvеп for hal f а year before the 
corpse is bumed, and the body continues above ground in the house, during which time drinking 
and sports are prolonged till the day оп which the body is coпsumed. Then, when it is carried to the 
funeral ріІе, the substance of the deceased, which remains after these drinking festivities and 
sports, is divided into five or six heaps; sometimes into more, according to the proportion of what 
he happens to Ье worth. These heaps are so disposed that the largest heap shall Ье about one mile 
from the town; and so gradually the smaller at lesser intervals, till аІІ the wealth is divided, so that 
the least heap shall Ье nearest the town where the corpse lies. 

Orosius, entry 1.17.6 (translation Hakluit, R.) 

Тhе description further continues as follows: 

Тhеп аІІ those are to Ье summoned together who have the fleetest horses in the Jand, for а wager of 
skill, within the distance of five or six miles from these heaps; and they аІІ ride а race toward the 
substance of the deceased. Then comes the man that has the winning horse toward the first апd 
largest heap, and so each after other, till the whole is seized upon. Не procures, however, the Jeast 
heap who takes that which is nearest the town; and then everyone rides away with his share, апd 
keeps the whole of it. Оп account of this custom fleet horses in that country are wonderfully dear. 
When the wealth of the deceased has been thus exhausted, then they carry out his corpse from the 
house апd bum it, together with his weapons and clothes; and generally they spend his whole 
substance Ьу the long continuance of the body within the house, together with what they Іау іп 
heaps along the road, which the strangers run for, and take away. 

Orosius, entry 1.17.9 (translation HakJuit R.) 
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Лpart from the colourful description of the funeral custom of horse racing, we can also · · 
l111d in Wulfstan's account some details conceming other funeral customs that were 
practiced Ьу the Easts. Below is а short description of two of them: 

lt is also an established custom with the Estonians that the dead bodies of every tribe or family 
shali Ье burned, and if any man findeth а single bone unconsumed, they shal\ Ье fined to а 
considerable amount. These Estonians also have the power of producing artificial cold; and it is 
thus the dead body continues so long above ground without putrefying, on which they produce this 
artificial cold; and, though а man should set two vessels full of ale or of water, they contrive that 
either shall Ье completely frozen over; and this equally the same in the summer as in the winter. 

Orosius, entry 1.17.31 (translation Hakluit R.) 

5. Ending.

As we сап see, geography was not the only goal of the explorers. Apart from 
discovering new lands, they also wanted to know more about the people that lived in 
far-away lands. Very often these new lands were uninhabited so the joumey needed to 
proceed until some kind of settlement was found. But sometimes even though travelers 
encountered some settlements, they chose not to land there. Such was the case with 
Ohthere, for example, who at one point of his joumey, when he got to the mouth of а 
big river Dvina, and saw that beyond the river the land was inhabited, just decided to 
enter the river mouth without going any further beyond it. Let us take а closer look at it: 

Then he was obliged to wait for а due north wind, Ьecause the land there Ьegan to run southward, quite to 
the inland sea; he knows not how far. Не sailed thence along the coast southward, as far as he could in five 
days. There lay then а great river а long way up in the land, into the rnouth of which they entered, Ьecause they 
durst not proceed Ьeyond the river fi-om an apprehension of hostilities, for the land was all inhabited on the 
other side of the river. Ohthere, however, had not met with any inhabited land Ьefore this sіпсе he first set out 
from his own home. All the land' to his right, during his whole voyage, was uncultivated and without 
inhabitants, except а few fishermen, fowlers, and hunters, all of whom were Fin!anders; and he had nothing but 
the wide sea on his left all the way. The Biarmians, indeed, had well cultivated their land; though Ohthere and 
his crew durst not enter upon it; but the land of the Tome-Finnas was all waste, and it was on!y occasionally 
inhabited Ьу hunters, and fisherrnen, and fuwlers. 

Orosius, entry 1.14.14 (translation Hakluit R.) 
,.. 

Ohthere, however, was satisfied, because the main goal of his joumey was achieved, 
that is, he leamed more about the new land and about the walruses that he hunted for 
their teeth and hides. 

As far as Wulfstan is concemed, he was traveling to places that had long been 
discovered and of which everybody, especially traders, knew. We can say that he 
traveled to more familiar and to more frequented places. It seems that he could land 
safely and have а conversation with the реорІе of the East without any fear. Кrzeminska 
(2007) says that the region to which he traveled was sometimes referred to as Terra 
Pacifica because it was а peaceful land; what was most important for the traders 
coming over to Truso was trade, and one of the conditions for successful trading are 
peaceful relations. However, this region did not welcome everybody. Although it was 
called Terra Pacifica, where реорІе of different cultures and languages met in order to 

61 



trade, there were incidents that undoubtedly undermined its being а land of реасе. In 
this context we would like to mention the death of St Wojciech, who came over there to 
preach the Word of God to the pagans. Не probably first came over to the important 
Scandinavian trade colony Truso and from there on, going along the Amber Route, 
started his mission. On the 23 of April 997 he died from the hands of the Prussians 
probably in the Saint Grove near Cholin and is now patron saint of the spiritual unity of 
Europe. 

The good old days of Truso, however, ended suddenly. According to Markert 
(2004), it disappeared somewhere in the Х or ХІ century either due to an invasion from 
the outside or due to huge storms in the Baltic Sea that deprived Lake Druzno of its 
connection with it. As regards the invasion, it might have been done Ьу pirates that were 
attracted Ьу Truso's wealth. It is not yet known who exactly might have been 
responsible for the invasion. However, the arrow heads found in the charred remains of 
the colony make one think of а Viking attack. 
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Summary 

In the paper we present the account of an interesting voyage of Wulfstan across the 
basin of the Baltic Sea, namely to the Eastland near the mouth of the Vistula river. 
Some details concerning this voyage can Ье found in King Alfred's translation of 
Orosius from Latin into Old English. Although it is а translation, King Alfred added to 
it some elements from himself. One of such additions was Wulfstan's account of а 
voyage across the Baltic Sea, as well as Ohthere's account of а voyage to the north of 
Europe, to the land of the Finns. The principal aim of our paper is to present the account 
of Wulstan concerning some facts from the everyday life of the tribes inhabiting the 
Eastland near the mouth of the river Vistula, but we will also mention а few words 
about the voyage of Ohthere. 
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