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Introduction  

The narrative in this book is a translation of an extract taken from Sverre’s Saga, an Icelandic saga written in the twelfth century. From the saga itself we get a picture of King Sverre (1177-1202) as having been the most colourful historical character of the Norwegian Middle Ages. The extract focuses mainly the Battle of Fimreite (1184), a sea battle fought between King Sverre and King Magnus, and the events immediately before and after.   

The Battle of Fimreite is one of the most interesting events retold in the saga, and perhaps the most important in Sverre’s royal career. The battle illustrates Sverre’s skill as a military strategist. In the face of overwhelming odds (Magnus had twice as many ships as Sverre), and with his ships trapped in the fjord “like sheep in a pen,” Sverre nevertheless emerged victorious, and Magnus was killed along with 2000 of his men. The Battle of Fimreite is only one of the 15 sea-fights in which Sverre met and defeated a king in battle. Contemporary accounts also say that he must have used witchcraft to sink the ships of Magnus in Sognefjord, although Sverre himself attributed his success not to the Devil, but to divine intervention.    

The first part of Sverre’s Saga was written by the Icelandic abbot, Karl Jònsson, in 1185-1188, under Sverre’s personal supervision; according to the saga, “King Sverre sat over him and settled what he should write.” Sverre’s supervision of the writing provides the reader with a uniquely privileged first-hand historical account. It is, as a result, highly subjective and unreliable from a historian’s point of view, yet all the more interesting and colourful read as a literary work. In this extract Sverre portrays himself through the abbot’s pen as a brave and wise man; one who showed mercy to his defeated enemies, and one of self-humour and irony, at one point describing himself as “a little low man from an outlying island.” He is presented as a military strategist, propagandist, and a man with great oratorical skills and leadership qualities. He was candid and pleasant towards his subordinates and treated them fairly and with respect. Prior to battle he would discuss strategy with his men, and inspire them to battle by saying that “He who kills a lord, shall himself be a lord.” Sverre’s noble qualities are made all the more apparent by the way in which he is contrasted with King Magnus, who is alleged to have shown no mercy towards Sverre’s men, the Birkebein (Birchlegs), leaving their slain bodies to the “raven and the dog,” and who failed to follow the advice of the men under him before the Battle of Fimreite, thus leading to his own demise.    

Sverre’s mother, Gunnhild, came from the West of Norway and was married to a Faroese comb-maker, Unas Kambare. When Sverre was five years old, he was sent to the Faroe Islands and brought up by his uncle, Bishop Roe, who educated him to be a priest. It was not until Sverre had reached the age of twenty-five that his mother informed him that he was the illegitimate son of King Sigurd II Haraldsson Mouth, and thus heir to the throne of Norway. There is a great deal of doubt over whether King Sverre actually had royal blood in his veins or not, his royal claim to birth resting on nothing but his own unsupported assertion. On this point in particular, Sverre is without doubt the most disputed character in Norwegian history. Was he really what he made himself out to be - of kingly descent  - or just an impostor and in fact merely the son of a comb-maker?   

After the death of King Magnus, King Sverre married a sister of King Knut Eriksson of Sweden and consolidated his reign in Norway, amongst other things by building a stone fortress in Bergen.   

Ian Harkness is responsible for the idea for the book. The translated and adapted text utilised the translation by J. Sephton: The Saga of King Sverri of Norway, David Nutt, London, 1899, based primarily on the Fornmanna text. The adapted text was edited by Susan Nordskog and Laurel Mittenthal.  

The Legendary King Sverre

The peasants of Sogn slay King Sverre’s Sheriff79
King Sverre dispatched men to the various districts of Rogaland and Hordaland, and appointed Ivar Daape as his sheriff (sysselmann) in Inner Sogn. The following autumn, the king sailed north with his entire force to spend the winter in Trondheim. While he was away in the north, resentment towards the sheriff and his men increased in Sogn. Shortly before Yuletide, the sheriff announced a tariff for the festivities which he and his men were planning to hold in Lusakaupang (Lousy Market). The townsmen were outraged at this demand, and joined forces with the men of Sogndal and Eid, who had arrived in the market-town on the evening of Yule.  An attack on the sheriff and his men was led by Arntor of Kvaal, Isak Torgilssøn, and the sons of Priest Arngeir, Gaut and Karlshoved. Ivar Daape sued for quarter, and offered to take his men and depart, but the peasants refused to hear his plea, and fell upon him, slaying him and nearly all of his company. A few of the men managed to escape with their lives by fleeing north over the mountain roads to report to King Sverre. When they arrived, they told the King how the men of Sogn had claimed to have slain only thieves and villains, and had regarded Ivar Daape and his men among those for whom no weregild need be paid. 

The launch of the Mariusud80
The Mariusud was completed in the summer of 1183, and was launched that autumn. It had been built in the upper part of town, although the townsmen believed that once completed, it would be too large to transport through town without demolishing a number of buildings. The residents said that the King had displayed considerable arrogance in building the ship, and predicted only ill would come of it. Nevertheless, in the end the ship was hauled to the waterfront without mishap, confirming the King’s foresight and good judgment. 

The previous winter, while the ship was being built, King Sverre had sailed south to Møre. Upon his return, he found the ship’s planking partly finished on each side. When he inspected the work he proclaimed, “This ship is much smaller than I intended. It must be divided in two and have a length of twelve ells added to the keel.” The shipbuilder objected, but complied with Sverre’s instructions. This resulted in many additional joints in the lowest planks. As a result, when the ship was launched, some of the seams opened up, and the King was forced to have them repaired. After being extended, the Mariusud was not particularly graceful, for the bow and the stern were undersized in comparison with the rest of the ship. 
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King Sverre was on board when it was launched, and stood and proclaimed: “Praised be to God, and the Holy Virgin Mary, and King Olav the Saint, that this ship has reached the water safely and without injuring anyone. Many people have made unkind remarks about ourselves and the ship. May God forgive them. I do not believe there are many here who have ever seen such a mighty long-ship as this one. It will provide a strong defence for the land against our foes, if good fortune attends it. I commit this ship to the care and protection of the Holy Virgin Mary, and so name it Mariusud, and I pray that the Holy Virgin will protect and guide it. As a token, I devote to Saint Mary precious gifts suited to God’s service; vestments, in which the Archbishop will be gloriously arrayed on festivals, if he will wear them. I hope, in return, that Saint Mary will look on these gifts with favour, and grant her help and good fortune to the crew and the ship and all who sail upon it.” In the carved prow and stern of the ship, the King placed holy relics. He distributed the vestments, sending the cope to Mariakirk (St Mary’s Church), the gown to Helgesæter, and all the other robes to Nonnesæter in Bakke. 

During that same winter, the King had several other longships built, and others repaired. Torolv Rympel’s ship, Hjalpen, was built with twenty-six cabins for rowers. The Vidsjaæn, commanded by Ulv of Lauvnes, was also built, with nearly as many cabins.
King Sverre sets out from Nidaros on a voyage to Sogn (1184) 81
After celebrating Easter, King Sverre sailed south with twenty-three ships, most of which were fairly large. He was accompanied by his brother Eirik, Ulv of Lauvnes, Ulv Fly, Baard Guttormssøn, Ivar Silke and Haavard Earls-son; and they had with them a fine and numerous force. 

King Sverre commanded the Mariusud, manned with two hundred and eighty men. Three chests were sent on board by the King. Each was so large that it had to be borne by four men, but no one knew exactly what they held. Eirik Kings-son commanded the Oskmøi, a ship with around twenty-five cabins for rowers.

King Sverre sailed south with his force, keeping close to land; and in Steinavaag the King held a husting (assembly), where he said that he had no intelligence of King Magnus which might lead him to expect immediate hostilities. He instructed his men to be gentle and peaceful. They were to listen carefully to those around them, whether they were high or low-born, and to report any suspicious rumours, even though they might seem insignificant. His speech was short but eloquent. 

The fleet also anchored at Herøyene where the King held a second husting, and repeated these orders. Afterwards, they sailed south past Stad, where they ran into strong winds and heavy seas. These greatly strained the Mariusud, and her seams began to leak. The King turned into Ulvesund and anchored there. The men then discovered what Sverre had in the large chests. Boat-nails were taken out and the joints repaired. Nails were also placed in each half-cabin, and the men were instructed to be observant and use the nails whenever necessary. 

King Sverre continued on to the south. Upon reaching Sognefjord, he informed his men that he would turn the fleet into Sogn and claim weregild for the men who had been slain. Some of his men requested permission to continue on to Bergen, since they had business there. Since the King did not expect any sudden hostile attacks, he granted leave to all who asked. Svina-Peter was put in command of three ships which continued on south. A number of men moved onto to the southbound ships, and others took their places.

King Sverre fires the homesteads of Sogndal and Lusakaupang82
King Sverre’s fleet of twenty ships sailed up Sognefjord. He anchored first at Rutle, sending a message into Sogndal summoning those of the peasants who wanted to be at peace with him to meet him at a place called Kvamsøy. The King then sailed to Kvamsøy, where the peasants met him and pledged to pay compensation. He commanded them to pay fifteen marks of gold, and arranged a meeting in three days’ time, when the money should be paid. 

The peasants sailed home. Unsatisfied with the result of their meeting with the King, they held a council, and decided to use the time Sverre had given them to remove all their property to the fells and woods, and leave their homesteads deserted. 

When the designated time for the appointment came and went, the King realised that the peasants had not kept their word, so he weighed anchor and sailed up the fjord. Having reached the point near Fimreite where the fjord divides, he sent Ulv of Lauvnes and Thorolv Rympel with six ships to Lusakaupang, bidding them “light a fire in the badstus (sauna, bath-house) and take such wages as they wished.” When they arrived, they stripped the abandoned market-town of any valuables and burnt it.  

King Sverre continued eastwards along Norefjord with the remaining fourteen ships, anchoring close to Sogndal on Wednesday evening. On Thursday morning, he summoned his troops with a trumpet call, and ordered them to arm themselves and march up the dale, but instructed one third of the men to remain behind to guard the ships. He commanded his captains to take men from all the ships, and said: “Go warily whenever you approach the woods or where there are hiding-places, or you may suffer injury from their arrows. Slay only those that lie in ambush to attack you, and confiscate property wherever you find it. If the peasants avoid meeting us, and will not come to terms, they must expect that when we depart they will find only fires to warm their backs and smith’s coals where their homesteads now lie. Do not allow a single cottage to remain standing, but spare the churches whenever possible. And last but not least, act like warriors, as you have been instructed. Many of you have earlier behaved viciously, although I have forbidden this under penalty of life and limb!” The standard was now raised and he led his men forward. Almost all of them rushed ashore, and the King saw that only a few men had remained on the ships. He called out saying, “Do not allow the troops to go ashore and leave the ships unguarded, or allow our foes to capture them! They have cost us much labour and peril!” His men, however, were reckless, and only a few heeded his warning. The King therefore returned to the ships and ordered them to lie at anchor, as there were very few men left onboard. 

When the Birkebein marched up the dale, they saw neither men nor cattle and they found all the buildings deserted. They marched up the valley on Thursday, and the following evening they came over a man who told them that all the people had fled with their cattle to the fells and moors. On Friday, just before sunrise, the Birkebein started back. They set fire to the homestead highest up the dale. Seeing this, those who were further down the valley did likewise, setting fire to the buildings nearest to them. The wind was light and when the whole village began to burn almost at once, the smoke was so thick that it lay like a blanket over the entire dale. The Birkebein continued burning buildings all the way down the valley, finally reaching the village of Stedje. There they remained for a long time, because the church was in danger of catching fire, and they had to stretch moistened sails in front of the church in order to save it. When the other buildings were completely destroyed, the men returned to their ships, having burnt down a pleasant parish with a hundred homesteads.. After the burning of Sogndal, Sverre’s fleet sailed to Hagastrondi, and the ships anchored nearby at a place called Fimreite.
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King Magnus leaves Denmark, and visits Konghelle and Tunsberg 83
We must now recount the tale of King Magnus. After passing the winter in Denmark, he sailed in the spring from the south to Viken. On Wednesday during the week of Easter, Asbjørn Jonssøn, of the King’s bodyguard, arrived at Konghelle. A meeting was convened, and he spoke out, warning that the town might expect a visit from King Magnus. He pointed out the necessity of receiving him heartily, because the King wished to make friends with all the folk of the land that were willing to show him honour and respect. He also told them that the Danish King had greatly strengthened Magnus with many troops, and had promised even more support; and that King Magnus expected friendly help from all the chieftains (høvdinger) in the eastern part of the country. “In return, he promises you fiefs (len) and his protection if his rule grows in strength,” said Asbjørn. He delivered his message eloquently, and his speech was received with loud applause.

 On the ‘Lord’s Day’ following Easter week, King Magnus arrived with twenty-four ships. A procession was formed to meet him and he was received with great enthusiasm. Afterwards, he went into town and was entertained at the residence of Lady Ragnhild. Many barons (lendmenn) joined him there: Orm King’s brother, Munan Gautsson, Hallkel Jonssøn, Asbjørn Jonssøn, Harald, son of King Inge, and many other great men. The King was a good speaker and held frequent councils. His speeches were usually short, and everyone listened with pleasure. After he had stayed in Konghelle for three weeks, he set sail for Tunsberg, having obtained two Icelandic trading ships from Konghelle, the Keipa and the Vallabuza.

King Magnus’s speech to the men of Tunsberg 84
King Magnus was given a hearty reception at Tunsberg. Many men came to him from the surrounding countryside, and he held a ting (assembly) at which he announced: “You must be aware of the great worries and afflictions we have suffered in the realm. I request your assistance so that we can regain power, and I petition you to put men at my disposition. In return, I promise you that I shall not need to lay this burden upon you in the future. It is not surprising if men are tired of the levy for service at sea with us, because this duty has often been fraught with danger. But I was anointed and crowned King over this land, therefore I dare not break the oaths which I then swore before God. I will lay claim to this land with spear and sword, so long as I live and the people support me. I could have chosen another course, one that would have brought me an easier life and less danger: I might have accepted a fief from my kinsman King Valdemar.” 

The King’s speech was received with great applause, and they all declared as one that they would serve and follow him. They said that it was better to die with him, the rightful King, than serve Sverre the priest, who had no hereditary right to be King. The men of Tunsberg supplied the King with a longship, well-manned by the townsmen. In the end the King stayed in Tunsberg half a month and then sailed north, his progress slowed by the wind.
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Of the Icelandic Skald Maane  and King Magnus 85
King Magnus and his fleet lay for a week at Unnardys in Lister. The skald Maane, who was with the King at the time, recited a verse:

Send a fair wind to all the King’s men,

To speed them back to Bergen again.

Heaven’s high, and bounteous Lord,

We beg that these, our prayers, be heard!

Long in harbour we have been pinned

Hampered by the northwest wind.

All too late, the southern breeze

Again shall blow again from Unnardys.
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“Well recited Maane,” said the King; and he commanded that the skald should be given a kirtle; one of many which lay newly-washed in a pile on the floor.

The King was near the east border of the country, at Konghelle, when Maane came to him. Maane, who was Icelandic, had just returned from Rome, and was dressed like a beggar. He entered the room occupied by the King and his escort. Maane was not a handsome man. He was lean, with a shaven crown and scantily clothed, yet he knew how to greet the King courteously. The King asked him who he was. 

“You must surely be a learned, saintly man - sit down and recite a lay!” said the King to Maane. So Maane recited the Utfærdsdraapen, which Halldor Skvaldre composed in honour of King Sigurd the Crusader; the grandfather of King Magnus on his mother’s side. The lay was received with hearty applause, and seemed to afford great pleasure. 

 Two jugglers were also present. They had small dogs that were trained to jump over a pole when in the presence of men of nobility. The higher the rank of the spectator, the higher the dogs would jump. The King said, “You see, Maane, how the jugglers frown upon you! Compose a verse about them, and you may gain from it!” 

Maane then recited:

Clever rogues with their flutes and fiddles, 

Selling us foolish pranks and riddles.

Why have they come to bother us here?

They’ve nothing to offer us, I fear!

A red dog jumps over a rail, at play,

Before great men he makes a display.

Who wants to watch this ridiculous act?

Truly, I think the whole troop should be sacked!

And again he recited:

The fiddler fiddles, 

And the piper plays,

Yet their foolish antics,

Do not warrant praise.

The clown rolls his eyes,

And puffs up his cheek! 

Purses his lips,

So he looks like a freak!

This produced a lot of laughter, and the King’s bodyguard formed a ring around the jugglers, reciting the verse and repeatedly referring to, “pursed lips and puffed up cheeks”. The jugglers realized that they were being made fun of, and soon left the room. The King took Maane into his company, where he remained until they reached Bergen.

King Magnus arrives in Bergen and slays the Birkebein in the town 86

On the voyage north, King Magnus’ fleet anchored at different harbours, remaining two or three days at a time in each. Wherever they were delayed, King Magnus’ men made merry and spent much of their time playing games, but the King generally remained silent. They lay two days in Karmsund, where they obtained accurate reports of King Sverre’s movements from merchants who had come from the north. On hearing the news, the King dispatched Eiliv Orre, son of Klement of Gravdal, to Bergen, to investigate. He sailed on Tuesday night, and returned on Wednesday with the news that there were three shiploads of Birkebein in town, under the command of Svina-Peter.

King Magnus ordered his men to take down the awnings with all haste, and set sail for Bergen. “The Birkebein are in Bergen,” he said to his men. “No doubt they would enjoy a drinking bout with us, and they believe, no doubt, that it is our turn to fill their cups.” When his men heard his comments, they became jubilant. They used both sails and oars, for there was a beam-wind, accompanied by rain. King Magnus commanded the Skjegge; Orm Kings-brother commanded the Skjoldmø; Nikolas Kuvung commanded the Erkesud, a ship of twenty benches which the Archbishop had given him; Munan Gautssøn commanded the Ren; and the Gests commanded the Store Floi, a Baltic trader. The wind began to rise, and the mast of Munan’s ship collapsed, killing a man. 

On the prow of the King’s ship was a man named Toralde Trym, who said, “The forward decks are awash and the rain drives over the prows. The men feel a slower pace would be better.” The King rose up and replied, “I knew not that fires should be kindled in the prows,” and he commanded that no sail should be reefed, but every rope strained to the utmost. 

On Thursday around noon, King Magnus and his men sailed into the bay. They headed straight for the quay and sprang ashore. The Birkebein were taken unawares, having no knowledge of King Magnus’ movements. They sprang up, some managing to grab their weapons, and all those who managed to save their lives fled the town. Shields glistened and shone red, as if the hills were on fire. Almost thirty Birkebein were slain; some in the town, others above it. The Heklungs quickly stripped the dead of their clothes. King Magnus forbid anyone to bury the bodies before he returned to the town, declaring that they deserved to be left to the raven and the dog. 

The King summoned a ting at which he spoke, saying, “We seek troops and aid from the men of this town. In former times, you have aided both myself and my father. I have often made my home here, when we were able to live in peace, and it is here that nearly all my kinsmen and foster-brothers reside. My first business now is to meet Sverre in battle. Once our business is finished, I will return to this town, bringing peace and joy for all.” 

Great applause followed this speech. “God give you a safe return, Sire,” they all cried, “may you win in this voyage all that you desire.” The King then returned to his ships, and gave the signal for departure. It is said that crows flocked to the King’s ship in such numbers that every rope was covered, and the people had never seen such a wonder before. 

King Magnus sails north into Sogn to find King Sverre 87
In the evening, King Magnus left the town with his entire fleet, except for the Gjestefløi which departed later that night due to a grounding. The fleet sailed through the sounds on the voyage north, continuing eastwards along Sognefjord. The wind was light. When the men of Sogn heard that King Magnus was coming, many rowed out in boats, went on board his ships and joined the expedition. They informed him that Sverre and his men had done much evil there, and that he had sent off many of his best troops. Sverre himself now lay in Norefjord with only a few ships. This news brought great joy to many. They said that at last the struggle was bound to end, because it was God’s will that Sverre’s undisciplined band should be thrown out, they who had unleashed so much evil in Norway that the land would take long to recover. 

A prominent man named Ivar Elda lived at Syrstrand in Leikanger. He was dining when King Magnus’s ships were seen sailing up the fjord. He rose up at once and went to his boat. He rowed out to the King’s ship and went on board. The King welcomed him heartily, and Ivar joined him. King Magnus proceeded to the place where the fjord divides, and then turned into Norefjord. He now had twenty-six ships, most of them fairly large and well equipped with men and weapons.

King Sverre’s preparations for battle and his speech to his men 88
On the Friday after King Sverre had burnt the homesteads in Sogndal, he lay off Hagastrondi, near a place called Fimreite. He had only twelve ships with him, having left two behind in Sogndal. Watchmen had been placed on the look-out point opposite the King’s ship, so they had a good view several miles westwards along the fjord. At noon while the King and his men were taking their midday meal, the King overheard some of the watchmen talking to each other saying that they could see some ships sailing towards them along the fjord. At first they said it looked like six or seven ships, but as the ships became more clearly visible, they thought ten or twelve were visible. They also discussed what kind of ships these might be: some said they were ferry ships which the men of Sogn must have brought in a fleet from Bergen; others said the sails were more like those of long-ships. When the King heard this conversation, he rose from the table and went to the shore to the look-out point. Others from the ships followed. Each man now voiced his own opinion about the ships’ errand. The King said, “We must not try and fool ourselves; these are most certainly the sails of enemy long ships that have come to seek us out.” 

Sverre summoned his men and held council, saying to them: “Once again we Birkebein will have our hands more than full, since there is no use hiding the fact that this is King Magnus who has come to seek us out. A large part of our force is not with us. Some are south in Bergen; their fate is now in God’s hands. Others have sailed to the market town to burn it, and can offer us no help. Although we have often been inferior in numbers on previous encounters with King Magnus, we have never faced greater odds than now. I wish, therefore, that we now take counsel together: shall we stay and fight with our reduced numbers, or abandon our ships and take to the hills? You know that we are not on the best terms with the people that live here in Sogn, and if we leave the ships, our position is clear. Wherever we go, King Magnus and his forces will be at our heels, and the people of Sogn will aid him. To tell you the truth, considering the great labour and difficulty I endured before obtaining these ships, it seems certain that if I should lose them now, I will never again attempt to acquire ships in Norway, and every man will be on his own. I do not wish to seem inflexible in this matter, and lead you into such great danger, if you feel that another course should be taken. But if the men of our force think it better to offer resistance, I shall not falter through fear.”
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When the King had finished his speech, his men thought they all understood what he desired, and it seemed best to them to agree with what they saw to be his wish, although they saw little hope of success. Nearly all answered that they certainly wished for battle, and that they would never flee an enemy without a fight. They had constantly fought against great odds, they said, and had won. The King answered: “You have now chosen the course most agreeable to my mind, and I can say this; fight well and bravely, because this day you will send a king to his grave.” His men were uncertain of his meaning and thought, ‘which of the two kings will it be’? 

King Sverre commanded the awnings to be taken down, and the ships to be rowed up the fjord close under land. “A cutter,” he said, “shall row with all speed to our ships in Sogndal, and order them to join us here. Of the three men in each half-cabin, let one sit at the oar. The second shall row ashore in boats   and fetch stones and the third, as well as all others who are free, shall prepare the ships and set up the war-bulwarks.” The men nailed rings of walrus hide all along the gunwales, anchoring the supports to which they attached the war-bulwarks. Every man was now busily working, and it was obvious that the Birkebein were well-trained in such work. The men who had been sent with the cutter up the fjord met their comrades rowing down. They informed them of the crisis, and the crews of the long-ships rowed with all their might. They rowed so eagerly, however, that on approaching the main body of the fleet they came so close to each other that their oars clashed, some of them breaking. “We have enough to do without smashing each other’s oars!” said the King. He ordered them to turn ashore and wait there for King Magnus. Stones were also brought to where they would be needed, and bulwarks set up on the ships. The King now commanded the stern lines of all the ships to be brought on board, the prows turned seawards, and the oars placed in the oarlocks. The King’s ship lay close to the shore. The King commanded his men to arm themselves and take their places in the cabins.

 King Sverre went on shore and walked up to a little brook. Water from the brook was given him to wash his hands, and he had his dark-brown clothes brushed as if he were about to attend a banquet. After this he went to the rock under which his ship lay, and spoke a few words. He laid hold of the ship’s prow, but his men removed his hands because the tar on the prow was not dry. The King then said: “We will not tie our ships together. If we are to succeed in this encounter, we must take advantage of our high bulwarks, and that our men are bold and keen in battle. There is only one means by which we may save our lives: we must prove ourselves superior to our foe. Flight will not help us, nor petitioning for peace. Look to your weapons, and let no missile be thrown in vain from the ships. Defend yourselves first, let each man protect his neighbour and may God protect us all.” Then he commanded the standards to be raised. Alongside the ships a little cliff jutted out, almost blocking the view of the entrance to the fjord. He therefore sent a cutter to look out for King Magnus’ fleet; and after the oarsmen had rowed a few strokes from land they pulled back with half as much speed again, saying that the fleet was almost upon them. The trumpet was immediately sounded, and the Birkebein rowed their ships out to meet them, raising a war cry. The Mariusud was steered by Tord, brother of Finngeir.

King Magnus’s speech to his men before the battle 89
King Magnus’ fleet now entered the fjord in pursuit of the Birkebein. As they neared, they lowered their sails and let the ships run on under bare rigging, holding a close formation. The Heklungs had also put on their armour and were prepared for battle. King Magnus then made a speech to them and said: “The large merchant-ships in our fleet are not fitted for rowing, so let them be tied between my ship and Orm’s. We shall row towards their largest ship and attach ourselves to it. I should like the ships to remain attached until either theirs or ours is emptied. There are many who say and think that the best conclusion to this encounter would be if Sverre and I no longer demanded war levies. This is also my desire, which I ask of God.

I was five years old when the chieftains and folk of this land gave me the name of King. I was seven years old when consecrated King by the Legate from Rome and Archbishop Øystein, assisted by all the people’s bishops of this land. I was then so much of a child that I was neither master of word nor oath, and I preferred to join in games with other young boys to sitting among the chieftains. I strove not for the kingdom, and have had little pleasure and ease in my rule of it. I am now eight and twenty years old, and the last eight years of my rule have been a trial for myself and all the people of the land. May God reward my men and the chieftains and the whole people for the loving help they have given me in the many dangers we have encountered together. There is no need for me to urge you with words, because you all realise how important it is that every man should do his utmost. We have abundant means and no lack of troops. God be praised that wherever we touched land, men have joined our ranks. Sverre’s men are scattered about here and there, and what remains of his forces are now enclosed before us like sheep in a pen. May God grant such an end to this encounter that after this we may have peace and freedom from our enemies, whether we live or die.” 

His speech was received with great applause. “Well spoken, thou best of kings,” they cried, “may God allow thee to tread down thy enemies.” Then Orm Kings-brother spoke: “I would advise, Sire, that we first attack the smaller ships, where we shall meet with little resistance. I expect the big ship will be difficult to win, so long as there is both a plentiful force of ships and men to help it.” The King replied: “It seems to me that all the ships are won if the big ship is won.” So they did as the King commanded; the four ships were tied together, and the King’s ship sailed nearest the southern shore.

The speech of Asbjørn Jonssøn before the battle 90
Asbjørn Jonssøn laid his ship alongside Orm’s ship, and the two were fastened together. Then Asbjørn spoke: “The day for which we have all yearned has now arrived, and Sverre and his Birkebein are driven before us like sheep into a pen. Now there will be an end to his feints and tricks, because the Devil, in whom he trusts, and by whom his counsels are inspired, will now fail him. Such is the Devil’s way with his friends. He grants them prosperity for a time, but then fails them at their life’s end. Sverre is now helpless. He sent Svina-Peter south to Bergen, on an errand where he met his just deserts. Others, the worst of his men, limbs of the Devil, he sent into Sogn, under Ulv, ‘the cotter’s son’, one who has done much evil. And now Sverre has added to his own wicked deeds and violence the only sin he has left undone, by wasting  a Christian land with fire. Now he shall pay for it. So let us now set upon these Birkebein, two or three to one, if it makes the work lighter, and hack down all that come before us, paying no heed to where the blows fall. That no longer matters when we are dishing out offal to dogs and ravens.” 

Great applause followed his speech, all saying that he had spoken well. Afterwards, they fastened the ships together in rafts of four or five, and using the oars on the outer ships rowed them into the fjord near the southern shore.

 King Magnus wore a two-coloured kirtle; half white and half scarlet. A kirtle of the same colour and cloth was also worn by Magnus Mange, son of Eirik Stagbrell. The King carried a sword named Fish-back, which was the sharpest of all blades.

The Battle of Norefjord and the attack on the Mariusud, 15th June 1184 91
We will now relate some of the events that occurred in the encounter between the two kings. 

As the Birkebein rowed from land, they saw King Magnus’ fleet approaching. Magnus’ men loosed a tremendous barrage of arrows which cut into the surface of the fjord, like a heavy rain during a calm. Sverre’s men took shelter from this onslaught by hiding under their shields. 

The Mariusud swung slowly, and collided with the other ships before it could be fully turned. The prows of King Magnus’ ships struck the Mariusud from the side. The Skjegge lay midships, and the other ships lay in succession towards her prow, one after the other. 

A great and violent battle began. King Magnus’ men attacked fiercely, while the Birkebein mainly took cover. Both fleets drifted towards the shore. The Birkebein on the other ships were at first hampered, as the Mariusud lay between them and King Magnus’ other ships. 

After a period of fighting, King Sverre sprang into a small boat along with Peter, son of Bishop Roe, and they rowed to Eirik King’s-son’s ship. The King hailed the ship and said they were behaving in a timid and unmanly manner. He ordered them to row on past the largest ship, heading towards the smaller ships of the Heklungs, to see what they could accomplish there. Rowing from ship to ship, he urged his men on to battle, and told them where they must attack. The King’s words encouraged the Birkebein, and they pressed forward, attacking fiercely. Their fervour was reciprocated by Magnus’s men. Both sides now made use of every available weapon. As the King rowed back to his ship, an arrow passed over his head and struck the prow of his boat. A second arrow, shortly afterwards, struck the boat’s planking above his knees. The King remained in the same position, without flinching. “A dangerous shot, Sire,” said his companion. “It will hit its mark when God wills,” replied the King. The shower of weapons and stones that now rained down upon the Mariusud was so heavy that the King was unable to re-board her, so he rowed ashore. 

Munan Gautssøn’s men rowed to the beach and leapt ashore, throwing great quantities of stone at the forward part of the Mariusud, so that those who were stationed there suffered severely. The men in the prow were the most exposed to the shower of missiles hurled by the Heklungs, and they said to one another that the men in the fore-room should now repay the King for their mead and kirtle-cloth. The men in the stern called to the starboard oarsmen to row forward. This was done, and the ship was shifted so that the Skjegge lay opposite the stern. All the men on the starboard side and the fore-room now had their hands full, for there lay fourteen ships against on that side of the Mariusud. The Heklungs shot bolts and threw spears and chunks of whetstone which they had brought with them from Skidan. These took a dreadful toll. They also threw short swords and palstaves, but were not close enough to fight hand-to-hand. Unable to accomplish any more, the Birkebein sought shelter. Many fell, and almost all were wounded by missiles or stones. Many also died from sheer exhaustion, even though they were physically unharmed or only slightly wounded. The Heklungs, however, were unable to board the Mariusud, being hindered by the prows of their own ships. If any had lain alongside, the crews would more easily have been able to board.
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The Battle of Fimreite and the exploit of Eirik King’s-son 92
Now, those who listen to this story may regard what we relate about the end of the battle as improbable. Yet we shall now tell what happened, and how fortune and calamity turned the battle in a direction that at first seemed unlikely. Eirik King’s-son and the thirteen free ships of the Birkebein bypassed the Mariusud  and steered towards the thirteen Heklung ships which were furthest offshore, at a considerable distance from the Mariusud. They laid their ships broadside to, and a fierce conflict ensued. In this offshore clash, the Birkebein had larger ships and more men, and they attacked with determination and valour. The Heklungs offered hardy resistance and fought so fervently that it seemed uncertain whether the fight would be decided there or on the Mariusud. The men of Sogn also had a great multitude of boats within shooting range of the Birkebein. Erik King’s-son placed his ship, which had much higher bulwarks, alongside the ships which had been rafted together. The Heklungs resisted valiantly, but were gradually overcome by superior numbers in the hand-to-hand battle. Some men fell, others abandoned their half-cabins, and the Birkebein prepared to board the enemy ship. A man named Benedikt Hoved, Eirik King’s-son’s standard-bearer, was the first to attempt to board. With him were the men from the forecastle. The Heklungs saw what they were doing, and rushed to meet them. They slew Benedikt and the others who had boarded the ship. Eirik King’s-son then urged his men on, and he and several others launched a second attempt to board the ship. They managed to recover their standard, attacking so fiercely that the Heklungs retreated to the ship that lay behind them. The Birkebein followed hard on their heels. 

What occurred next often happens when fear seizes men in battle, and they flee. Seldom are such fugitives inclined to face the enemy a second time, however valiant they might have been initially. There was less resistance on the second ship than on the first. The Heklungs fled from ship to ship, jumping from one to another. The Birkebein, shouting and howling after them, smote and slew every man in their path. When the mass of fugitives rushed to the large ships, men leapt into the sea from the King’s ship, because it lay nearest the land. Four of the largest ships sank under the weight of the mob. Thus sank Orm’s ship, Asbjørn’s ship, and the Gjestefløi.

The Battle of Fimreite and the death of King Magnus 93
King Sverre was ashore. When he saw what was happening, he went down to the shore with Peter. Just then, a cutter rowed up; its crew intent on landing. The King called to them, shouting, “Turn back! See, now they flee!” The men did as they were bid. Turning back, they put their oars out and rowed back down the fjord. Peter said to the King. “Did you know these men, Sire? Why did you speak so?” And the King answered, “Was it not the only thing to say, whoever they were?” The King then rowed straight out to his ship, went to the stern and began singing the Kyrie Eleison to celebrate his victory, and all his men sang with him.

King Magnus and his men leapt overboard from his ship, and the entire host perished. The Birkebein sprang ashore and joined in battle those who strove to reach land, so that no great number of them succeeded, although a few cutters sailed down the fjord and their crews escaped. The Birkebein rowed out in small boats and slew those who were swimming, but a few were allow to live. All were spared who obtained an audience with the King; and King Sverre’s barons and other ship’s captains gave quarter to their kinsmen and friends. 

The following chieftains fell with King Magnus: Harald, son of King Inge; Magnus Mange, son of Eirik, and grandson, on his mother’s side of Earl Ragnvald; Orm King’s-brother; Asbjørn Jonssøn; Ragnvald, son of Jon Hallkelssøn; Pal Smattauga; Lodin of Manvik; Olav Gunnvallssøn; Eidride Torve, son of Jon Kutiza; Ivar Elda; Viljalm of Torgar; Andreas, son of Eirik, the son of Gudbrand Kula; and Ivar Steig, son of Orm King’s-brother; Hallstein Snaak Botolvssøn, a kinsman of King Magnus; Ketil Lavranssøn; Sigurd Hit and Ketil Fluga. According to later estimates, no fewer than eighteen hundred perished on that day. The battle was fought on the afternoon of Vitus’ Mass, and the main body of the host broke into flight around sunset. By midnight, the slaughter had ended and the Birkebein had anchored their ships, raised their awnings, and made ready to retire.

Speech of King Sverre the morning after the battle 94
Early the following morning, the King summoned a husting at which he spoke, saying: “God Himself we must praise for our victory! More evidently in this battle than ever before has He granted us strength and might. We cannot claim this victory as ours in any way other than as a consequence of God’s will and decree. Therefore let us offer Him due thanks. First, we must keep truce firmly with all those who sued for life; let us also afford aid to the wounded. We must grant burial, too, with Christian rites to all the dead that we may find. I bid all my men dutifully search the shore for the dead, every man affording such help and means as he can. That will not only be pleasing to God, but will bring gain, for all must have had money on them, and some a great deal.  

I now believe that the government of this land has passed to me, whether we come to govern it well or ill. Thanks be to God, we are now peaceful and upright, and there must be many who feel there is a need. I must now say to you, my men, may God reward you for the loving devotion you have shown me. I, too, will reward you with good, to the very best of my power. It should suffice to mention that the estates and all the property lately owned by these gold-necks lying on the shore shall be yours. In addition, you shall make the best marriages to be found in the land, and receive such titles of rank as you yourselves wish. You have gained more in this fierce battle than in others. Yea, and something which we already had in plenty; the envy of ill-wishers, against whom we must diligently guard ourselves; and may God guard us all.” Loud applause followed this speech, and they thanked the King heartily for it.
The search for the dead and the discovery of King Magnus’ body 95
After this, King Sverre’s ships rowed along the shore, and cast anchor at a place where the stench of the corpses would not reach them. Here the ships lay for some time. The men of Sogndal and Lusakaupang then came and made peace with King Sverre, no longer opposing the King’s will, but binding themselves by oath to perform it. And here was the saying fulfilled, “Many a man kisses the hand that he would rather see lopped off.” The King granted them and the other farmers permission to carry the bodies to burial. He also allowed every man to perform as fully as he wished the last rites for his kinsmen or friends. Many men, both King’s men and locals, went out daily in boats to search for bodies offshore. One day they found the body of Orm King’s-brother, which was taken by his friends and carried to Bergen. Here the Vik-men received it and bore it east to Oslo, and Orm was laid in the stone-walls of Hallvardskirk beside his brother King Inge, and King Sigurd the Crusader.

The second Sunday after the battle, as evening drew to a close, many men went out in boats looking for bodies. The King also rowed out to them in a small cutter. In one of the boats was a man named Ljot Haraldssøn, along with two others, Arni Gudmundarssøn and Jon Koll. The King said to them, “I see you are fishing. How is the catch?” Just then, they pulled up a body, and the King commented, “That was a valuable catch you have drawn up. Luck seems to be with you.” “Yea,” answered Ljot, “an excellent catch it is, Sire, if it is the King’s body.” And King Sverre replied, “That is King Magnus’ body.” The men thrust a shield under the body, lifted it into Sverre’s boat, and rowed to land. The body was taken ashore, and many went to look at it. It was easy to recognise, for the features showed no change. The cheeks were still ruddy, and the body had not become rigid.
King Magnus’s body is taken to Bergen; Svina-Peter’s speech on the victory 96
The following Monday, a coffin was prepared. Before the body was wrapped in cloth, the King commanded the men who had served under King Magnus to come forward and identify the body. Later, they could bear witness to his death if the Vik-men should begin hinting that King Magnus still lived, in order to rekindle the conflict. 

King Magnus’ men went to the corpse, and when they approached and kissed the dead king, there were few who could hold back their tears. The King’s body was then wrapped in a cloth and laid in the coffin, and King Sverre had it sent south to Bergen. The bodies of many prominent men (stormenn) had also been found. The King afterwards made ready to depart. The men of Sogndal paid the King the gold fifteen marks in weregild which they owed him, and he departed for Bergen.

Tidings of the victory had already reached Bergen. Late in the day on the Saturday following the battle, a ship arrived at the town, and cast anchor opposite the King’s court. It was completely bedecked with shields from stem to stem, and well manned. Some thought King Magnus must have returned, but when the crew landed, a trumpet was blown, and a proclamation was made that Svina-Peter would hold a ting. All the townsfolk came, and Peter rose and spoke: “The saying is here fulfilled, ‘It is oft the same swine that come into the field’. My name is Svina-Peter. A short time ago, you may remember, we were  driven out of this town in a scandalous fashion, but now we have returned. And   we bear weighty tidings: King Magnus is dead! So are Harald Ingessøn, Orm Kings-brother, Asbjørn Jonssøn, and many other barons. King Sverre will soon arrive in town, and he requests that you receive him with the honour due his rank. Why do you hang your heads, or cover them with cloaks? God knows that despite your whining and lamenting, King Magnus is dead, and his entire host with him. It would be better for you if you let the bells be rung or had mass chanted for their souls, or gave money to the poor or to clerks to offer prayers for them. Your muttering and murmuring will not drive Master Sverre out of the kingdom. He has bent the necks of greater and mightier bucks than thee, oh  merchants and farmers who tremble; either for his life and goods, or for the wind and rain. 

I will give you wholesome counsel: Let King Magnus lie in the bed he has made for himself, and receive now King Sverre, whom God has sent you. In him will you find a just ruler; wise and eloquent, gracious and righteous, peaceful and merciful; a famous conqueror and fearless in defending the land. The Sverre who visited market-towns with fire and sword is gone. Gone, too, are those Birkebein who wandered through this town, sweeping clean people’s hiding places with unclean hands. With our King will come meek and gentle king’s-men, who shall be the key and lock to ensuring the freedom and peace of this market-town and others. Be loyal, true, and faithful servants to your King and let all impostors, deceivers and traitors to their lord depart. When the King comes, let those withdraw who have been convicted of treachery towards him and his men and have not sought reconciliation. Let them beware of the King’s scouts, who waste no time in looking into a man’s eyes, and whose swords are not versed in men’s pedigrees. The King himself offers a truce and pardon to those who come to him and seek it, for which cause God and all His holy saints will give him joy and guide him into peace.”

King Sverre’s arrival in Bergen and the burial of King Magnus 97
A fair wind blew as King Sverre sailed to Bergen. Before he sailed into the harbour, the King commanded his men to arrange their approach so that the strength of their force would impress the townsmen to the utmost, ‘whether these were the better pleased or the worse’. This was done. But when the King arrived, the bells were rung throughout the town, and a procession was formed to greet him. He was received heartily, and resided there for a time.
King Magnus’s body was prepared for burial. He was laid in the earth at Kristskirk opposite the chancel, in front of the stone-wall on the southern side. King Sverre, Bishop Paal and the people of the town stood by the grave. Before the body was enclosed in the stone coffin, King Sverre summoned men to look at the corpse, so that no-one could later claim that Magnus still opposed him. 

Many now came forward to look at the body and departed weeping. One of King Magnus’ men walked up and kissed the body, shedding tears. King Sverre noticed him and said, “A long time will pass before such a one can be trusted.” 

Fair speeches were made over the grave. Nikolas Sultan, brother of King Sverre’s mother, spoke eloquently. The King himself made a long speech, in which he said, “We stand here now at the graveside of a good man who was loved by his friends and kinsmen, although he and I, who were also kinsmen, did not have the good fortune to agree, and although he was hard to my men and me. May God forgive him now for all his transgressions, because he was an honourable chief in many respects, and adorned by kingly descent.” The King spoke eloquently, because he lacked neither wit, nor words to stir men’s blood. The burial place of King Magnus was carefully arranged by King Sverre. Coverlets were spread over the tombstone, and a railing set up around it. King Magnus rests in the same church where he was once anointed King.
The character of King Magnus 98
King Magnus was a man blessed with friends and much beloved by his subjects. He was especially supported by the men of Vik. He never lacked men for body-guards, no matter how dangerous the situation, and this was an indication of his popularity. Further evidence developed long afterwards, when many claimed to be his offspring. We believe that his popularity derived, in part, from the affection which the people held for the descendants of King Sigurd the Crusader and his brother King Øystein. Most resented the family of Harald Gilles, and desired to destroy it, declaring that Harald’s arrival in the land was the worst gift ever sent to Norway. 

King Magnus was companionable and cheerful and, like other young men, he was fond of drink and women. He took pleasure in games, and surpassed most in feats of agility. He was a very strong man, generous, liberal in his gifts and eloquent of speech. These qualities made him a favourite with men who were fond of pleasure. He was most active in the use of weapons, fond of finery and ostentatious in dress. In stature he was rather tall, well grown, and muscular and slender. His feet and hands well-shaped and comely. His mouth was somewhat unattractive, but his other features were handsome.

The speech of King Sverre at the Assembly in Bergen 99

King Sverre called all the townsmen to Kristskirk yard, and summoned a ting there. Haavard Earl’s-son stood up first and spoke in favour of the King, declaring that it was their duty to accept him heartily and gracefully. “Since he can help us honourably in many ways,” he said, “it would also be well and suitable that he should provide our shield and defence, and that we should render him firm and faithful support. You have seen price he has paid for acquiring the realm; how many trials and tribulations he has suffered. He has risked his own life and the lives of many other gallant men, but God has now delivered him from danger, as you know.  Accepting the king is the only clear alternative, even for his former foes. He will reward those who serve him with sincerity. Consider who will fare best, those who lean upon his friendship or those who resist his will. May you now do as God teaches you, and end your opposition!”

The King himself rose, and after having looked round for a long time proceeded slowly to speak, beginning thus: “We will quote words uttered by the Psalmist, ‘Miserere mei, Deus, quoniam conculcavit me homo, tota die espugnans tribulavit me,’ which means, ‘O God, have mercy on me! The enemy troops press in on me. My foes attack me all day long.’ This prophecy, uttered many ages ago, is now fulfilled in our days. Magnus, my kinsman, fought against me and intended to take my life. But God delivered me, now as before, and transferred the kingdom to me. Throughout the ages, none have been so despised by God as the proud, and most sternly has He punished them. First, He drove away the angel who would be equal with God, and punished him, so that he became the wickedest of devils. When our first father, Adam, transgressed God’s will, he was driven from Paradise into the bondage of this world. When kingdoms arose and Pharaoh enslaved God’s people, ten marvels unlike any before them came over the land. After King Saul raged against God, he roamed over the land possessed by an unclean spirit. Though these are only a few examples, such has always been the order of the world. 

Perhaps you would prefer examples which lie closer to home. In this land, men descended from commoners have claimed high positions. One such was Kyrpinge-Orm’s son, Erling Skakke, who caused the title of Earl to be given to himself, and that of King to his son. They struck down all with aristocratic ancestry, and no man dared claim such lineage without risking assassination. They were supported by the best counsellors in the land, and they seized kingdoms from their rightful heirs, until God sent from the outlying islands an unpretentious man to bring down their pride. I was that man. I could not have accomplished this by myself, but God showed me how easily He could prick their vanity. Remember the adage, ‘A hungry louse bites hard.’ 

We were not without provocation from King Magnus and Earl Erling, though some folk feel that we attacked them wrongfully. Neither are our memories so short that we do not remember what wrongs have been committed against us. The first insult was when the men of Bergen slew my father, King Sigurd, to whom the land belonged by inheritance. Afterwards, in collaboration with Earl Erling, they raised a mob against my brother, King Haakon, and slew him. Then Earl Erling took my two brothers. One he hung up like a young crow, while the other he beheaded. Much time must pass before these events are forgotten. The burden of our anguish would have caused us to surrender, had we not seen the suffering of our people under the mastery of men who had no hereditary right to rule. Now they have been freed from bondage, yet you are allowing unjustified resentment to surface. Some say Sverre is fortunate in war; Sverre is wise. You respond, ‘What is so strange in that? He has paid dearly for his fortune, having sold himself to the Devil!’ Some even claim that I am the devil himself, come directly from Hell; that he has been let loose and has taken my form. Look to yourselves. What does that make you, if you say that God has loosed the devil, and that I am he? What are you but the Devil’s thralls if you serve him continually, and much more wretched than all other folk in the world since you must serve him now, and burn with him in the other world? Are not such things immensely foolish, said of any person; and, above all, when said of your King? One would be a fool indeed, if he were to pay so dearly for such a miserable realm, which has never enjoyed peace, and even in peace has little value; and in return lose his soul and all salvation. It seems to me that you are a mixed lot, both calves and wolves. Perhaps you think my sieve is a coarse one. Many a man now bows to the hand he would gladly see chopped off, and he who lately called me foe now calls me friend. If we could see the thoughts of every man present, and if a horn stood out of the forehead of each man who thought ill of me, then many a man here would carry a short horn. Even the child that goes to fetch water will take a stone in his hand and say as he throws it down, ‘This would crush Sverre’s head.’ Thus you teach your children. The servant-maid says the same. As she goes out of the house with a batlet in her hand, she will strike it on the rock; ‘Thus would I strike Sverre’s head,’ she will say. Yet it may be that Sverre will die in his bed. I would now warn King Magnus’ men, who are present at this meeting, to depart the town before three days have passed. And I thank all my friends who have attended this assembly.”
King Sverre as the sole ruler of Norway 100
That summer, after the fall of King Magnus, King Sverre sailed east to Vik and brought the whole land under his rule, all the way to the border. No man dared oppose the King’s will. He also appointed sheriffs over the entire country.

 King Sverre was now the undisputed monarch of Norway. Seven years had passed since he was crowned, and five since the death of Earl Erling. King Sverre now bestowed titles upon many of his men; to some he gave bailiwicks (sysler), to others royal grants (veitsler), and many with his aid made noble marriages. He made chieftains (høvdinger) of many who had helped him to win the land; he named many nobles (stormenn) among those who had no hereditary rights; and from then on they became his faithful supporters. King Sverre gave his sister, Cecilia, in marriage to Baard Guttormssøn of Rein; and Skialdvor, daughter of Andres Skjaldvrarssøn, to Ivar Silki. Peter Rangna married Ingebjorg, who had been the wife of Ivar Elda. The King found wives for many others who had helped him to win the land, and he raised many to power, making them barons (lendmenn). The year after the fall of King Magnus, King Sverre married, and took to wife Margret, daughter of Eirik the Saint, the son of Jatvard and King of the Swedes. King Eirik rests in a shrine at Upsala, in Svitjod. Margret was the sister of Knut, King of the Swedes. King Sverre had two sons; the elder was called Sigurd Lavard, and the younger, Haakon. His daughters were named Cecilia and Ingebjørg.
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