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HISTORY OF THE NORTHMEN *

At a pertod when all the governments of Continen-
tal Earope seem destined to undergo very cohsidera-
ble alterations—alterations so much feared, and so
certainly expected by the crowned heads, that many of
them are said to be already engaged in laying up steres

of gold, as a provision in case of abdication and exile!

—it becomes a subject of more than ordinary nferest
te inquire nto the origin of the great communities which
constitute the vations existing in that favoured region
1~}
of the globe, to trace their ancient laws and customs,
their history by land and sea, their hterature, their re-
Ligion, and, as far as possible, the peeuliarities of cha-
racter by which they ave distinguished. The examina-
tien of sueh fopics as these will enable us to understand
and to combat a1l those classes of intesested objectinns
to the ameii-vation ef society, which are foundad upon
lhe_e‘stabhshed order of things, which treat EYEry pro-
position for amendment as an mnovation, having pothing
. . 2 A S 2 -] -]
1 comwmon with what is called the genius of the people,
and as calenlated only te produce anarchy and ruin
) Y
We shall pessibly be thes prepared to contend, that
the real innovators are those who maintain the monar-

chial principle to its fullest extent, and the tram of

hegvy mposts, of oppressive laws, of bauds of secret
spies, and of countless stipendiary armies by which it
1s uphield. We shall, perhaps, discover, that the true
genius of the people of Europe is intimately allied with
hocrt‘y, was early accustomed to its blessings, apd
moulded by institutions expressly formed for its prese-
vation, and that it 1s 1 those nations only wkich ha'e
Yegeneratsd from their ancestors, that usages Incojis
sistent with freedom have ever

. found a “pérmancut
foating.

that searcely any traces of its existence remained, to
P establish the claim of the Scandipavians to the bonor of
being the first Europeans who penetrated to the shores
of the New World
| The history of the settlement of iceland by the Not~
Ewegians, affords a pretty gosd 1 Iustration of the man—
ner in which these early societies were formed and
organized, and of the institutions by which they were
governed, Among the petty chieftsias who ruled se—
{ parate clans in the northern parts of Norway, wasone
i pamed Rolf, who, besides being the patriarch of his
| peop'e, was also the pontill of religion, i which capas

city be presided in the great temple of Ther, the nation-
!

{al deity of Norway, and was distingmshed by the
i great lenzth of his beard. He happene‘d to incur {he
éunger ofa neighbouring monarch, by giving an asylum
i to an individual with whom that sovereign, named
| Harald, was at enmity, in consequence of which Harald
supreme court er assembly, and proclaimed Rolf an outs
aw, unless he surrendered within a  limited period,
Thus we perceive, that at a very early period, that 1s
to say about the commencemest of the nivth century,
the power of the sovereign in Norway was net exer-
cised without the sanction of an assembly of some de.
seription.  Relf, upon recerving notice of these proceed-

tHarald, oad consulting the eracle of his god, he was
determined by 1its advice to migrate to Lceland, carry-
ing with him not only the image of Thor, but also the
| throne upon which it wes placed, as well as the earth

upon which the throne steod, and the greater part of

| the wooden work of the temple by which it was ™ sur-
| rounded, He took also with him his bousehold geods,
{hsslaves, and his family, and all bis friends who volun-
| teered to accompany him.
{ of that part of the coast upon which he landed. in the
lancient accustomed manner, ¢ by walking with a burn-

| beld an assize, or Thing*, as il was called, a kwnd of
!

ings, found that it mght be daogerous to contend with |

new lands of which they took possession, and these they
afterwards granted out fo their followers, upon the
paymen! of certain rents reserved fo themselves, and
of dues for the support of religion. But a number of
small communities could not long exist near each other
wi hout frequent conflicts, that were productive of mu—
tual njury; hecce they coofederated for the better
government and harmony of the wuole; a common legis-
lator was appoiuted: the island was divided wmto four
quarters, in each of which was established a chief
magistrate, who was chosen by the free voice of the
people, and <yho, in addition to the functions of ecivil
magistracy, performed the public offices of religion
¢ These four quarters,” says Mr Wheaton, * were
again divided into smaller distriets, in which ail the
freemen possessed of landed property bad a voice in
the public assembly. 'The great national assembly, or
assize of theisland, at which a!l the freeholders had a
right to participate, by themseives or their delegates,
*vas held anpually, and was called the l-thing.” 1t
bore a strong resemblance to our Witenagemote, and
to the Fields of fdaich and May among the primitive
Franks, and continued to be held for eiubt centuries,
ion a level plain near the lake of Thing-valle, whence
{it was removed only a few years cpgo. In fact, the
government of Iceland was strictly republican for three
| ceaturies; and even after its cavil dissentions were quel-
| led by the establishment of monarchy, ¢ The great body
lof the people was, never reduced to the condition of
i serfs.  They rourished a proud spicit of personal indes
pendence, which, if partaking of the barbarous charac-
| ter of the age, became the parent of adventurous ¢n-
jnzrpnsre, at first m brilliant feats of arms, and afters
(wards in those arts which embellish human life.”
| The general assemblies were convened by the chosen

He took formal possession | Lagmann, or Law-giver, who presided aver their meet-

[ ngs, Who prepared the laws for their adeption, awd' ¢x-

%ercised great power. 8o important was this effice a

The spirit of the north was noble, origmal, and beld ing fi ebrand in bis bard, round the lands he intended | mongst the leelanders, that they computed time  from

i

in all things. Without geing teo remotely into the
divisions of the different tribes by which it was -
habited before the Christian era, we may appeal with
just pride to the authentic accounis which are given of
them, upder the general title of Scandinavians; of the
fermidable valour with which they coatended against
the Roman ermpiram s preudest days, checked its
progress, and ultimately overturned its power. Repus
ted to bave been alldescended from the same stock,
they formed, in fact, butone people as to their laws,
customs, Janguage, maniers, and institutions. “ Ny
other nation,” says Taitus, speaking of one of these
tribes, . the Cumbn, ¢ lus so often given us cause to
dread their arms: not tie Samuites, nor Carthaginians

vor. Spaniards and Guls, nor even the Partbrans:
for the despotic encry of the Arsacide is less o be
drended, than the Geman arm nerved by freedom.”
T'he Scandinavians funded the empire of Russia; join-
el by some Teutoni tribes, they subdued Kngland
after it was abandeed by its Roman masters the; °x-
plored the Baltic st, and reamed boldly over’thc great
sorthern and west® 2cean, without chart or com;ass;
discovered the Oridesand Faroer 1sles, and the coun.
try subsequently .lled Iceland, from the dreary aspect
which 1ts ruggegmountﬂms, covered with eternal ice
and snows, presded to the eye. They moreover diss
co’ sred Greenld, and are even said to have sent out
an expedstion ithe early part of the eleventh century
that not only Jcded on the coast of America, but plant-

ed a colony fte, which; however, perished so speedily
e ——

3 ‘HiSlory of # Northmen, or Danes and Normans, from the
earliest times. che conquest of England by William of Ner.
Maudy, Ry pry Wheton, Honorary Member of the Scandi-
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to occupy, apd marking the bsundaries by setting fre
tothe grass.” {ie then erected a large dwelling-house
and a temple, near which the assize, or Herjar-thing
| of the infant community was held in the open ar, the
| place in which the popular assembly met bemg con-
sidered as, sacred as the scite of the temple
itself. The ancient sages and other records from
which this account is taken, mention the manner in
which oaths were administered to juries as well ay to
witnesses, the former having been already, apparently,
a well known mstitution connected with the administra.
tion of justice. Thus we may observe, that the form
of gevernment prevailing amongst these little commu-
nities, was at once patrarchial, pouotifical, and
popular.

In process of time these emigrants were followed by
others, and the habitable parts of Icelarnd, were occu-
| pied by settlers from Norway, who brought with them
the civil and religious institutions of their native coun-
try. Besides their own immediate families and slaves,
the chieftains brovght with them a numeroas retinue of
followers, who were in a great degree their dependants,
or, as the Scotch would say, their clansmen, who though
elevated above the class of slaves, by being possessed
of personal freedom and property, nevertheless looked
up to their chieftaios as- their pretectors, the  julges
of their controversies in peace, and their leaders 1o
war. The expense of the migratory. exoveditions falling
prncipally upon these leaders, they naturally. appro-
priated to themselves, by war of indemnification, the

¢ « THING signifies in the ancient language of the North, a
popular assembly, a court of justice, or assize: ALL THING, a
general meeting of that kind, and ALLS-HERJAR-THING, the
general convention of chiefs, nobles, or lords. 'I'he Diet of Nor-

WukTon,

PaVian and Jendic Literary Societies at Copephsgea.,  Svo, k way-is called (o this day the STOR-THING, o great Assembly.’—

the periods during which 1t was beld by differedt waivi-
duals, the anawversary of their elcctions serving as dis~
| tinct epochs 10 the annals of the natwn,

The fcelanders did not adopt the Christian rehigion
{until about the close of the tenth century, soon after
 which they abolished the trial by batile, a mode of pro -
| cedure, recognised by the early laws of all the northern
| nations, which, with this exceptien, were full of the
|spirit of litigation aud subtlety, te be found geuerally
| marking the Norman character.

* ? ¥ *

l}
| The annals of our own country bear sufficient fest-
{.nony to the wild love of enterprise, and predatory
| spirit by which the Scandinaviaps, on the coast ef Ku-
{rope especially, were formerly distivguished. ~ Ainong
ithem, ““ the occupation of a prate was ecounsidercd not;
}only lawful, but honourable.” They were, moreover,
1z:s they still:continue to be for the most part, very poor;
'they lived, when at home, chiefly by fishiog and the
chase, and hence, as populalion increased, a usage grew
! up which ultimately had the force of a lawy under which
| a portion of the people were periodically expelled from
their native soil, in order to provide for themselves
elsewhere.

¢ TheScandinavian nations were broken into petty
states, like the tribes of Greece 1n its beroic age, each
of which had its chieftain or king, and all of whom were
frequently engaged in mplacable wars, the resujt of
hereditary feuds. These chieftains, at first clective by
degrees became hereditary.  Sometimes the succ
was divided, the younger sops retaining o tile of
kings, and becoming sea-rovers: at vthers, they o d
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when there were two sons that they s

v N3 U

nately for a limited period, one over Aue ses o
other over the Jaod, rastice. of
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