
Ohthere's voyages seen from
a nautical angle
by Anton Englert

1. Many thanks to Erik
Andersen, Michael Korham-
mer, Max Vinner and Janet
Bately for their most helpful
comments.
2. According to the transla-
tion by Janet Bately in this
volume.

Ohthere's account provides details of three
sailing routes, one round the North Cape,
one describing the route from Halgoland
(Halogaland) down the Norwegian coast to
a place called Sciringes healh (Kaupang), and
the third describing a voyage from Sciringes
healh to Hapum (Hedeby). This text exam-
ines and attempts to Interpret the nautical
details mentioned by Ohthere, drawing on
modern charts of the Scandinavian coast and
records of comparable voyages made by his-
toric and reconstructed vessels.1

Reading Ohthere's tale, one becomes
aware that his account is very selectively re-
corded. As an adventurous, high-ranking
Norwegian voyager, he rnust have been füll
of detailed knowledge regarding Scandina-
vian trade and politics, and one might expect
conversation with him to have started with
polite questions such äs, "How was your voy-
age across the North Sea? Have you had a
good season so far? Are your people well?
Is your homeland at peace?" But whatever
Ohthere and his English hosts exchanged
in the way of news and information, the re-
corded account keeps closely within ränge of
its objective: a geography of unknown and
little known areas of Scandinavia and their
inhabitants. The intelligence gathered from
Ohthere results in the description of a sailing
route from Hedeby through Danish waters
and along the entire North Atlantic coast of
Norway, past the North Cape.

In order to understand the nautical data
in their context, it may be useful to imagine
what kind of conversation led to the written
report. Several changes of subject in the report
indicate that Ohthere politely corresponded
to interested questions by his English hosts,

rather than lecturing them in a continuous
speech. Ohthere's account2 can be read äs the
answers to at least seven different questions:

Question i: Where do you come from?
Ohthere: I live "furthest north of all

Northmen ..."
Question 2: Does the land end there; does

anyone live to the north ofyou?
Ohthere: The "land extends a very long

way north from there, but it
is all waste, except ..." On a
certain occasion I "wished to
investigate how far the land"
extends "in a northerly direc-
tion, or whether anyone" lives
"north of the waste."

Here follows Ohthere's description ofhis north-
ern voyage.

Question 3: So you ventured on that daring
voyage just out ofcuriosity?

Ohthere: No, I "chiefly went there ...
for the walruses ..."

Question 4: [Wondering, and increasingly
curious] But you do not live
from hunting alone, do you?
How much livestock do you
have? How large are your lands?

Ohthere: Well, I am "among the fore-
most men in that land." I own
"twenty head of cattle, twen-
ty sheep and twenty pigs,"
and I plough my land with
horses. I do not have much
arable land, our "wealth con-
sists mostly of the tax that
the Finnas pay" us.
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Question 5: [Reassured of Ohthere's social
Status and trustworthiness]
How large is the land of the
Northmen; What does it bor-
der on?

Ohthere: The land "is very long and
very narrow ..., Finnas ..., land
of the Svear ..., land of the
Civenas.

Question 6: How long does it take to sail

from the north to the south of
that land? /Or even] How
long does it take to sail the
North Way? [Possibly] Could
one do it in a month?3

Ohthere: Well, from Hilogaland, where
I live, to the southern port of
Sciringes healh it is "not pos-
sible to sail in one month, if
one camped at night..."

Here follows Ohthere's description of the wüte
from Hälogaland to Sciringes healh.

Question 7: But what comes south of Scir-

inges healh?
Ohthere: "To the south of ... Sciringes

healh a great sea penetrates
up into the land; it is broader
than any man may see over ..."

Here follows Ohthere's description of his five-
day voyage to Hedeby.

The recorded answers of Ohthere, then,
contain Information about three different
sailing routes. Only two of them are reported
voyages in the true sense. The first, excep-
tional 15-day voyage beyond the end of the
known world may have aroused most curi-
osity among the English hosts. It may well
have been the initial reason for documenting
Ohthere's account. Ohthere's remarks on the
time needed for a voyage from Hälogaland
to Sciringes healh are not to be mistaken for
the description of an actual voyage. It is like-
ly that he had sailed this Standard route, the

'North Way', several times and that he tried
to explain the length of the route in a kind of
formula: "I>yder he cwaeä hast man ne mihte
geseglian on anuni monäe, gyf man on niht
wicode 7 aslce dasge hasfde ambyrne wind."
The third voyage from Sciringes healh to "the
port called at the Heaths" (Hedeby) is, like
the first one, described äs a real voyage, hav-
ing taken Ohthere five days.

General conditions for
Ohthere's voyages
What kind of transport would Ohthere have
used to carry out his voyages? Given Oht-
here's apparent Status äs an important land-
owner, who was apparently also engaged in
trade, it is most likely that he used a vessel
of his own, possibly the same vessel for all
routes. According to Arne Emil Christensen's
assessment, he may have used a large sea-
going, combined sailing and rowing vessel
similar to the contemporary ship-finds of
Gokstad and Tune.4 He could man his ship
with able-bodied members of his family,
household and retinue, leaving his wife or
brother in charge of his affairs at home. With
a large armed rowing crew, he would have
been able to fight off lawless pirates. A ship
of the Gokstad and Tune type would have
enabled him and a crew of 30 to 40 men to
live on board for many days without the need
to go ashore, provided they had enough fresh
water and provisions. An undivided füll deck
enabled them to sleep and rest on board — at
anchor äs well äs under sail. Experimental
experience on board of Bialy Kon, the recon-
struction of a ioth-century Slavic boat-find
from Ralswiek (9.0 x 2.5 m) has shown that
even cooking would have been possible in a
quiet sea state, provided the fire was kept in a
cauldron to contain the flames and to reduce
draft to a minimum.5

One may assume that the descriptions of
routes provided in Ohthere's report apply to
the sailing season from April to September
since the rest of the year is frequently har-

3. Fell 1984: 57-58; Korham-
mer 19853: 152.
4. See Christensen this
volume.
5. Englert, et al. 1998: 22;
Englert, et al. 1999: 184.
6. Konungs Skuggsjä, section i
(end), ed. Jönsson, F. 1926:
60-63; Vinner 1993: 100.
7. Ellmers 1972: 249; Crum-
lin-Pedersen 1984: 33-38.
8. These data are valid for the
latitude of Troms0: 69° 39" N
(Den norske los VI, 1978: 19).
9. Calculation based on
Hewitt & Lees-Spalding
(eds) 1989: 82-83; Baker 2001.
10. Ekblom 1939-1940: 183-
190; Crumlin-Pedersen 1984:
33-38; Schnall 1981; Müller-
Boysen 1992: 28-30.
11. Lund, N., et al. 1984: 67.
12. See Translation notes:
Sillende.
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assed by winter gales. That this is not a mod-
ern phenomenon is confirmed by the early
i3*-century Norwegian Konungs Skuggsjd
(King's Mirror), where a young merchant is
taught by his father that, apart from the very
large ones, most seas could be sailed from
the beginning of April to the beginning of
October. In the other months of the year,
wind, cold and darkness would increase the
risks too much for voyages of more than two
days.6

There have been differing opinions äs to
whether Ohthere sailed only by day.7 Cer-
tainly, any seaman unaided by charts and
navigational lights would prefer to sail dur-
ing daylight hours through coastal waters
unknown to him. But there is no practical
reason to exclude night passages through well
known or easily navigable waters. Of course,
any landfall on an unlit coast is best carried
out in daylight. In Ohthere's home region
the sun remains above the horizon from 21
May to 23 July,8 but already from the middle
of April on, it is no longer dark at midnight.
Table i shows how many hours of daylight
there are available at Kval0y, Kaupang and
Hedeby during the sailing season.9

From May to early August, pitch-black
night without moonlight would have been a
rare sight for Ohthere. During this period,
daylight lasts longer than 15 hours every-
where in Scandinavia. Provided the weather
was suitable and he was not sailing a certain
route for the first time, conditions would
have been favourable for uninterrupted pas-
sages of several days' duration.

Wind was the most important natural
factor for Ohthere's voyages. If the summer
weather in the 9* Century was anywhere near
äs unstable äs today — the warm Gulf Stream
and the contrast between Atlantic and conti-
nental climate were present at that time, too —
he could not allow himself to let a fair wind
pass. Modern cruising yachts with their per-
fect hüll shape for sailing to windward avoid
any long Stretch of beating to windward.
For ships of the Viking Age with their large
leeway angle, daylong beating to windward
was theoretically possible but not useful in
practice. The use of oars was only efficient
in calm weather, when a determined rowing
crew could keep up a moderate speed. There-
fore, one may assume that Ohthere and his
contemporaries were willing to sail through
long days and short summer nights in order
to exploit a favourable wind for äs long äs the
navigability of the passage permitted it.

Five days from Sciringes healh
to H&pum
Since scholars agree on the localisation of the
beginning and end points of the third sail-
ing route äs Kaupang and Hedeby, the track
and speed of this voyage can be immediately
assessed. There have been differing views äs
to whether Ohthere sailed through the Lit-
tle Belt, the Great Belt or the Sound.10 The
most recent Suggestion, by Uwe Schnall, of
a route through the Sound has been rejected
on nautical, linguistic and literary grounds.11

Given that Sillendf1 denotes a region in the

• /. Daylight hours in
the Scandinavian sailing

691/2° N, approx.
lat. of Kval0y

59° N, approx.
lat. of Kaupang

54V20 N, approx.
lat. of Hedeby

7 May
(and 1 7 August)

19h approx.

16 h 38 min

15 h 10 min

2 7/22 June
(solstice)

24 h (midnight sun)

18 h 48 min

17 h 16 min

7 October
(and 12 March)

1 0V2 h approx.

11 h 28 min

11 h 35 min
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south of the Cimbrian peninsula and not the
island of Zealand, a sailing route through the
Little Belt, äs favoured by Richard Ekblom
and Garsten Müller-Boysen, is most likely. In
this case, Ohthere would literally have seen
Gotlandl]uAan& on his port side. In theory,
the alternative passage through the Great
Belt and west of Langeland is the shortest
possible. But since it is only 20 nautical miles
shorter than the passage through the Little
Belt, the difference is not äs significant for a
sailor äs the actual direction and force of the
wind to which he has to adjust his course day
after day. Therefore, the Little Belt route will
be followed here. The distance frorn Kaupang
to Hedeby along the modern Swedish coast
and through the Little Belt amounts to ca
400 nautical miles. This means that Ohthere
covered an average daily distance of 80 nau-
tical miles. Ekblom produced a map of the
voyage on which he divided the proposed
route into five parts of equal length, in order
to represent the five days of sailing (Fig. i).
He left open the question of whether Oht-
here sought shelter for the night or whether
he sailed day and night.13 Assuming that Oht-
here and his crew rested at night, Öle Crum-
lin-Pedersen developed Ekblom's Suggestion
further and produced a detailed description
of the voyage to Hedeby with possible sail-
ing routes east and west of Funen, specify-
ing the areas where Ohthere may have an-
chored for the night (Fig. z).14 This may have
been a step too far, since Ohthere mentions
no harbours and only one vague position
en route: the shift from having the coast of
Denmark on the port side to having the coast
of Gotland/Jutland and Sillende on the star-
board side after the third day. This marks a
position somewhere northeast or northwest
of Funen for the beginning of the fourth day,
depending on which way he took around Fu-
nen. It is, incidentally, hard to believe that
Ohthere would not have mentioned the only
large island which lay in his way, since he had
to choose one or the other way round it. He
must have been familiär with both options.

It is therefore more likely that the English
scribe was unfamiliar with the island and
that he failed to record its name, assuming
it to be one of the less important Islands on
either side of the route.

If one understands the wind direction to
be the most prominent factor for Ohthere's

Fig. i. Ohthere's voyaye aftero J o J

Ekblom 1939-1940:189. The
numbers indicate Islands

and landmarks seen.

13. Ekblom 1939-1940:188-190.
14. Crumlin-Pedersen 1984:
33-38.
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Fig. 2. Ohthere's voyage
afier Crumlin-Pedersen
1983:36. The numbers indi-
cate suitable anchorages.

15. See Bately this volume: 48,
lines 3-4.
16. Crumlin-Pedersen 1984: 39.

mobility, then his voyage may be iniagined
to have taken place in this fashion: at Kau-
pang, Ohthere would have waited for a fa-
vourable wind to Start his passage. Since he
sailed southeast towards the Swedish west
coast at first, the favourable wind must have
come from a northerly or westerly direction.

He would then have exploited that wind äs
long äs he could, sailing non-stop south un-
til he possibly rested at a suitable anchorage
somewhere near the Kullen peninsula, or, if
the wind direction allowed it, in the mouth
of the Isefjord. According to his account, he
then continued west until he reached the east
coast of Jutland late on the third or early on
the fourth day. From there, he sailed south,
reaching Hedeby during the fifth day. The
last two days were probably accompanied by
easterly and northerly winds. It seems likely
that Ohthere took advantage of a relatively
stable high-pressure area over Scandinavia.
In spring, it is practicable to wait for such a
weather Situation in order to exploit it. In
summer, stable high-pressure weather is rare
and unpredictable in Danish waters so that
one cannot really wait for it, but has to take
the weather äs it is. Ohthere's account does
not reveal whether he waited for an anticy-
clone or whether he was simply fortunate.
Wulfstan, who sailed a similar distance of
ca 400 nautical miles from Hedeby to Tru-
so "in seven days and nights" with the boat
"all the way running under sail",'5 may have
been less fortunate with his average daily
distance of 57 nautical miles compared to
Ohthere's average of 80 nautical miles per
day. Although he may have sailed a smaller
and therefore slower vessel of Slavic origin,"5

and may have had weak or contrary winds at
times, the mere fact that he took seven days
non-stop to cover mostly open water helps
to assess Ohthere's five-day inshore voyage
of approximately the same distance. Judging
by the data given in the Old English Oro-
sius, it seems that Ohthere reported a voy-
age carried out under favourable conditions
in terms of wind and visibility. This can be
confirmed by experimental experience won
with reconstructed ship-finds of the Viking
Age. When comparing the speed of modern
and historic voyages, it is essential not to fo-
cus on any momentary speed äs shown by an
Instrument. One cannot compare this kind
of speed measured in knots or kilometres per
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hour with any medieval data. The important
question is, how much time a vessel spent
at sea in order to get from one harbour to
another. This 'time at sea' can be expressed
in hours or 24-hour days. In July 2003, the
Viking Ship Museum's reconstruction of the
sea-going cargo ship-find Skuldelev i, Ot-
tar (16.0 x 4.5 m, the original is dated to ca
1030), sailed from Stavern (near Kaupang) to
Gilleleje (the north tip of Zealand) in light,
unstable winds in 93 hours at sea, covering
a distance made good of 192 nautical miles.
The daily average of this passage through
Skaggerak and Kattegat was 50.4 nautical
miles. On another voyage from southern Nor-
way to Zealand, in August 2005, Ottar made
good a distance of 195 nautical miles from Lar-
vik near Kaupang to the mouth of the Isefjord,
sailing non-stop in southwesterly and westerly
winds for <)J1A hours, averaging 48.1 nautical
miles. Now, one could argue that this ship-
type is not äs fast äs the one Ohthere may
have used and that these particular voyages
did not happen under favourable conditions.
Indeed, the faster and larger Gokstad recon-
struction, Viking (23.3 x 5.2 m), which had
few coastal obstacles on her 28-day passage
from Bergen to Newfoundland in 1893, came
close to Ohthere's average of 80 nautical
miles per day. At a direct distance of 2,140
nautical miles on the great circle, the daily
distance averaged 76.4 nautical miles.17 One
cannot compare directly an Atlantic crossing
to coastal navigation inside Scandinavia, but
since Viking was forced to sail 24 hours a day,
her daily average distance gives a good esti-
mate for a speed that was possible to main-
tain over many days and nights in succession
with a ship-type of Ohthere's era.

It may be concluded that Ohthere's five-
day voyage from Kaupang to Hedeby took
place under favourable conditions, exploiting
the wind, whenever it blew from a conven-
ient direction. Neither Ohthere's account
nor experimental experience indicates that
he went ashore during his voyage. If he did,
he cannot have spent much time there.

More than
28 day-sailing
distances

From Halgoland to Sciringes healh.
The length of the North Way and
the meaning of ambyrne wind

It is not known precisely where in Hälogaland
Ohthere lived. Arguing from the position of
the northern limit for the ripening of cereal
äs well äs from archaeological evidence, In-
ger Storli locates Ohthere's home somewhere
between Bjark0y and the southwest coast of
Kval0y, further north near Troms0. The in-
shore sailing route between these Islands is
45 nautical miles long. In order to operate
with one specific distance, the distance from

Fig. 3. The inshore route
from Hälogaland to Kau-
pang. The island ofKvaley
is given äs a possible point
ofdeparture.
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i/- Andersen, M. 1895; Kor-
hammer 19853: 162.
18. See Bately this volume:
47, lines 7-10.
19. Korhammer 19853: 155.
20 See Translation notes:
ambyrne wind.
21. Korhammer 19853: 163.

Kval0y at the northern limit of the ripening
of cereal will be preferred here. The offshore
distance from Kval0y to Kaupang (Sciringes
healh} is ca 980 nautical miles. Ohthere is re-
ported to have said that this voyage "was not
possible to sail in one month, if one camped
at night and each day had ambyrne wind"1*
Michael Korhammer has pointed out that
"one month" is to be understood äs a lunar
month of 28 days,'9 two fortnights, or four
weeks. If shelter was to be found every night,
the inshore route of ca 1,002 nautical miles
seems the more likely one (Fig. 3). The av-
erage distance per day would then be less
than 35.8 miles for more than 28 days. Al-
lowing for the extra distance needed to find
a suitable anchorage or landing place for the
night, the average distance from one camp to
another would amount to less than 37 nau-
tical miles per day, increasing the assumed
distance for the entire route to at least 1,036
nautical miles.

Apparently, this average day-sailing dis-
tance of less than 37 nautical miles is less than
half the distance that Ohthere could cover on
his voyage to Hedeby, when he most likely
sailed day and night. However, it does not
sound reasonable to camp regularly each
night in spite of good visibility and without
exploiting any good wind from a suitable di-
rection. This arouses the suspicion that Oht-
here operated with some kind of standardised
day-sailing distance.

It would certainly be helpful to know
what quality of wind and weather Ohthere or
the English scribe meant with ambyrne wind.
It is not possible on linguistic grounds alone
to determine whether the word ambyrne has
the meaning favourable or unfavourable.10 So
there are only two Solutions left. One is to
simply ignore the reference to the wind and
Interpret the text without it: if one camps
at night, it takes more than one month. In
comparison with Ohthere's swift voyage to
Hedeby this voyage would have been slow,
for understandable reasons. Night camping
involves the spending of many potential sail-

ing hours on manoeuvring, landing, build-
ing camp, breaking camp and getting ready
to sail again. The other possibility is to arrive
at a meaning for ambyrne on logical grounds.
Of all scholars, Michael Korhammer has
spent most effort on the logical approach,
combining the evidence of medieval and
modern voyage reports from different areas,
and finally coming up with this verdict:

"Only if the ship was hampered by lack
of wind or contrary winds, with the need
to tack against them, could the average 12-
hours performance towards a destination
fall below 36 naut. miles [...]. In the case of
contrary winds [...] it was also impossible to
give a definite duration for the journey, and
this clearly corresponds with Ohthere's rather
vague Information 'that one could not sail to
Sciringesheal'va. a month's time'. Under good
conditions he would probably have specified
the maximum duration more clearly, say, for
instance, 'a fortnight or less'."21

The difference between favourable and
unfavourable winds can be assessed using
voyage data of ships with similar sailing qual-
ities. Since the single square rig survived in
northern Norway on ships and boats of the
jekt and Nordland type until the beginning
of the 2Oth Century, it is possible to find some
comparable data for merchant voyages along
the Norwegian coast (Table 2). Ohthere's
vessel was probably larger than the Nordland
boats and smaller than rhejekte.

Most of these voyages are exceptional
non-stop voyages. However, the two differ-
ent voyages over the minor distance of 143
nautical miles from the west Norwegian Is-
land of Her0y to Bergen illustrate the dif-
ference between favourable and unfavour-
able weather very clearly. The daily average
could be a respectable 48 nautical miles, but
if the weather did not allow it, the average
advance could be down to a frustrating 3.4
nautical miles a day. The data in the table are
mostly based on Interviews with veterans of
the trade in the early 2Och Century. It is typi-
cal of this kind of oral source that the actors
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Date

July 1886

Late 1 9th c.

May 1 894

Late 1 9lh c.

1881

1895

Late 1 9th c.

Late 1 9th c.

Late 1 9lh c.

Late 1 9th c.

Late 1 9* c.

Type
of vessel

Nordland
boat

jekt

Nordland
boat

jekt

jekt

Nordland
boat

jekt

jekt

jekt

jekt

jekt

Route

Vard0y-Troms0

Vega-Bergen

Tanahorn-Troms0

Lofoten-Bergen

Lofoten-Bergen

Vaida Gubba-Troms0

Bergen-0rsnes

Alstahaug-Bergen

Her0y-Bergen

Lofoten-Bergen

Her0y-Bergen

Rep. time

32 hours

46 hours

28 hours

3 days

79 hours

501/2 hours

72 hours

72 hours

3 days

1 7 weeks

6 weeks

Distance

297 nm

402 n m
(reconstr.)

243 nm

568 nm
(reconstr.)

550 nm

346 nm

494 nm
(reconstr.)

437 nm
(reconstr.)

143 nm
(reconstr.)

605 nm
(reconstr.)

143 nm
(reconstr.)

Daily average

223 nm

209 nm

208 nm

189 nm

1 67 nm

164 nm

164 nm

146 nm

48 nm

5.1 nm

3.4 nm

Rep. comment

record voyage

very fast voyage

record voyage

very fast voyage

very fast voyage

record voyage

very fast voyage

very fast voyage

fav. weather

unfav. weather

unfav. weather

recall the most positive and negative single
events. The anonymous average voyage lay
somewhere in between. One has also to bear
in niind the questions to which the seamen
were responding. In the case of the last pure
sailing vessels in the age of steam and die-
sel engines, the interviewer was interested
in how fast or how slowly these vessel types
sailed their voyages. Ohthere was apparently
asked a different question. His vessel and its
individual speed potential were not thought
noteworthy. The wanted piece of Informa-
tion was more a geographical one: how long
is the North Way? And instead of simply
naming his best voyage and his most frus-
trating one, Ohthere, or the English scribe,
attempted to give a generally valid answer

by defining the time required in a formula,
which probably read like this: If one camps
every night, and euch day has a favourable
wind, it (still) takes more than a month.

Korhammer is probably right in arguing
that an average day-sailing distance falling
below 36 nautical miles points towards in-
creasingly unfavourable weather conditions.
But he is most likely wrong in his logical
assessment of ambyrne äs having the mean-
ing unfavourable in this context: "Under
good conditions he [Ohthere] would prob-
ably have specified the maximum duration
more clearly, say, for instance, 'a fortnight or
less'."23

Now, if it was realistic to sail over 1,000
nautical miles through unmarked skerries in

Table 2. 19*-Century
merchant voyages along
the Norwegian coast under
single square rig.21
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