
VIKING SCOTLAND TEACHING IDEAS with

Grim Gruesome Viking villain: TROLLS’ TREASURE  is an exciting and entertaining 

historical novel for 7 - 11 year olds, set against the carefully researched and historically 

accurate background of the major Viking Scottish island realm of Orkney and Shetland.  

“Troll's Treasure is a deceptively simple page-turner, with plenty of quick-
paced action sequences featuring sword fights and treasure hoards galore! 
The book is structured into short chapters, and the easy pace makes it a 
good choice as an independent read for! children from 7 upwards… 
combines snippets of historical detail with some of the folklore of the 
Orkney Islands, creating a suspenseful adventure about outlaws and 
treasure seekers” - www.writeaway.org.uk

It forms part of the series Grim Gruesome Viking Villain.  However each title in the series  

works as a ‘stand alone’ novel and it is not necessary to read the other Grim Gruesome 

books in order to enjoy this one.

This leaflet shows how reading this novel with your class could form the basis for some 

interesting historical project work on the Vikings in Scotland. The frontispiece and maps 

within the book all provide extra information for children, as does the ‘Facts, Fun and Free 

Downloads’ page on the official website for the series, www.grimgruesome.com.  
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ORKNEY AS A POWER BASE FOR THE VIKINGS IN SCOTLAND 

See especially Trolls’ Treasure Chapters 9 - 12, 37-39

INTERESTING FACTS

! Orkney became a Viking realm, ruled by a series of jarls (earls) in the 9th Century.

! This realm included the islands of Shetland to the north of Orkney, large areas of 
northern and western Scotland and the Hebrides to the west.

! A 13th Century book, Orkneyinga Saga, claims to tell the history of Viking Orkney.

! Jarl Thorfinn Skull-Splitter from Trolls’ Treasure was a real 10th Century earl who 
appears in Orkneyinga Saga.  He was a contemporary of King Eirik Blood-Axe and 
Queen Gunnhild, featured in another Grim Gruesome book, The Queen’s Poison.

! Orkney’s central position in the northern Atlantic Ocean made it an important staging 
post for Viking ships crossing the sea between Norway and Iceland.

! Fortress Island where Jarl Thorfinn lives is the modern Brough of Birsay. The remains 
of Viking longhouses have been excavated there: please see, for example: 
 - www.orkneyjar.com/history/broughofbirsay/norsesettlement.htm, 
 - www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/westmainland/broughofbirsay/index.html
 Many photos of the Viking village on the Brough of Birsay can be viewed online.

TEACHING IDEAS

! Get children to find the location of Orkney and Shetland on 
a map of Britain, and then on a map of Europe. Discuss 
with them why the islands played an important part in 
Viking shipping routes. 

! Get the children to use a map of northern Europe to find the 
routes that Viking ships might have taken between the 
following Viking lands: Denmark, England, Faeroe Islands, 
Greenland, Hebrides, Iceland, Isle of Man, Norway, Orkney, 
Shetland and Sweden. How many of these routes went 
past Orkney?

! Get children to search on the internet for pictures of: 
- the excavated Viking village on the Brough of Birsay 
- Viking houses built of stone and/or turf  

! They could then use these and the descriptions in Trolls’ Treasure to write an 
illustrated account entitled ‘A Walk Round Fortress Island’, describing the houses, 

landscape and seascape (with ships and boats coming and going) that Ragi would 
have seen there.
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VIKING SHIPS AND BOATS

See especially Trolls’ Treasure Chapters 12-14, 17, 23, 34-37

INTERESTING FACTS

! The Vikings were brilliant ship builders and sailors, who thought nothing of 
undertaking long voyages in the North Sea, the Baltic Sea, the Atlantic Ocean, the 
Mediterranean and the Arctic regions.  Women, children and domestic livestock 
would often accompany the men on such voyages, perhaps because they were 
emigrating.

! Due to bad weather and icebergs during the winter, most voyages took place 
between April and early October.

! Viking ships did not need quays or jetties to land the crew and load goods; instead 
they were often run ashore directly onto beaches, both on the coast and along rivers.

! Viking ships were entirely open to the elements.  On long voyages along the coastal 
regions, the crew would often land at night and sleep in tents. However, on extended 
journeys across the open sea, they had to sleep on deck.

! Food and drink on a long voyage comprised dried, pickled, salted and smoked fish 
and meat; unleavened bread, water, beer and sour milk.

TEACHING IDEAS

! Find pictures of reconstructed Viking ships on the internet. Using these and the 
descriptions in Trolls Treasure chapters 34-37,  get children to imagine they are 
young men who have just joined Jarl Thorfinn’s rowing crew and are sailing on one of 
his warships for the first time. 

! Discuss in groups what it would be like. 
Children should then write accounts of the imaginary experience.

! Draw pictures/ make models of either Grim Gruesome’s rowing boat, or Jarl 
Thorfinn’s ship from Trolls’ Treasure. 
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VIKING HOUSES

See especially Trolls Treasure Chapters 8, 9, 17, 26 and 38

INTERESTING FACTS

! Archaeologists believe that Viking Age houses in Orkney and Shetland were built of stone 

and/or turf, with roofs of turf or thatch.

! Many Viking houses have been excavated in both Orkney and Shetland. The most 

interesting sites include the Brough of Birsay in Orkney (‘Fortress Island’ in Trolls’ Treasure) 

and Jarlshof in Shetland. Pictures are widely available on the internet.

! Viking houses didn’t have windows.

! Most people apart from the very rich slept on wide benches built out of the walls. These 

benches were also used for sitting on during the day.  Some rich people had special bed-

cupboards or ‘box-beds’ to sleep in, which were both warmer and more private. Similar box-

beds remained in use in the Scottish Islands and Highlands until the 19th Century or even 

later. 

! The fire in a Viking house was in the middle of the floor. The main fuel for fires in Orkney and 

Shetland was peat - partially decayed vegetable matter which must be cut from the bogs 

where it is found, stacked and left to dry before burning.  The 13th Century Orkneyinga Saga 

says that this practice was introduced to Orkney by Jarl Thorfinn Skull-Splitter’s father, who 

was called Jarl Einar: ‘He was the first man to dig peat for fuel, firewood being very scarce on 

the islands’. Because of this, he had the nickname ‘Turf-Einar’.

TEACHING IDEAS

! Use descriptions in Trolls’ Treasure for a class discussion about Viking houses including: 
 -  Viking furnishings 
 -  the need for an open fire for cooking and heating
 -  the lack of electricity and how this affected daily life

! Get children to make a list of the differences between: 
 - Ragi, Kadlin and Unn’s cottages and the Jarl’s hall
 - A Viking house and a modern home. 

! Get the children to use the internet to find pictures of reconstructions of Viking houses built in 
stone and/or turf, as in Orkney and Shetland; also pictures and information on peat-cutting, 
peat fires and box-beds.

! They could then use their research findings to paint their own pictures of either Jarl 
Thorfinn’s hall or Ragi’s humble house.
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WRITING IN RUNES

See especially Trolls’ Treasure Chapter 4

INTERESTING FACTS

! The runic alphabet only had 16 letters.

! There were several different versions of the runic alphabet. The one used in the Grim 
Gruesome books is known as ‘Common’ or ‘Danish’ runes.

! Runes were not usually written, but carved into wood, metal, stone or bone.

! Graffiti-style Viking runes have been found carved on the inside walls of the prehistoric tomb 
of Maeshowe on Orkney’s Mainland. These have been translated to reveal cryptic references 
to women and lost treasure.  You can read more about these at www.maeshowe.co.uk 

! This is the runic alphabet - known as the ‘Futhark’ from its first 6 letters - as used in Grim 
Gruesome.

    f      u     th  aw   r    k,g     h     n   i     a, e     s       t     b     m    l       r
  v,w                  o          c,q                 y,j              x,z     d    p

This is how Grim Gruesome wrote his name: 

Can you write your own name in runes?
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TEACHING IDEAS

! Give each child a print-out of the runic alphabet (reproduced for classroom use on the next 

page of this leaflet). Discuss the limitations of only having 16 letters.

! Get the children to find pictures of Viking rune-stones in books and on the internet.

! Get children to write their own names in runes.

! Then get them to ‘carve’ the runes, Viking style, using a blunt knife on a tablet of clay or 

plasticine.

! They can decorate these tablets with runic designs, inspired by the Trolls’ Treasure 

frontispiece, or by pictures of rune-stones that they have found.

! These could be used as runic name labels for their exercise books and lockers.

! Get the children to write the names of all the characters from Trolls’ Treasure in runes: 

Ragi, Unn, Kadlin, Jarl Thorfinn, Otkel, Alfdis, Grandmam, Grandpa and of course Grim 

Gruesome. Is there more than one ‘correct’ way to write some of these?
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THE RUNIC ALPHABET

    f      u     th  aw   r    k,g     h     n   i     a, e     s       t     b     m    l       r
  v,w                  o          c,q                 y,j              x,z     d    p

This is how Grim Gruesome wrote his name: 

Can you write your own name in runes?

1
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VIKING TREASURE

See especially: Trolls’ Treasure Chapters 4, 18, 28, 33

INTERESTING FACTS

! Over 1,000 hoards of buried Viking treasure have been found in the lands where they settled, 
ranging from a few coins and broken ornaments to huge hoards containing several thousand 
items including coins, ornaments, ingots and ‘hack silver’ fragments.

! To keep them safe from pirates and other thieves, such hoards were buried in the 
countryside, often marked by a rock, tree or similar landmark.

! Viking treasure contained mainly silver; occasionally also bronze and gold.  The Vikings do 
not seem to have valued gemstones.  Jewellery and other precious goods produced by 
Viking craftsmen were skilfully made, often decorated with filigree, metal balls and distinctive 
engraved, embossed and stamped patterns.

! The largest Scottish hoard was discovered in 1858 in Orkney. It contained over 100 items 
including brooches, collars, arm-rings and coins, dating from the 10th Century. The largest 
Viking treasure hoard ever found in England - or anywhere outside Russia - was unearthed 
at Cuerdale, Lancashire in 1840. It contained about 8,600 coins and other silver items also 
dating from the 10th Century. 

! The ‘troll-mounds’ which can still be seen all over Orkney and Shetland are actually 
prehistoric burial mounds.

! The treasure that the children find in the mound in Trolls’ Treasure would have been 
‘ancient’ treasure to the Vikings, left their by their predecessors in Orkney, the Bronze Age 
Picts.  The descriptions in the book are based on real Bronze Age finds in Orkney, Scotland 
and elsewhere.  The gold discs that the children initially find are based on similar objects 
from an archaeological site called the Knowes of Trotty on Orkney’s Mainland.

! A famous mound in Orkney called Maeshowe was broken into by Vikings who covered the 
walls in graffiti rune letters. (Please see www.maeshowe.co.uk). These include three cryptic 
inscriptions mentioning treasure, of which the most explicit says: 
 ‘...TO THE NORTHWEST IS A GREAT TREASURE HIDDEN. IT IS LONG AGO THAT 
 A GREAT TREASURE WAS HIDDEN HERE. HAPPY IS HE THAT MIGHT FIND THAT 
 GREAT TREASURE. HAKON ALONE BORE TREASURE FROM THIS MOUND.’

TEACHING IDEAS

! Get children to search in books and the internet to find out about real Viking treasure hoards. 
They should choose their favourite pictures of one of these and write a detailed factual 
description of what they see in it.

! Using paper, card, sweet wrappers, kitchen foil and other materials, children could make their 
own treasure hoard to display in the classroom to resemble the pictures they have been 
looking at. (Remember that it should be mostly silver - and NO precious stones should be 
included).

! Children should imagine they are either Ragi, Kadlin or Unn from Trolls’ Treasure and write 
an account of what they would do with their share of the treasure from the troll mound, 
basing their ideas on what they have learned about the Viking Age.  
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VIKING CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

See especially Trolls’ Treasure Chapters 8 - 11

INTERESTING FACTS

! Ragi’s ‘crime’ of reciting love poetry and his punishment of being outlawed is based 

on the following information from The Viking Achievement by P.G.Foote & D. M. 

Wilson: ‘The making of a verse in praise of a girl was punishable… with outlawry - 

partly because of the spell-binding effect that verse was sometimes feared to have’. 

! The same reference book says that the ‘Ordeal Test’ was frequently 

used to test someone’s guilt, particularly when there was insufficient 

evidence to make a normal judgement. ‘Iron carrying’ was a very 

common form of ordeal: Ragi’s test in Trolls’ Treasure is a simplified 

version of a test described in Viking Age laws. Women under suspicion 

were often ordered to pluck stones from the bottom of a vat of boiling 

water, known as ‘cauldron taking’.

! Outlawry was a common punishment, entailing banishment from a 

district or whole country and confiscation of property; it was a criminal 

offence to feed, shelter or help an outlaw.

TEACHING IDEAS

! Explain to children how this aspect of the story is based on historical fact, and what it 

meant to be an outlaw. 

! Class discussions on: 

- what it meant to be an outlaw

- how an outlaw might survive in the islands of Orkney: what would he do for food, 

  shelter, warmth etc.?

- How these Viking ideas of crime, trial and punishment compare with modern ones.

! Children could then imagine that they have been outlawed in Viking Orkney and write 

an account of their trial by Ordeal and subsequent adventures. This should include 

travel in a rowing boat, catching wild food and building a makeshift shelter 

(remember there are lots of beaches but very few trees in the islands!)
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VIKING IDEAS OF ‘HONOUR’

See especially Trolls Treasure Chapters 18-23,  29,  37-38, 40  

INTERESTING FACTS  

! As a warrior culture, the Vikings had a highly developed sense of what constituted 

honourable and moral behaviour.

! Loyalty to one’s family, in-laws and foster-relations was paramount.

! People who behaved well were rewarded by increased prestige for themselves and 

their families.

! Men were expected to be: 

- physically brave 

- stoical 

- altruistic towards their own group 

- generous.

! Women were admired for being: 

- self reliant 

- capable at running house and farm

- diligent at spinning and weaving 

- unfailingly loyal and supportive to their husbands and families

! Caution, moderation and fair play were admired, as was the ability to exercise self 

control in the face of anger or danger. 

! The worst faults were considered to be disloyalty or treachery towards a friend or 

relative. 

TEACHING IDEAS

! Read with the class the chapters listed above, in which the characters think about 

and discuss moral issues. These are all based on authentic Viking ideas and include: 

 - the shame of being a coward 

 - the importance of having a good reputation, 

 - how one good turn deserves another in return. 

! Class discussion: what are the similarities and differences with modern morality?                                                                          
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VIKING PLACE NAMES

See the whole of Trolls’ Treasure, also www.grimgruesome.com/facts.htm 

INTERESTING FACTS

! Almost all the place names in Orkney and Shetland are in Old Norse - the Vikings’ 

language. 

! A number of websites offer translations of the different elements of such place names 

- e.g. 

www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/oswebsite/freefun/didyouknow/placenames/

scandinavianglossary.html, 

www.orkneyjar.com/placenames/pl-isle.htm 

www.shetland-heritage.co.uk/amenitytrust/placenames/placenames.html 

TEACHING IDEAS

! Get the children to use the FACTS, FUN AND FREE DOWNLOADS page on 

www.grimgruesome.com to find out the modern names of the places mentioned in 

Trolls’ Treasure.

! Get children to make a list of the main island names in either Orkney or Shetland. 

Using information from the websites listed above, help them to translate these into 

modern English. 
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RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS

Of the numerous reference books available on Vikings, the following are especially useful 
for information about Viking Age life and culture, all written by experts in the field.  They 
are probably mostly out of print now, but should be readily obtainable as second hand 
copies through www.amazon.co.uk or www.abebooks.co.uk; or order through your local 
library.

Foote, P.G & Wilson, D.M: The Viking Achievement (London: Sidgewick & Jackson 1970)  
Everything you could possibly want to know about the Vikings!

Graham-Campbell, James: The Viking World (London: Frances Lincoln 1980)  
Lots of illustrations and an especially detailed section on Viking ships.  Also good section 
on runes.

Graham-Campbell, James & Kidd, Dafydd: The Vikings (London: British Museum 
Publications 1980)  
Produced to accompany an exhibition at the British Museum, so especially good on 
artefacts, with many high quality photos.

Simpson, Jacqueline: The Viking World (London: B. T. Batsford 1980)  
Easy to read and informative, with plenty of illustrations.

The Sagas of Icelanders (London: Allen Lane, The Penguin Press 1997) - A collection of 
the major Sagas: the ‘soap operas’ of the Viking Age. Though not written down until 
several hundred years later, they claim to be based on true people and events of the 
Viking Age and offer fascinating insights into Viking life.  

For quick reference, try these two excellent, well researched websites:

www.hurstwic.org

www.vikinganswerlady.com

If you have used these ideas to produce some good project work on the Vikings and 
would like to share them with others through future updates on the Grim Gruesome 

website, do please email the author at: roskerven@hotmail.com 

All illustrations © David Wyatt
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