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The Viking Attack on Paris: A Detailed Account of a
Historic Siege

The Viking attack on Paris in 845 is a significant episode in medieval French history, often referred to as the "Siege
of Paris." This event stands out as one of the most remarkable exploits of the Vikings, showcasing both their military
audacity and the challenges that Europe faced during the era of Norse invasions.

Historical Context

The 9th century was a time of great instability in Europe, marked by repeated Viking incursions. Originating from
Scandinavia, these seafaring warriors conducted swift and brutal raids, often targeting monasteries, coastal towns, and
poorly defended sites. Their primary aim was to acquire wealth, but they also sought to establish colonies and gain
control over fertile lands.

In France, then known as West Francia, the Vikings had already launched several devastating raids before their attack
on Paris. The weakness of central authority and internal conflicts among Frankish nobles made the kingdom
vulnerable, a situation the Vikings exploited to their advantage.

The Course of the Attack
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The attack on Paris in 845 was led by Ragnar Lodbrok, a legendary Viking chieftain whose exploits are a mix of
history and myth. According to chronicles, Ragnar assembled a fleet of around 120 ships and nearly 5,000 men for a
daring assault on the city.

The Vikings sailed up the Seine, pillaging villages along the way. At the time, Paris was not yet the vast metropolis we
know today, but it was already a city of great strategic and symbolic importance, located on the Île de la Cité, a
fortified island on the Seine.

The forces of Charles the Bald, the grandson of Charlemagne and king of West Francia, were unable to stop the Viking
advance. By the time Ragnar reached the gates of Paris, the inhabitants were terrified, aware of the fate that had
befallen other cities attacked by the Vikings.

On March 28, 845, the Vikings reached Paris. After a brief but intense siege, they succeeded in capturing the city. The
fortifications of the Île de la Cité, though strong, could not withstand the Viking assault. The city was plundered and
devastated, with much of the population either massacred or taken as slaves.

The Ransom and Withdrawal

Faced with the inability of his forces to defend the city, Charles the Bald was forced to negotiate with Ragnar. To save
what remained of Paris and prevent further Viking devastation, Charles agreed to pay an enormous ransom of 7,000
pounds of silver, an astronomical sum for the time.

After receiving the ransom, Ragnar and his men withdrew, but not before leaving an indelible mark on the history of
the city and the kingdom. This event highlighted the vulnerability of European kingdoms to Viking incursions and led
to significant changes in defensive strategies across Europe.

Consequences and Legacy

The attack of 845 was not the last that Paris would suffer at the hands of the Vikings, but it was undoubtedly the most
iconic. It demonstrated the necessity for European kingdoms to strengthen their defenses and develop more effective
responses to Viking raids.

For the Vikings, this raid was one of the most lucrative and added to the legend of Ragnar Lodbrok, who has since
become a mythical figure in Scandinavian culture and beyond.

In the long term, the inability of the Frankish kings to effectively defend their territory against the Vikings contributed
to the weakening of central authority. This opened the door to increased feudalization, where local lords built their own
defenses and exercised more direct control over their domains.

Furthermore, the Viking attack on Paris is often seen as a prelude to future invasions and the establishment of
Normandy, a region named after the "Northmen" or Normans, descendants of the Vikings. In 911, King Charles the
Simple officially granted Normandy to a Viking chieftain named Rollo, in a move aimed at integrating the Vikings into
the political and social fabric of the Frankish kingdom.
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