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Introduction
Denmark, a small country occupying the northernmost reaches of mainland Europe,
commands a disproportionate presence on the world stage relative to its size. Its story
is one of resilience, adaptation, and a remarkable ability to both shape and be shaped
by the great currents of European history. "The History of Denmark: Denmark from its
earliest beginnings to the present day" embarks on a journey through over ten
millennia, tracing the arc of Danish society from the retreat of Ice Age glaciers to the
contemporary era of global integration and sustainability.

The earliest origins of Denmark are inseparable from the land itself—a unique
geography of islands and peninsulas shaped by ancient glaciers, fertile soils, and the
encircling seas. This environment nurtured the first arrivals: Stone Age hunters who
followed great herds over land bridges now submerged beneath the waves.
Archaeology reveals a legacy of sophisticated societies: megalithic monuments,
Bronze Age treasures, and intricate Iron Age artifacts—all bear testament to the
creativity and dynamism of Denmark’s early peoples.

The advent of the Viking Age marked a dramatic transformation. Danish
longships—symbols of innovation and ambition—carried their seafarers far and wide,
bringing both terror and trade to distant shores. It was during this turbulent age that
Denmark began to take shape as a unified kingdom, its monarchs presiding over a
golden era of exploration and conquest that would echo through the centuries. With
conversion to Christianity and the growth of royal power, Denmark integrated itself
into the broader tapestry of European kingdoms.

Medieval Denmark saw the consolidation of political structures, the flourishing of arts
and religion, and periodic turbulence—be it from foreign wars, internal strife, or the
devastation wrought by plague. The Reformation and the wrenching changes of the
early modern era redefined Danish identity, forging a Protestant nation under an
increasingly powerful monarchy. Wars with Sweden and other neighbors, coupled with
dramatic territorial losses, forced Denmark to reassess its place in the Nordic region
and on the continent.

The modern era opened with the peaceful dawn of democracy, even as the trauma of
lost duchies and the challenges of industrialization required a profound national
reckoning. Denmark’s transition from absolute monarchy to a vibrant constitutional
state was marked by innovation in agriculture, education, and social welfare, laying
the foundations for the “people’s society” that would sustain generations. The 20th
century added new chapters: surviving world conflict and occupation, building a model
welfare state, and boldly joining the project of European unity.
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Today, Denmark stands as a testament to the enduring spirit of its people—innovative,
egalitarian, and globally engaged. This book charts not only the dramatic milestones
and celebrated names but also the underlying social, cultural, and environmental
forces that have shaped Danish life through the ages. In doing so, it invites the reader
to discover how a nation both ancient and ever-renewing continues to forge its path
between tradition and modernity.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Denmark:
Landscapes and the Last Ice Age
To understand Denmark, one must first understand the ground upon which it stands.
The very shape of the nation, its distinctive geography of low-lying plains, rolling hills,
and an intricate coastline of islands and fjords, is a direct legacy of the titanic forces
unleashed during the last Ice Age. Imagine a vast expanse of northern Europe, not as
we know it today, but buried beneath colossal sheets of ice, miles thick, slowly
grinding their way across the landscape. This was the scene for countless millennia, a
geological drama that sculpted the foundations of what would one day become
Denmark.

Around 115,000 years ago, the most recent glacial period, known as the Weichselian
glaciation, began to tighten its icy grip on the northern hemisphere. Scandinavia
became the epicenter of an immense ice cap that pushed southward, transforming
temperate forests into an arctic wasteland. For most of this period, the land that is
now Denmark lay largely entombed beneath this frozen mass. The sheer weight and
relentless movement of the glaciers acted like colossal bulldozers, scraping away
softer sediments and bedrock, plucking out rocks, and transporting vast quantities of
debris across immense distances.

As the climate fluctuated within the Weichselian period, there were advances and
retreats of the ice sheets. Each pulse of glacial activity left its indelible mark. The most
significant advance in shaping Denmark's current topography was the Main
Weichselian advance, reaching its maximum extent around 20,000 to 18,000 years
ago. During this phase, ice covered almost the entirety of Denmark, with only the
westernmost parts of Jutland remaining ice-free, standing as a desolate, tundra-like
refuge. This unglaciated area, known as the "old moraine landscape," consequently
exhibits a flatter, more eroded character compared to the younger, more dramatically
sculpted eastern regions.

When the ice finally began its definitive retreat around 12,000 BCE, it did so not with a
sudden rush, but a gradual, stuttering withdrawal. This slow melting process was
equally transformative. Enormous volumes of meltwater, far exceeding the capacity of
modern rivers, carved out broad valleys and deposited vast plains of sand and gravel,
known as outwash plains. These are particularly prominent in western and central
Jutland, testament to the powerful torrents that once flowed from beneath the
shrinking glaciers. The fine sediments carried by these waters also settled in
depressions, forming the rich clay soils that would later become Denmark’s prime
agricultural land.
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The retreating glaciers also left behind a chaotic jumble of rocks and boulders,
collectively known as glacial till or moraine. These deposits formed the characteristic
gently rolling hills and undulating landscapes that define much of Denmark, especially
the eastern parts of Jutland and the larger islands. Within these moraines, one can
often spot "erratics"—large boulders of foreign rock, sometimes weighing many tons,
transported hundreds of kilometers from Scandinavia by the ice. These silent sentinels
offer tangible proof of the glaciers' immense power and distant origins.

Perhaps one of the most distinctive features of the Danish landscape, a direct result of
glacial action, is its extensive and intricate coastline. The pressures of the ice
depressed the land, and as the ice melted, the land began to slowly rebound, a
process known as isostatic uplift. However, this uplift was not uniform, and sea levels
were also rising dramatically as meltwater returned to the oceans. The interplay of
these forces created the drowned river valleys and irregular shorelines, leading to the
formation of countless fjords, inlets, and the myriad islands that make up the Danish
archipelago.

The melting ice also created the Great Belt and the Little Belt, the narrow straits that
connect the Baltic Sea to the Kattegat and, ultimately, the North Sea. These crucial
waterways, which have played a pivotal role in Danish history, trade, and defense, are
essentially post-glacial river valleys that were inundated by rising sea levels. The
Baltic Sea itself was, for a significant period after the ice retreat, an enormous
freshwater lake known as the Baltic Ice Lake, before its eventual connection to the
ocean.

Beneath the superficial deposits of sand, clay, and gravel, Denmark's geological
bedrock is primarily composed of chalk and limestone, laid down in ancient seas
millions of years before the Ice Age. These older formations are rarely exposed at the
surface, typically only visible in dramatic coastal cliffs like those of Møns Klint and
Stevns Klint, where the relentless erosion of the sea has cut through the overlying
glacial deposits. These cliffs reveal layers of geological history stretching back 70
million years, providing a stark contrast to the comparatively recent glacial veneer.

As the climate continued to warm after the final retreat of the glaciers, the once
barren tundra began to transform. Low-lying vegetation, mosses, lichens, and hardy
grasses were the first to colonize the exposed land. This pioneering flora gradually
gave way to dwarf birch and willow, followed by the expansion of conifer forests,
particularly pine. The changing vegetation supported a succession of animal life.
Initially, the cold, open landscapes were home to megafauna such as woolly
mammoths, reindeer, and giant elk—creatures adapted to the harsh conditions of the
periglacial environment.

The availability of food and fresh water was paramount for the earliest human
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inhabitants. As the land bridges, formed by lower sea levels during the glacial
maximum, began to disappear, the contours of Denmark as a distinct geographical
entity slowly emerged. The earliest settlers, nomadic hunter-gatherers, would have
followed the migratory patterns of their prey, particularly reindeer, across these newly
accessible lands. Their survival was intrinsically linked to the post-glacial environment,
utilizing the abundant resources of the newly formed freshwater lakes, rivers, and
coastal areas.

The very climate of Denmark today, characterized by its temperate, often windy,
maritime conditions, is also a long-term consequence of its post-glacial position.
Situated at the confluence of oceanic and continental air masses, and influenced by
the North Atlantic Current, Denmark experiences milder winters and cooler summers
than its latitude might suggest. This climatic moderation, while not directly a result of
the ice itself, is a feature of the broader geographical context established after the
glaciers receded, creating an environment that, over millennia, would prove highly
conducive to human settlement and agricultural development.

In essence, the landscape of Denmark is a canvas painted by ice and water, a
testament to the immense power of geological processes. From the subtly varied
topography of Jutland to the island-dotted seascapes, every hill, valley, and coastline
bears the signature of the last Ice Age. This profoundly shaped environment would, in
turn, dictate the movements, resources, and eventual settlement patterns of the first
people to call this land home, setting the stage for the unfolding drama of Danish
history.
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