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Author’s Note

To reach the broadest possible audience, I’ve followed a few guidelines. Keep foreign names and words to a minimum. Use the most familiar spellings and drop most diacritics. Refer to modern countries and regions and avoid bogging down the reader with place names no longer in use. Convert historic measurements and units into both English and metric measures. Write endnotes that provide sufficient information to locate the sources.




Prologue

The street is packed with customers buying pearl necklaces from Sri Lanka, ornaments carved from African ivory, perfumes preserved with stabilizers from Tibet and Somalia, vials crafted from Baltic amber, and furniture made from every imaginable aromatic wood. The smell of foreign incense permeates the air. A shop around the corner sells expensive and high-tech products alongside versions modified for local consumers. Depending on the holiday, Hindu, Muslim, or Buddhist worshippers join the throngs. Later, when you drop by a friend’s place, she offers you a cool drink with an unusual fragrance. The family shows off their latest acquisitions: a fine table made of Javanese sandalwood displaying an intricately carved rhinoceros horn. Many of the knickknacks look imported, testifying to your friend’s cosmopolitan taste.

This city, with its many connections to distant places, sounds like any important modern metropolis, but this is what the Chinese city of Quanzhou was like in the year 1000. Halfway between Shanghai and Hong Kong on the China coast, and directly facing Taiwan, Quanzhou was then one of the largest and wealthiest ports in the world.

All the products for sale were common trade goods of the day. For centuries, the Chinese had been importing fragrant woods such as sandalwood from present-day Java and India and aromatic tree resins including myrrh and frankincense from the Arabian Peninsula. The Chinese burned imported incense to perfume the air, steamed their clothes with imported aromatics to give them a pleasant fragrance, and flavored medicines, drinks, soups, and cakes with imported spices.

A vigorous export trade financed these imports, and the most technologically sophisticated Chinese product was high-fired pottery. Low-cost competition came from Middle Eastern potters who mixed imitation glazes that resembled the glossy Chinese ceramics but weren’t fired at the same high temperatures. With the opening of new routes, craftsmen who’d been the only suppliers for their countrymen suddenly found themselves competing for market share with manufacturers on the other side of the globe.

The year 1000 marked the start of globalization. This is when trade routes took shape all around the world that allowed goods, technologies, religions, and people to leave home and go somewhere new. The resulting changes were so profound that they affected ordinary people, too.

In the year 1000—or as close to it as archeologists can determine—Viking explorers left behind their home region of Scandinavia, crossed the North Atlantic, and arrived on the island of Newfoundland on the northeast coast of Canada, a region where no Europeans had traveled previously. (No one had crossed into the Americas since a wave of migrations from Siberia to the west coast of the Americas more than 10,000 years earlier.) The Vikings connected preexisting trade routes across the Americas with those of Europe, Asia, and Africa—a landmass we’ll refer to as Afro-Eurasia. For the first time in world history an object or a message could travel all the way around the world.

Unlike the Norse, the other key players in the year 1000—the Chinese, the Indians, and the Arabs—were not European. The longest maritime route in regular use connected China with the Persian Gulf cities of Oman and Basra, the port closest to Baghdad. This, the Persian Gulf–China route, combined two pilgrimage pathways: one for Muslims going from China to Mecca, the other for East Africans also performing the hajj. Most of the traffic traveled from the Arabian Peninsula to the ports on China’s southeast coast, but some goods continued all the way to the ports along the East African coast.

The agents of globalization in 1000 included the Vikings of Northern Europe as well as the inhabitants of the Americas, Africa, China, and the Middle East. Trading goods for commodities they’d never seen before, these explorers opened up land and sea routes that marked the true beginning of globalization. The new pathways these traders and voyagers pioneered allowed multiple kingdoms and empires to brush up against each other, causing goods, people, microbes, and ideas to move into new regions. The different parts of the world came into contact with each other for the first time, and today’s globalized world was the ultimate result.

True, people living in a few regions—Rome, India, China—knew well before 1000 that other societies existed. A well-documented sea route linked the Roman empire with the west coast of southern India in the first centuries AD, but that trade eventually died out. On the other hand, the overland and maritime Silk Roads, which formed around AD 500, created lasting cultural and trade ties among India, China, and the countries of Southeast Asia and were still in use in 1000. Still, these two trade networks, as sophisticated as they were, took in only one part of the world. The expansion of regions occurring in the year 1000 affected the entire globe.

To be sure, this wasn’t globalization in one current sense of the word. Ordinary people weren’t able to travel virtually anywhere, walk into a store, and buy goods from almost any country.

Nonetheless, the changes around the year 1000 constituted globalization in the most fundamental sense. What happened in one place profoundly affected the residents of other distant regions. New pathways bound together different parts of the globe, and trade goods, people, and religions all moved along those pathways. The ongoing demand for slaves in Constantinople (modern Istanbul), Baghdad, Cairo, and other cities resulted in the forced movement of millions of people from Africa, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia—hundreds of years before the transatlantic slave trade began.

Globalization profoundly affected those who never left home. Once a ruler converted—and many did around 1000—many of their subjects adopted the new faith as well. People living on both the Southeast Asian mainland and the islands gave up their traditional occupations to work full-time to supply Chinese consumers, both rich and poor, with spices and fragrant woods. As foreign merchants increasingly benefited at the expense of local businessmen, the world’s first anti-globalization riots and attacks on the newly wealthy broke out in cities such as Cairo, Constantinople, and Guangzhou.

The materials that survive from 1000 do not provide exact numbers for the goods and peoples that moved around the world at that time. That’s why we’re going to pay so much attention to other kinds of evidence. We will track trade goods as they moved along different pathways and see which types of people and information followed them. We’re interested in people who wrote about their actual journeys, as well as those who recorded what they heard from others because they are our main witnesses to the massive transformation that occurred after 1000.

These exchanges of the year 1000 opened up some of the routes through which goods and peoples continued to travel after Columbus traversed the mid-Atlantic. But the world of 1000 differed from that of 1492 in important ways. First, the travelers who encountered each other in the year 1000 were much closer technologically—unlike in 1492, when firearms and cannon enabled the Europeans to defeat almost everyone they met.

In the year 1000, the major players were also different. Some parts of the world, such as China and the Middle East, flourished while others—Europe in particular—lagged behind. In fact, the world of 1000 looks much more like our world today in which the Chinese, the Arabs, and the Americans are all genuine rivals to the Europeans.

The events set in motion by the year 1000 were a significant point in humanity’s evolution, and they’ve produced both good and bad effects. The blazing of global pathways caused fertilization and infection, intellectual enrichment and cultural fragmentation, the spread of new technologies and the extinction of traditional crafts. The pathways encouraged both fraternization and conflict. They opened some people’s eyes to possibilities they’d never glimpsed but also hastened the subjugation of those who were less able to fend off domination.

This book is the first to recognize these events as “globalization.” Globalization always produces winners and losers, and it did so in 1000, too, when the world changed fundamentally. We’re still feeling the effects now, and we need to understand the long-term legacy of that year.

The story seems terribly familiar, but when we go back to the year 1000, we realize how different the setting was. Most obviously, industrialization hadn’t yet occurred. There was neither steam power nor electricity. Power came from people, animals, water, and wind.

Political units back then were also different: warbands, tribes, kingdoms, and empires. None were nation-states that could force all of their citizens to serve in the army and pay taxes (these took shape only in the nineteenth century).

This book explains who developed the networks in the world’s major regions and how these networks became interlaced. As peoples living in different regions established contact with each other around the year 1000, they set the stage for the next phase of globalization in the 1500s when the Europeans reshaped existing networks to suit their own interests. But the Europeans didn’t invent globalization. They changed and augmented what was already there. If globalization hadn’t yet begun, Europeans wouldn’t have been able to penetrate so many regions so quickly.

Globalization was always fraught: as soon as people realized that they weren’t alone on this planet, they faced new dangers. The people who experienced globalization for the first time had to strategize, and they did so from different vantage points.

When individuals encountered unfamiliar peoples—as they did all over the world around the year 1000—they assessed the risks: Were the strangers going to kill them? Were they going to capture them? They had to judge their relative standing: If a fight broke out, who would win? Who had better technology? What if the strangers knew how to read and write? These individuals had to make reasoned decisions about what to do, and their decisions have much to teach us.

Some reactions were hasty and ill considered: the Vikings, for example, sometimes killed sleeping indigenous peoples before they had a chance to exchange a single word.

Other reactions were spontaneous and, to tell the truth, bizarre. When Amerindians attacked a Viking settlement and the Norse leaders called for a retreat, one pregnant but feisty Viking woman named Freydis couldn’t keep up with her male companions. She found herself alone and facing a band of indigenous warriors. She pulled her naked breast out of her shirt and “slapped” it with a sword. The startled Amerindians dispersed immediately, if we can believe what the saga says.

Other responses in the year 1000 are more instructive: some brave souls swallowed their fears and reached out to the peoples they’d never seen before. They established trading relationships.

Often the places with the fewest natural resources ended up exporting their own people as slaves. No single place provided most of the world’s slaves. The richest urban centers imported slaves from poorer regions that had few exportable commodities besides human labor: West and East Africa, Central Asia, and Northern and Eastern Europe. (So many slaves came from Eastern Europe that our word “slave” is derived from “Slav.”)

People with nothing to trade sometimes became successful middlemen. They were critical to the pioneering of new trade routes. Surprisingly, people from a society with lesser technology were sometimes able to best a people with better technology because they assimilated new ways more quickly.

One of the fastest ways to advance one’s own society was to convert to the religion of a more developed society, a decision not always based on religious conviction. One ruler living in modern Ukraine (his name was Prince Vladimir) aspired to strengthen his kingdom and looked to his immediate neighbors for models. Like many other monarchs, he chose a religion that offered him the greatest chance to consolidate power and form alliances with powerful neighbors. Prince Vladimir’s major source of information was the reports presented by envoys he dispatched to visit other rulers. Working as spies, they returned with news of his neighbors.

Vladimir chose Christianity, specifically Eastern Orthodox Christianity as practiced in the Byzantine empire, from a very short list. He weighed the pros and cons of Judaism, Islam, Roman Christianity, and Byzantine Orthodoxy. He rejected Judaism because the Jews had lost Jerusalem. He crossed off Islam because it banned drinking. He rejected Roman Christianity without explaining why. He opted for Byzantine Orthodoxy because the magnificent Hagia Sophia cathedral in the Byzantine capital of Constantinople represented a technological marvel, just as impressive in its day as the latest skyscraper is today.

As other leaders selected religions for their realms in the years immediately leading up to and following the year 1000, the number of world religions shrank. One such religion, Manichaeism, which had been popular in the region we now know as Iran and which emphasized an ongoing struggle between good and evil, disappeared entirely because it couldn’t compete with more established religions or attract the same level of patronage.

No major new religions arose after the year 1000 except for Sikhism, Baha’i, and Mormonism, along with a few others. Those that did were remixes, combining elements of religions already firmly in place by 1000.

Other rulers made decisions similar to Vladimir’s choice of Byzantine Orthodoxy. The result was a dramatic expansion around the year 1000 of the number of worshippers who professed allegiance to the major religions. Northern and Eastern Europe became Christian, the realm of Islam expanded east into Central Asia and south into North India, and Buddhism and Hinduism both spread into Southeast Asia. We live in a world shaped by the interactions of the world in the year 1000: 92 percent of today’s believers subscribe to one of the four religions that gained traction then.

Indeed living in a world shaped by the events of the year 1000, we’re wrestling with exactly the same challenges that people faced for the first time then: Should we cooperate with our neighbors, trade with them, allow them to settle in our countries, and grant them freedom of worship when they live in our society? Should we try to keep them out? Should we retaliate against the people who become wealthy through trade? Should we try to make new products that copy technologies we haven’t yet mastered? Finally, will globalization make us more aware of who we are, or will it destroy our identity?

This book’s goal is to address those questions.






CHAPTER ONE The World in the Year 1000


Strangely, no new technology caused this burst of interregional travel around the year 1000. As in earlier times, people moved overland primarily by walking or riding animals or carts, and they traversed water in canoes, sailboats, or wooden ships. Trade among different regions increased in the year 1000 because a surplus in agriculture led to population growth and allowed some of the populace to stop farming full-time, to produce goods for markets, and to become merchants.

The place in the world with the highest population in the year 1000, as now, was China. Its population reached some 100 million. Throughout history, the Chinese have made up between one quarter and one third of the people living on the globe. The economy boomed during the Song dynasty (960–1276), as Chinese merchants and ships traded with both Southeast Asia and South India, where localities growing rice also supported burgeoning populations.

The populations of grain-growing areas in the Middle East and Europe weren’t as high as those in Asia but were still significant. From 751 to about 900 the Abbasid empire controlled a large swath of territory from North Africa in the west all the way to Central Asia in the east.

Unification under the Abbasids facilitated the movement of many crops across the empire. Some, like sorghum, originated in West Africa; others, like rice, came from India. The cultivation of tropical plants from Iran and India transformed life all over the Abbasid realm by encouraging farmers to work throughout the summer (something they previously hadn’t done). This change brought sustained prosperity to the Islamic heartland in the early years of the Abbasid caliphate.

After 900, though, the empire broke apart into regional dynasties, each ruled by a different military leader. The caliph in Baghdad remained the nominal head of the Islamic community (Muslims continued to mention him in their Friday prayers all over the former Abbasid territory), but the empire was no longer united. Nevertheless, the population of the former Abbasid lands continued to grow, reaching an estimated 35 to 40 million in the year 1000.

The population of Western Europe also rose as the residents adopted far-reaching changes in agriculture, which the British historian R. I. Moore has called “cerealization.” They planted more and more land with wheat and barley. In northern France and England, cultivators first recognized that raising the same crop in a given field year after year lowered its fertility, so they allowed one third to one half of their land to lie fallow.

After 1000, farmers began alternating their crops. One popular rotation was turnips, clover, and grain, which helped retain nutrients and soil quality. This practice, so important for raising agricultural yield, spread only slowly (it was already well known in China). At the same time, other innovations also increased output: horse-drawn plows, water mills, windmills, and iron tools that could dig deeper into the soil than wooden tools. Before cerealization, most of the land in Western Europe was not under regular cultivation; afterward much of it was.

In addition to raising population, these changes contributed to the rise of settled communities in Europe. Before the growing of grain became widespread, many farmers in Western Europe had been itinerant, moving from place to place to work the land and raise livestock. This continued to be true of farmers in Scandinavia and Eastern Europe, who followed their herds of pigs, goats, sheep, cattle, and horses. But first in France, England, and Germany, and later in Eastern and Northern Europe, farmers began to build houses and settle down in villages, thanks to crop rotation and other agricultural advances.

Europe’s population nearly doubled, from less than 40 million in 1000 to 75 million in 1340 (before the Black Death struck in 1347). This increase in population coincided with the Medieval Warm Period, which began in 1000, peaked around 1100, and had ended by 1400. Because climate historians do not yet know whether the warming trend occurred all over the world, they now refer to this period as the Medieval Climate Anomaly. Ongoing research suggests that while some regions, such as Europe, experienced an increase in temperature, others became colder.

The distribution of people across Europe changed, too. The population of Southern and Eastern Europe—Italy, Spain, and the Balkans—increased by 50 percent. But because of improved agricultural techniques, the growth in Western and Northern Europe—the region of modern France and Germany—was far greater: there the population skyrocketed by a factor of three, so that nearly half of Europe’s people lived in Northern and Western Europe by 1340.

The Chinese population shift resembled Europe’s but was in the opposite direction: the Chinese moved south of the Yangzi River to rice-growing areas at precisely the same time Europeans moved north, away from the Mediterranean and toward the North Sea. In 742, 60 percent of the population of 60 million lived in northern China, where they grew wheat and millet; by 980, 62 percent lived in southern China, where they cultivated rice, a much more productive crop than the northern grains.

In contrast to China’s emperor, no single monarch ruled Europe in the year 1000. In Eastern Europe, the Byzantine empire was the most prosperous power, but its military strength was rapidly declining. Although the Byzantine army grew increasingly weaker, forcing the emperor to depend on mercenaries or foreign armies, Constantinople (modern Istanbul) was the most advanced city in Europe. When Western Europeans visited, they couldn’t believe the beauty of its promenades or the sophistication of its buildings, particularly the magnificent cathedral of Hagia Sophia.

In Western Europe, Charlemagne had unified modern-day France and Germany, but after his death in 814, his kingdom split into three. In the 900s, King Otto I of Germany, his son Otto II, and grandson Otto III—the three are known as the Ottonians—were the most powerful rulers in Western Europe. Otto controlled the territory of Germany and Rome but not the entire Italian Peninsula, much of which belonged to the Byzantine empire. Otto’s power allowed him to appoint the pope. In turn, the pope crowned Otto I emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in 962, a position that his son and grandson succeeded to as well.

Otto III chose Pope Sylvester II (999–1003) to head the Roman church. One of the best-educated men of his day, Sylvester knew how to do a little algebra, a mathematical technique that Europeans learned from the Islamic world (the word “algebra” derives from the Arabic word al-jabr, which referred to the manipulations necessary to balance two sides of an equation).

The year 1000 occurred during the reign of Sylvester II, yet the year didn’t mean much to Europeans because very few people used a calendar that counted years starting at the birth of Jesus. Such calendars had existed since the 500s, but this system of dating gained ground slowly, winning official acceptance by the church only in 1500. Most people referred to the year by the reign of the ruling king or pope, calling the year 1000, for example, the second year of Sylvester’s reign.

Few Christians believed that Christ would return to earth in the year 1000. Various itinerant preachers and church reformers claimed to be the messiah and led uprisings, but their movements occurred in different centuries, none near the year 1000.

Of all the agrarian empires in the world in the year 1000, scholars know the least about the Maya in Mesoamerica. Sometime before 600, the Maya had already begun the extensive use of irrigation to cultivate corn, which they grew in raised fields in the original heartland in modern-day Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. The Maya peaked sometime around the year 700, when their total population numbered in the millions. (A 2018 estimate suggests 10–15 million.) The Maya city of Tikal, in modern Guatemala, one of the largest between 600 and 800, had some 60,000 residents. At the end of the 700s, multiple cities collapsed and were abandoned, possibly because of overfarming, possibly because of environmental change. After 830, very little new construction took place. A prolonged drought occurred between 1000 and 1100, causing a precipitous decline in population, as well as mass migration to the northern Yucatan, where the new city of Chichén Itzá arose.

Although the written record in Mayan glyphs stops before the year 1000 (the last inscription on a stone monument dates to 910), the Maya in Chichén Itzá experienced a revival, extending their trade contacts north to the Mississippi Valley and the Four Corners region (where Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, and Utah meet), and south to Panama and Colombia. The Chichén Itzá metropolis contains an enormous ball court as well as a sophisticated astronomical observatory. The city was so impressive in the year 1000 that many neighboring rulers sent envoys laden with gifts to visit the Maya ruler.

What was the world’s population in the year 1000? Ballpark estimate: around 250 million. We know a lot more about societies that conducted censuses (think China) than we do about societies that didn’t keep records, and societies that practiced agriculture had much larger populations than itinerant herding societies. Asia, home to China, Japan, India, and Indonesia—all major rice producers—made up the lion’s share of the world’s population (more than 50 percent, or approximately 150 million people), and Europe was next with about 20 percent. Africa may have accounted for another 20 percent, leaving 10 percent or less in the Americas (Oceania’s population never reached one percent of the world’s total).

A world population of 250 million represented a turning point in history. When explorers set off from their home countries to go to neighboring territories, they were more likely to run into people than in earlier periods when populations were lower.

In the different locations around the world where agricultural production boomed and population increased, some people were able to stop farming and live in cities. European cities between 1000 and 1348 weren’t the world’s biggest: Paris had a population of 20–30,000 and Islamic Córdoba 450,000, both lower than the Song dynasty capitals of Kaifeng and Hangzhou, each with at least one million.

As cities grew, so did the number of enterprising merchants. The unusual objects they procured in distant lands whetted the desire for more. Traded goods were most often lightweight objects such as feathers, furs, beautiful textiles, and medicines. Precious metals were an important exception; people were willing to carry them across huge distances.

In these same societies, agricultural surpluses also supported large literate bureaucracies. All had their own writing systems. The largest bodies of sources about the world in the year 1000 are in Latin, Old Icelandic, Greek, Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, and Chinese. Because of the written record, we know more about people in these heartlands, and their immediate neighbors, than we do about places that had no writing systems.

This book doesn’t cover isolated parts of the earth about which there are no records or that didn’t engage in trade with neighboring regions. This was true of Australia, some of sub-Saharan Africa, and multiple areas in the Americas. In some of these places, inhabitants engaged in hunting and gathering, with intermittent farming. They planted seeds in the spring and returned in the fall to harvest them without tending them in the summer. In recent years some have argued that life as a hunter-gatherer was far better than working as a farmer cultivating crops in a field. That may indeed have been the case. But hunter-gatherers didn’t produce sufficient surplus to support significant population growth. Nor did writing arise in any of these societies, meaning that we know little about them except what we can learn from archeology. Many believe that writing first arose in large agrarian empires because rulers needed to keep track of their subjects and record their taxes.

Still, the areas that had little contact with outsiders weren’t all the same. In West Africa, the city of Jenne-jeno has prompted scholars to rethink their underlying assumption that only settled agrarian societies could give rise to cities. There, the locals were pastoralists who moved with their herds most of the year but spent the rainy season in Jenne-jeno, when the population reached as high as 20,000. The site contains an enormous deposit of broken pottery 26 feet (8 m) deep that dates to as early as 300 BC, when a major settlement already existed. Interestingly, the only written records about Jenne-jeno are from outsiders who started to write about the city around the year 1000.
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Similar large settlements certainly existed in the less-documented parts of the world, but we know about them only from archeological excavations. In many places like the Americas and sub-Saharan Africa, archeology is our only source.

Writers all over Eurasia in the year 1000 lived in a world very different from our own—where every corner of the earth has been explored and mapped in detail. They were interested in distant places and recorded what they knew about the lands on the edge of the known world. Classical authors writing in Chinese, Greek, and Latin had all described quasi-human entities living there. Many later authors recorded glimpses of creatures without heads, or missing limbs, or possessing other strange characteristics. Early travelers in circa 1000 had only minimal knowledge of their neighbors—and a seemingly inexhaustible well of fearlessness.

Accounts in Arabic provide the most detail about the residents, trade goods, routes, and customs of many preliterate societies in Afro-Eurasia. A Persian official in the Abbasid postal and intelligence service named Ibn Khurradadhbih (820–911) wrote the first geography book that described the different countries lying along specific routes as well as the goods they produced. Aptly, he entitled his work The Book of Routes and Realms. Subsequent geographers writing in Arabic and Persian used the same title for their observations of different places, writings of crucial importance to understanding the world in the year 1000. The Chinese also had a long tradition of writing about foreign places, and their descriptions provide equally valuable information.

To judge the reliability of such accounts, the best method is to compare one report with other available sources and form an opinion about whether it rings true.

This approach allows us to test the different theories claiming that certain travelers reached the Americas before Columbus. Some are utterly credible and have received widespread scholarly support; others, utterly unfounded, have triggered profound skepticism. While, for example, the evidence for the Viking voyages to Newfoundland is ironclad, the case for the Chinese beating Columbus to the Americas is speculative.

The idea that the Chinese arrived first is, to some, both appealing and intriguing: what if they had? It’s certain that the Chinese navy led by Admiral Zheng He voyaged to Southeast Asia, India, the Arabian Peninsula, and the East African coast in the 1400s.

Yet there is no credible evidence to indicate that Admiral Zheng He’s fleets sailed beyond the Cape of Good Hope to the Americas, Australia, or to the North and South Poles—all claims put forward by Gavin Menzies’s book 1421. The book enjoyed enormous success—it has outsold every other book on Chinese history—yet it seems no serious scholar of Chinese history accepts its findings. The book’s problems are so many that one prominent scholar of the Ming dynasty made a complaint to the book’s publishers for marketing the book as nonfiction.

Muslim explorers also arrived in the Americas before Columbus, or so claimed Turkey’s president Recep Tayyip Erdogan in a 2014 speech. His evidence? Christopher Columbus recorded seeing a mosque in Cuba. In actuality, though, Columbus wrote in his diary, “One of them [the local mountains] has another little hill on its summit, like a graceful mosque.” Clearly Columbus was describing a mosque-shaped hill, not an actual mosque.

One professional historian has made a similar claim about al-Biruni, a brilliant Central Asian polymath born in 973 and who died sometime after 1040. He was famous for his researches into the calendar, astronomy, geography, and India. Claiming “Biruni Discovers America,” S. Frederick Starr contends that al-Biruni realized that there was a continent on the opposite side of the globe from Afro-Eurasia. This is not accurate.

Al-Biruni didn’t know that the Americas existed. But he did recognize that the earth was a sphere, knowledge passed down from the ancient Greeks to scholars writing in Arabic. Al-Biruni also understood that people lived on only a fraction of the earth’s surface. It was too cold for humans to live at the North Pole and too hot south of the equator. He suspected that most of the opposite side of the globe, which was completely unknown to the residents of Afro-Eurasia, was taken up with water, but he was a sufficiently rigorous thinker that he didn’t rule out the possibility of some inhabited lands. Still, Al-Biruni never discovered a continent, much less one named America.

Except for al-Biruni and other leading scholars in the Islamic world, few people alive in the year 1000 conceived of the entire globe. The most complete map of the world—one that showed most of Afro-Eurasia but nothing in the Americas—was made in 1154 by al-Idrisi, a cartographer based in Sicily, Italy, one of the Islamic portals into Europe. Working in the court of King Roger II, al-Idrisi, a native of Ceuta, Morocco, crafted a world map on a silver disk more than two yards (2 m) in diameter and accompanied it with a complete list of the latitudinal and longitudinal coordinates of all the places shown. Not surprisingly, the original map was destroyed (probably melted down for the value of the silver), but al-Idrisi’s list of places, accompanied by short descriptions of each locality, survives intact, as do maps made on the basis of the information he collected. One of these appears on the cover of this book.

Starting in 1000, as Europeans learned Arabic and translated Arabic texts, more knowledge entered Europe from the Islamic world. Euclid’s geometry was translated from an Arabic translation of the original Greek into Latin, and Fibonacci introduced Arabic numerals (which were much more convenient than Roman numerals).

The transfer of knowledge wasn’t limited to intellectual fields. Europeans also learned how to play new games. Chess, which was first created around 600 in India, spread throughout the Islamic world and became popular in Europe around 1000. The game taught the basics of military strategy; players learned that it was wiser to move with multiple infantry, or pawns, than alone. As chess entered Europe, some of the pieces took on new identities; the elephants became bishops because craftsmen mistook the elephants’ two tusks for two points on a bishop’s mitre hat. Some chess pieces were made from elephant ivory, but more were from walrus ivory, which entered Europe in large quantities at the time the Vikings were most active in the North Atlantic.

Modern travelers accustomed to airplanes, trains, cars, and ships tend to exaggerate the difficulties of travel in earlier periods. We wonder how people could traverse thousands of miles on foot and forget that most people could walk 20 miles, or 32 km, a day, and for long periods. People in the year 1000 were used to this—one envoy went on foot more than 2,500 miles, or 4,000 km, between 1024 and 1026.

The historian who records this long trip doesn’t mention how the envoy managed it, but we can suppose that he—and most of the explorers in this book—received help from local guides, no matter how difficult the terrain. During the 1990s, villagers helped one research group get over a difficult section of the Himalayas, showing them multiple routes that didn’t appear on any map. Depending on the time of year, and the amount of snow, these routes posed varying levels of difficulty. There was even a gradual, flat route suitable for use by pregnant women.

Data about the speed with which people could travel on foot survives from multiple places and times. If couriers were running individual legs of a journey, and they did not have to carry anything, a team could achieve extraordinary speeds, up to 150 miles (240 km) in a single day, as the Spaniards reported for the Inca in the early 1500s.

Of course, soldiers bearing their own food and weapons traveled more slowly. The rates of travel for ancient armies, including those of Persian ruler Xerxes, Alexander the Great, and Hannibal—and even that of the more modern Queen Elizabeth I of England—ranged between 10 and 20 miles (16–32 km) per day. Even now, U.S. Army guidelines define a normal rate for a march at 20 miles per day. Anything more rapid qualifies as a forced march.

Riders on horseback could go faster: a modern rider in Mongolia can cover 300 miles in a single day if he frequently changes mounts, and in the past, Mongol soldiers could sustain speeds of 60 miles (100 km) per day for a few days during intense campaigns.

Good roads could also increase speeds dramatically. Many types of roads existed in the year 1000. In the most advanced societies, like China, dirt roads and bridges over rivers were common, and movement was straightforward. In others, few roads existed, and explorers had to find their own paths.

Conditions of overland travel also determined how far people could carry bulk goods. Around the year 1000, the residents of Chaco Canyon in New Mexico regularly hauled corn 90 miles, or 150 km, and, on an occasional basis, transported large timbers from 170 miles (275 km) away (Chaco had no trees). They went even farther to obtain luxury goods such as macaw feathers.

In the year 1000, distances across land weren’t absolute. Temperature, terrain, and the presence of obstacles could speed up or slow down journeys.

The same was true of boat travel, whether by river or on the ocean. The rate of travel varied, and surprisingly, sailing or rowing times were usually no faster than going overland. Of course, it was much easier to sit on a boat than to walk overland.

Viking ships were famed for their flexible, lightweight construction, speed, and ability to land in shallow waters. Replicas have attained maximum speeds of 17 mph (27 kph) when sailing, but these are difficult to sustain for more than short periods. Considerably slower, Polynesian double canoes fitted with triangular sails attain speeds about half that in normal winds. Even today, well-built traditional sailboats average 10 mph (16 kph), while America’s Cup contestants reach speeds five times that.

Rowboats or canoes are much slower, going around 7 mph (11 kph). It is difficult to row faster than that except in a short burst, but rowboats can travel in any direction, while sailboats can’t go directly into the wind. Rowing was crucial to the success of the Vikings. They could sail near the coast, row up close to shore, raid, and then make a quick escape, regardless of the direction the wind was blowing.

Ocean currents shaped the journeys sailors made in the year 1000 just as they do today. Mariners could make faster progress if they rode the ocean’s regular surface currents, called gyres, which are determined by wind patterns, gravity, heat from the sun, and the speed of the earth’s rotation. The gyres in the Northern Hemisphere—the North Atlantic Gyre and the North Pacific Gyre—flow clockwise, while those in the Southern Hemisphere go counterclockwise.

Because of the clockwise direction of the North Atlantic Gyre, the trip across the North Atlantic to Canada was much more difficult than the return leg. Hugging the coast, the Vikings took the slower cold-water Greenland Current to Iceland and Greenland, and from there they caught the Labrador Current to Canada. The trip had its hazards. The Greenland Current encounters the much warmer Gulf Stream at Cape Farewell, the southern tip of Greenland, and the resulting fog and winds frequently blow boats off their course.

This is probably what happened to a Viking sailor named Bjarni Herjolfsson in 985 or 986, who set sail from Iceland for Greenland, where he hoped to find his father, who had just moved to a new settlement launched by Erik the Red.

Bjarni and his men sailed three days from Iceland to Greenland. Then, the sagas report, “the wind dropped and they were beset by winds from the north and fog; for many days they did not know where they were sailing.” When the skies cleared, he and his men sighted land, but Bjarni had heard enough about Greenland to know what it looked like, and this was not it. After visiting two other places, they changed course and returned safely to Greenland. Bjarni and his men never set foot on land, but their report inspired Leif Erikson, the first Viking credited with arriving in the Americas, to retrace their steps in 1000. That’s when he touched down in northeastern Canada.

When they voyaged back to Scandinavia, the Vikings could catch the Gulf Stream, which is part of the North Atlantic Gyre. Sailing on the Gulf Stream is like taking a fast-moving river through a sluggish ocean. It travels north along the east coast of the Americas and then veers out into the Atlantic around Newfoundland. Reaching the British Isles, it continues north into Europe. It moves at more than 100 miles (160 km) in a day, and its width—visible because it is a different color from the surrounding water—is some 40 miles (70 km) across.

The distances across the Pacific were much greater than those across the Atlantic: at its widest point, between Indonesia and Colombia, the Pacific Ocean stretches 12,000 miles (20,000 km), versus 4,000 miles (6,400 km) for the Atlantic. Even Japan and California are 5,500 miles (8,800 km) apart. Early sailors took advantage of the North Pacific Gyre to continue their expansion across the Pacific in double canoes bearing sails; like the Vikings, they did not use any navigational instruments. Departing from Samoa, they reached the Society Islands in around 1025, and it took them two and a half centuries longer to reach Hawaii, Easter Island, and New Zealand.

In fact, if the conditions are right, one can cross the Pacific drifting on ocean currents with no sail at all, as fourteen unfortunate Japanese sailors discovered. On December 2, 1832, their wooden fishing vessel, some 50 feet (15 m) long, set off from Nagoya on the east coast of Japan and headed for Tokyo. A powerful storm blew them off course, and the mastless ship was carried along first by the Kuroshio Current and then the North Pacific Current, both part of the North Pacific Gyre.

The ship came ashore some fourteen months later, in January 1834, in the town of Ozette, Washington. Only three sailors survived by collecting rainwater, fishing, and capturing the occasional bird. Because they had no source of vitamin C, the men were vulnerable to scurvy, which killed their eleven companions.

Prevailing winds facilitated some journeys and made others difficult. As any experienced sailor knows, boats can go much faster with the wind pushing from behind. Seasonal weather patterns had considerable impact in certain regions. Best known are the monsoon winds, which are caused by the movement of air flowing toward the ocean when the Eurasian landmass heats up as spring approaches and then flowing back in the opposite direction six months later. By the year 1000, navigators knew precisely the feel and the timing of the winds that could take them between the Indian and Pacific Oceans.

As the great historian of Arab seafaring George F. Hourani (1913–1984) has noted, “This sea route, from the Persian Gulf to Canton [Guangzhou], was the longest in regular use by mankind before the European expansion in the sixteenth century, and it merits attention as a remarkable achievement.” Ships going on the Persian Gulf–China route traveled almost twice as far as Columbus; if you add the leg from Basra, in Iraq, to Sofala, Mozambique, the route was three times as long as Columbus’s.

Around the year 1000 the Indian and Pacific Oceans witnessed an intensification of trade among Arab, Indian, Southeast Asian, East African, and Chinese ports. No mariner went east of the Philippines, because the Chinese believed all the ocean’s waters converged into a dangerous whirlpool there from which no ship could return.

There was an element of truth to this belief. The Indonesian Throughflow carries warm water from the Pacific Ocean to the Indian Ocean; the direction of flow is predominantly southward through the Indonesian archipelago and then westward into the Indian Ocean. These currents collide and move in all directions around the islands of Southeast Asia, causing the level of the oceans to rise one and one half feet (46 centimeters) higher than anywhere else on the planet. The currents are so swift and vast that scientists had to create a new unit, the sverdrup, which has a value of one million cubic meters per second, to measure the flow. The direction of the current makes it easy for boats and other objects floating in the ocean to go south and west into the Indian Ocean, but much more difficult for anything to move northward.

Because it was easier to go south, humans traveled to Australia by boat early on, some 50,000 years ago, but almost no one went north. Accordingly, there was very little subsequent contact between Australia and Indonesia or the landmass of Southeast Asia until at least 1300 or 1400. In fact, the Chinese first went to Australia in search of sea slugs, which are also known as trepang, sea cucumbers, or bêche-de-mer. Chinese consumers loved sea slugs so much that their fishermen first overfished the waters around Guangzhou and then moved south along the Southeast Asian coast to Vietnam and from there to Indonesia and finally to the north coast of Australia around 1400.

In the year 1000, most sailors navigated by dead reckoning, meaning that they depended on the naked eye and their knowledge of the movements of the sun, moon, and stars to choose their course. The important exceptions were Muslim navigators who used sextants, and the Chinese, who were making magnetic shipboard compasses just around the year 1000.

Skilled Polynesian and Viking mariners were able to set their course by careful observation of waves, seaweed, birds’ flying patterns, and the contours of land. Mau Piailug, a Micronesian who studied the traditional Polynesian system of navigation, taught it in the 1980s to Steve Thomas, then an avid navigator, and later the host of the television show This Old House. When the weather was clear, he used the stars to navigate, Mau explained, and when the sky was cloudy, he used the shapes of the waves to determine his course.

Like the Polynesian explorers, the Vikings used no instruments. Why did they travel to new places in the year 1000? Social structure, specifically the dynamics of warbands, played a key role because ambitious chieftains sought out new territory. The famous epic Beowulf, written in Old English, explains how such groups functioned. (The sole surviving manuscript dates to 1000, and the story is set a few centuries earlier.) The young Swedish prince Beowulf goes to Denmark to help a neighboring king, whose realm is threatened by a monster named Grendel. Accompanying him are some twenty young male companions who fight at his side and voyage with him to distant lands in search of rare treasures. In turn, he rewards his followers with gifts, often silver armbands, plundered from their enemies. The men in Beowulf’s warband don’t war all the time; sometimes they hang out and enjoy the pleasure of each other’s company.

Warband members weren’t all male; such groups sometimes included a few women, and often the leader’s wife. Women could lead warbands, too; the breast-baring Freydis eventually commanded her own ship to go to the Americas, as the saga passed down by her descendants relates. Nor were warbands made up of people from the same place; people from different countries or who spoke various languages often joined together. Small warbands might have twenty or so members, but they could grow to 100–200 people. Warband leaders who succeeded in attracting even larger followings could end up as princes or kings.

The real-life experience of the Viking Erik the Red illustrates how warband leaders led their men outside of their home regions to new territories. In 980, after being found guilty of murder in Iceland, Erik was exiled for three years. Already banished from Norway, he set off for new territory, in his case Greenland, which had been sighted sometime around 900. When the three years ended, he returned to Iceland to recruit followers who set sail in twenty-five ships for Greenland. Eleven ships were blown off course and never seen again. Fourteen vessels arrived, and their occupants established the Eastern Settlement. Erik’s son Leif, and the other Vikings who traveled across the North Atlantic to Canada, also headed their own warbands.

Let us begin our global journey with the one certain moment of contact between Europe and the Americas before 1492: when the Vikings landed on Newfoundland in 1000. From there we’ll travel around the world, following the routes described by written sources and reconstructing others on the basis of archeological finds.

In 1000, Viking explorers closed the global loop. For the first time an object or a message could have traveled across the entire world. True, we do not know—yet!—of any item that did so. But because the Viking voyages to Canada in the year 1000 opened up a route from Europe to the Americas, it is fact—not supposition—that a network of global pathways took shape in that year. And so we begin our history of globalization then.
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CHAPTER TWO Go West, Young Viking


The Vikings made three separate voyages to the Americas, the sagas tell us. The first occurred in the year 1000, when Leif Erikson led the men in his warband to the lands that Bjarni Herjolfsson had sighted earlier. Blown off course, Bjarni described three different places—he never set foot on any of them—before reaching the Greenland settlement founded by Leif’s father, Erik the Red. Purchasing Bjarni’s ship some fifteen years later, Leif set off from Greenland with his warband to find a place that he could rule on his own.

Leif and his followers first landed on a place “like a single flat slab of rock from the glaciers to the sea,” which they called Helluland, meaning “Stone-slab land.” This was probably Baffin Island, between northeastern Canada and Greenland. They then proceeded to a “flat and forested” land, “sloping gently seaward,” with “many beaches of white sand.” This Leif called Markland, or “Forest land”—most likely the Labrador coast of northeastern Canada, still known for its dazzling white beaches. Both places were too cold and too barren for human habitation.

Their third destination was much more inviting. At low tide, the ship carrying Leif and his men ran aground, and “their curiosity to see the land was so great that they could not be bothered to wait for the tide to come in,” so they jumped off the ship to explore the region. They found a fertile land with plentiful grass and fish. Building booths, or short wooden structures covered with cloth at night for sleeping, they named their first settlement Leifsbudir, “Leif’s booths,” and the island Vinland, or “Vineland.” Scholars still debate where they landed. After spending the winter in Vinland, Leif and his men returned to Greenland without encountering any indigenous peoples.

A few years later, Leif’s brother Thorvald decided to go to Vinland on a second expedition. Choosing not to accompany him, Leif offered Thorvald the use of his ship and of the buildings he and his men had built at Leifsbudir. Unlike Leif, Thorvald did meet inhabitants of the new continent, and for him the encounter turned out to be fatal. He and his men caught sight of three “hide-covered boats” with nine men hiding below them.

Whenever the indigenous peoples appear in the sagas, they are always paddling “hide-covered boats,” or canoes. Although birch-bark canoes were common throughout the northeast regions of present-day Canada and the United States, the peoples living in Maine and Nova Scotia covered their canoe frames with moose hides.

Unprovoked, Thorvald’s men killed eight of the men under the boats, perhaps to test if they were spirits or live human beings. Humans could be killed with iron weapons, but spirits couldn’t. The ninth man escaped and returned with reinforcements who shot at the Vikings with bows and arrows. An arrow pierced Thorvald’s chest and killed him. One saga identifies the killer as a one-footed being, or a uniped, a creature believed to inhabit distant lands. And so Thorvald’s men returned to Greenland without him.

The third Viking expedition to Vinland was led by an Icelander named Thorfinn Karlsefni, a man related by marriage to Leif. Because of Thorvald’s killing, Karlsefni and his men had every reason to be fearful when they looked out and saw, paddling toward them, strange men in “nine hide-covered boats” waving wooden poles, “that made a swishing sound as they turned them around sunwise,” or clockwise.

Wondering if the poles might indicate their peaceful intentions, Karlsefni ordered his men to lift up a white shield to welcome the strangers, who then came closer. “They were short in height with threatening features and tangled hair on their heads. Their eyes were large and their cheeks broad.” This encounter was brief. The two sides simply observed each other and then parted.

When the indigenous people returned in the spring, they came in a larger group. “It looked as if bits of coal had been tossed over the water, and there was a pole waving from each boat.” This time, the two groups exchanged goods: for the “dark pelts” of the locals, the Norse offered lengths of cloth woven from sheep’s wool and dyed red. The local peoples wanted swords and spears, but Karlsefni and his second-in-command, Snorri, forbade the trade of any weapons.

As they exchanged furs for cloth, the locals bound the lengths of red wool around their heads, and when supplies began to run out, the Norse started to cut shorter and shorter pieces, some no “wider than a finger’s width,” but still the locals offered full pelts for the scraps. Then a noise interrupted the trading. “A bull, owned by Karlsefni and his companions, ran out of the forest and bellowed loudly.” The sound frightened the inhabitants, who jumped into their boats and went south.

The description of the trade of red cloth for fur pelts comes from Erik the Red’s Saga, an oral epic composed in Old Icelandic named for Erik, a glorious ancestor of the family whose history the saga recounts. Orally transmitted, the saga had multiple, unknown authors. It puts the number of Norse present in the new land at 140; in the summer a group of 100 or so remained at Leif’s original base camp Leifsbudir, it claims, while Karlsefni and Snorri were out exploring with 40 men.

A second saga, the Greenlanders’ Saga, also has no known author, and it provides an account in which similar events occur in a different order. The bull bellows before the two groups trade, and the Norse present fresh milk and dairy products in place of red cloth. The second saga reports that Thorfinn Karlsefni led a group of sixty men and five women, less than half the figure given in Erik the Red’s Saga. It also informs us that the warbands included not just Scandinavians but also captured prisoners of war or purchased slaves, typically from Germany or France.

Not composed merely for entertainment, the sagas glorified the accomplishments of ancestors, whose descendants listened to these tales about their family’s past. Erik the Red’s Saga recounts the deeds of Erik and his sons Leif, Thorvald, and Thorstein, as well as his daughter Freydis. The men are heroes, but Freydis is aggressive and frequently bad-tempered. Named for the Norse goddess Freya, she is a force unto herself. The modern audience can’t help liking her; even though she lies and occasionally murders, she displays an unusual spunkiness, as when she slaps her breast with a sword in defiance of the indigenous attackers.

The Greenlanders’ Saga switches the focus to Thorfinn Karlsefni and his wife, Gudrid, since they were the ancestors of the bishop Björn Gilsson (d. 1162) in whose honor the saga was composed. Karlsefni’s wife, Gudrid (her name has the same root as “God”), is as virtuous as Freydis is wayward.

The two sagas, which are known as the Vinland sagas, describe events occurring before the population of Scandinavia was Christianized, a centuries-long process that began in the 900s as the rulers of Denmark, then Norway and Iceland, officially converted to Christianity. Before the coming of Christianity, the Norse had worshipped a pantheon of gods, headed by Thor, the powerful deity who ruled the sky and controlled thunder, wind, rain, and the harvest. Other important deities were Freya, the powerful goddess of fertility, and Odin, the god of war.

At the time they were worshipping these deities, the Norse had already begun to expand outside the Scandinavian heartland of modern Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. In those lands, people spoke either Latin or Old Icelandic (a language that developed into modern Icelandic, Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish). Since Roman times, the Scandinavians used an alphabet of angular letters called runes. In the 1100s some shifted to using the Roman alphabet with a few additional letters, while others continued to use runes, particularly on tombstones because they were easier to carve onto stone.

Some Scandinavians ventured to new places because farmland was largely limited to southern Denmark and Sweden, where residents cultivated such grains as barley, rye, and oats, and such vegetables as peas and cabbage. Because arable land was in short supply, most Scandinavians also tended herds of cows, oxen, pigs, sheep, and goats. Those living closer to the Arctic Circle (including the ancestors of today’s Sami peoples in Lapland) fished, herded reindeer, and hunted walrus.

The Norse lived on small farms. Most people married late, only after they’d accumulated sufficient wealth to buy their own land, and, before that, worked for more established landowners. The persistent shortage of land, coupled with limited opportunities to improve one’s social position, prompted some of the Norse to turn to plundering. Some Scandinavians didn’t go on a single raid while others went on just one—gaining enough loot to buy a farm. And still others looted and plundered their entire lives.

This is the original meaning of the word “viking”: to raid or to engage in piracy, with the noun form meaning “raider” or “pirate.” In fact, few sources from 1000 refer to the Norse as Vikings. For this reason, this book will refer to those from modern Denmark, Norway, and Sweden as Scandinavians or Norse and reserve the word “Viking” only for active raiders.

In most books, the Viking Age begins with the 793 attacks on the Northumberland monastery of Lindisfarne on the east coast of the United Kingdom. But recent excavations of a Viking burial in Salme, Estonia, demonstrate that the Vikings raided Salme even earlier, between 700 and 750.

The first Viking boats had no sails. The builders used axes and wedges to hew planks, or strakes, from oak and pine tree trunks, overlapped them slightly, and nailed them onto a curved frame with small iron nails called clinkers. The resulting straked hulls could give a little when dashed onto rocks. These vessels could both be rowed long distances and go ashore in shallow waters, so they were well suited to travel within Scandinavia, and the introduction of the square sail around 750 allowed Viking ships to go longer distances. (Mediterranean sailors had known about the sail for thousands of years; the technology came late to Scandinavia.)

The Vikings wove square sails from wool or linen, which they could rotate, but they couldn’t angle the square sails as close to the wind as today’s triangular sails. Still, modern replicas of Viking ships sail into the wind more directly than previously thought possible.

Buried hoards show how far the Vikings ventured. One group of objects, from the Swedish island of Helgö about 20 miles (32 km) west of Stockholm, contains the head of an Irish bishop’s staff, an Egyptian ladle, a Carolingian sword pommel, a Mediterranean silver dish, and most surprising of all, a small bronze statue of the Buddha, 4 inches (10 cm) high, which was made in northern Pakistan around the year 500. These goods arrived in Sweden several centuries after the introduction of the sail.

In the centuries before the coming of Christianity, the Norse repurposed ships to make graves for the dead, whom they buried with lavish goods. Such burials reveal much about the construction of Viking ships. Two intact boats found near Oslo with nearly all their grave goods (but not any precious metals because they were stolen) are particularly informative about construction techniques. Wood usually, but not always, disintegrates when buried in the ground. If, however, no oxygen comes into contact with the wood, as can happen in deep mud, then wood can survive for centuries with little damage.

The two vessels are housed today in the Viking Ship Hall at Bygdøy, a lovely suburb a short ferry ride away from the Oslo harbor. Hewn from oak planks and buried in 834, the intricately carved Oseburg ship held rare textiles, including imported silks, and was buried with a wooden cart. A high-ranking chieftain probably used the boat as a pleasure craft on inland waters before burying it.

The Gokstad ship, dating to 890, contained the skeletons of two peacocks and two goshawks—long-tailed hawks used for hunting. The bodies of twelve horses and six dogs were also buried near the ship, evidence of the importance of these animals to the deceased. With a keel hewn from an oak tree more than 80 feet long running along its bottom, the Gokstad ship (76 feet, or 23.24 m) measures slightly longer than the Oseburg ship (71 feet, or 21.58 m) and was suitable for ocean journeys. The Gokstad ship was the more typical vessel—with only one decorative carving on the rudder. Sixteen overlapping strakes are visible on the boat’s exterior.

The Vikings built different types of ships depending on their purpose. Warships had to be long and narrow, while boats that carried cargo were shorter and broader. When traveling inland on rivers, the Norse switched to their lightest vessels, allowing them to portage their ship from one river to the next.

Around 1000, the Norse vessels grew even larger, with the longest measuring over 100 feet (30 m). These ships made it possible for the Norse to go to more distant waters. Piles of refuse in Scandinavian towns from this time contain increasingly large quantities of cod bones, a fish imported from Iceland, showing how common long-distance ocean voyages were.

The Norse sailed to Iceland in such boats in the 870s and to Greenland around 900. The first permanent settlement on Greenland came in the 980s when Erik the Red led his followers there after his period of exile ended. The Norse established two settlements on Greenland: the Eastern Settlement was larger than the Western. Everyone who went on to North America departed from one of these two settlements.

The two sagas describe these voyages of 1000, but they were recorded after the Christianization of the region. Living in Christian times, the authors believed that their ancestors were Christian, but the stories they inherited describe pre-Christian behavior. The storytellers retroactively put a Christian spin on what were clearly pagan acts. Even Karlsefni’s virtuous wife, Gudrid, is involved; at one point she refuses to sing a pre-Christian warlock song but agrees when a “wise woman,” who has special powers, specifically asks her to do so. The Christian rewrite requires her to protest before she can engage in this type of singing, which, though not Christian, was certainly quite common in pre-Christian times.

Much to the frustration of historians, the material in the sagas cannot be firmly dated. A bard reciting a saga or a later copyist could always have inserted new material.

The contents of the Greenlanders’ Saga and Erik’s Saga sometimes overlap and sometimes conflict. Barring the discovery of new evidence, we’ll never know for sure which is earlier. We are certain of the dates of the earliest surviving manuscripts. Erik the Red’s Saga was recorded shortly after 1264, and the Greenlanders’ Saga was copied into a larger compendium in 1387. It’s likely that they were first composed in 1200, some 200 years after the events they describe.

Because a source close in date to the actual events is more likely to be accurate, some historians dismiss all the information from the sagas as too late to be reliable. These scholars view the sagas as more reflective of Icelandic society in 1200 and 1300 than what came before. They think it unlikely, for example, that Freydis actually slapped her breast with a sword. They suggest that the bard or scribe who included the incident must have had a reason linked to the time of writing: perhaps the goal was to emphasize Freydis’s courage in contrast to the cowardice of her male companions. Or perhaps Freydis’s descendants wanted to emphasize her accomplishments.

Some scholars of Icelandic literature deny that any of the events in the sagas ever occurred because they believe that any work describing real-world events has less literary merit. They want to stress the creativity of those who composed the sagas so that they can make the case for them as genuine works of world literature.

Yet another group of scholars is even more extreme in their denial that the Vinland sagas can teach us anything about North America. They assert that the sagas have no historic value at all because they simply repeat recurring literary phrases about unfamiliar peoples. These deniers are convinced that the saga authors had no idea where Vinland was located; they maintain that Vinland was most likely to have been in Africa, because that is where unipeds lived according to other Norse sources.

But if you accept the anecdote soup theory, these objections don’t matter. This theory holds that the bards composed the sagas by selecting different items from a preexisting set, or soup, of orally transmitted anecdotes and presented them in the order that made for the most gripping narrative. This explains why the two sagas agree about the main events of the encounter between Karlsefni’s band and the indigenous peoples but present them in a slightly different order.

The naysayers who challenge the Vinland sagas forget two crucial points: the sagas contained sufficiently accurate information to serve as a guide to the only verified Viking site in all of North America, at L’Anse aux Meadows. And, as we’ll see below, the sagas’ description of the indigenous peoples and how they indicated their desire to trade matches up nearly perfectly with what Jacques Cartier experienced on his first trip to the region in the 1530s. If we approach the sagas carefully, they have a great deal to teach us about North America in 1000.

The sagas used the word “Skraeling,” a derogatory term meaning “wretches,” for the peoples they encountered. Today, scholars prefer Amerindian as a broad term referring to all the indigenous peoples living in the Americas; Americans call these peoples Native Americans, and Canadians refer to them as the First Nations.

Three different peoples resided in the northeastern corner of North America in 1000 at the time of the Norse voyages. The Dorset peoples had been living in northern Greenland and the eastern Canadian Arctic since about 2000 BC. One Dorset object was found at L’Anse aux Meadows: a round soapstone object with a slight depression in the top. In the 1960s the first excavators thought the object was an Icelandic stone pivot for a door, but more recent researchers identify it as characteristically Dorset. It may point to contact or trickle-trade with the Dorset, meaning that one group traded it with their neighbors, who traded it with theirs, and so on until it reached l’Anse aux Meadows. Or it may have been an item that the Norse picked up from an abandoned Dorset site.

Sometime around AD 1000, a new group of people, called the Thule, displaced the Dorset because they were better adapted to Arctic conditions. The Thule migrated from Alaska, all the way across northern Canada, and their descendents, today’s indigenous Greenlanders, refer to themselves as the Inuit (“the people”) and reject the label Eskimo (“eaters of raw flesh”) as pejorative.

Before and after the Norse occupation, different indigenous groups occupied the area around the site of L’Anse aux Meadows, but no archeological evidence of Amerindian occupation in the year AD 1000 has yet surfaced. This is why archeologists don’t know precisely which group the Norse might have met. It is most likely that the Norse encountered a third group of indigenous peoples, called the Ancestral Beothuk or the Ancestral Innu. The Beothuk lived on Newfoundland but died out in the early 1800s; the Innu still live on the Labrador coast today. These groups deposited some artifacts at L’Anse aux Meadows in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

After 1500, the peoples of the region formed the Wabanaki Alliance, which included the Mi’kmaq, the Penobscot, the Maliseet, and the Passamaquoddy. Wabanaki is an Eastern Algonquian word for “Peoples of the Dawnland,” meaning the easternmost regions, where the sun comes up. The Wabanaki spoke different Algonquian languages, and in the 1500s their trading networks extended all the way from northern Labrador south through Maine and west to the Great Lakes. They lived by hunting sea animals, particularly seals who migrated each year from the Canadian mainland to Newfoundland. The Wabanaki traded certain commodities, such as objects made from the distinctive translucent silicate chert that came from Ramah Bay in northern Labrador.

Much of what we know about the Wabanaki comes from later descriptions, particularly those by the French explorer Jacques Cartier (1491–1557), who arrived in Quebec in July 1534. Hugging the coast, Cartier learned, it was possible to travel by boat from the St. Lawrence River to Chaleur Bay, and to carry canoes overland anywhere the rivers were too shallow. The fertility of the region struck Cartier: “The land along the south side of it [Chaleur Bay] is as fine and as good land, as arable and as full of beautiful fields and meadows, as any we have ever seen; and it is as level as the surface of a pond.”

On his first voyage to Chaleur Bay, Cartier met two groups of Mi’kmaq Amerindians in “some forty or fifty canoes.” We can be confident that they were Mi’kmaq because Cartier recorded some phrases they uttered, which have since been identified as the Mi’kmaq language. When the first group of Mi’kmaq arrived, “there sprang out and landed a large number of people, who set up a great clamor and made frequent sign to us to come ashore, holding up to us some skins on sticks.” Even though Cartier and his men had the impression that they were friendly, the French refused to get out of their boats and come on land. When the Mi’kmaq pursued them, the French shot off two cannon. The Mi’kmaq still shadowed them, prompting the French to fire two muskets. Only then did the Mi’kmaq disperse.

The Mi’kmaq returned the next day, “making signs to us that they had come to barter with us; and held up some skins of small value, with which they clothe themselves. We likewise made signs to them that we wished them no harm, and sent two men on shore, to give them some knives and other iron goods, and a red cap to give to their chief.” Just like the Skraelings who met the Norse some 500 years earlier, the Mi’kmaq desired red textiles. Unlike the Norse, the French were willing to trade metal knives because they possessed other more powerful weapons.

After the French gave their gifts, Cartier records that the Mi’kmaq “sent on shore part of their people with some of their skins; and the two parties traded together. They showed a marvelously great pleasure in possessing and obtaining these iron wares and other commodities, dancing and going through many ceremonies, and throwing salt water over their heads with their hands. They bartered all they had to such an extent that all went back naked without anything on them; and they made signs to us that they would return on the morrow with more skins.” The overlap with the account in Erik’s Saga—the noise, the sticks, the skins, the promise to return the next day—provide unusual confirmation of the Vinland sagas’ reliability. It also reveals strong continuities between the Skraelings of 1000 and the Mi’kmaq of 1534.

When Annette Kolodny, a professor of American literature and culture at the University of Arizona, investigated whether modern Amerindians living in northeastern Canada remember the Norse, she found that they didn’t. One of her interview subjects, Wayne Newell, a Passamaquoddy elder living in Indian Township, Maine, did tell Kolodny that “red was a spiritual color” for his people and that the tale of the Skraelings’ noisemakers “reminded him of homemade flutes or whistles whirled on the end of a string, a noisemaker he too had made as a child.”

Although in the sagas the fur-trading encounter was peaceful, Karlsefni senses that the Skraelings pose a threat and builds a wooden palisade around his dwelling to protect his wife, Gudrid, and their infant son, Snorri, the first baby born to Europeans in the Americas and named for Karlsefni’s co-leader. At the start of the second winter, the Skraelings return to trade. As Gudrid sits inside with her son, “a shadow fell across the doorway and a woman entered, rather short in stature.… She was pale and had eyes so large that eyes of such size had never been seen in a human head.”

She asks Gudrid, “What is your name?”

Gudrid replies, “My name is Gudrid and what is yours?”

The woman replies, “My name is Gudrid.”

This conversation makes sense when we remember that people who didn’t share a common tongue often repeated each other’s sentences back to one another. The visitor mysteriously disappears.

Then a Norsemen kills some Skraelings who were stealing weapons, and they run away. Karlsefni urges his men to prepare for the next attack because he is wonderfully prescient (remember: he’s the ancestor in whose honor the saga was composed).

Sure enough, three weeks later the Skraeling return and attack in large numbers, “as thick as a steady stream.” This time they’re yelling, waving their poles counterclockwise, and hurling objects. The two leaders, Karlsefni and Snorri, “saw the natives lift up on poles a large round object, about the size of a sheep’s gut and black in color, which came flying up on the land and made a threatening noise when it landed.” This was a ballista, a skin filled with rocks, which was launched from a wooden structure. A nineteenth-century description reports that a ballista used by the Algonquians could sink a boat or a canoe: “brought down among a group of men on a sudden, it produced consternation and death.”

And, indeed, after the ballista lands, Karlsefni and his men decide to abandon camp and go upriver. Always quick to speak her mind, Leif’s spunky sister Freydis berates them: “Why do you flee such miserable opponents, men like you who look to me to be capable of killing them off like sheep? Had I a weapon I’m sure I would fight better than any of you.” Pregnant and moving slowly, she reluctantly follows Karlsefni out of the settlement until she retrieves a sword from a Norse corpse and turns back to fight the Skraelings.

This is when she smacks her breast with the sword. Do we accept this as an actual event? Or the invention of a gifted bard to glorify his ancestors? To me, the display is so unusual that it seems plausible, but there is no way to be certain that it actually happened.

In the confusion one of the locals picks up an axe from the corpse of a Norseman. He tries chopping a tree, as do each of his companions. They consider the axe “a real treasure,” the saga reports, but when one of his companions tries to cut a stone with it, demonstrating his unfamiliarity with metal tools, the axe snaps in two. Disappointed, the man throws it away.

In hand-to-hand combat, the iron and steel weapons of the Norse gave them a slight advantage but certainly didn’t guarantee victory, especially when they were outnumbered. After all, two Norsemen had died in the battle, fewer than the “many” casualties among the locals, but enough to give Karlsefni pause. Erik’s Saga is succinct: Karlsefni’s “party then realized that, despite everything the land had to offer there, they would be under constant threat of attack from its prior inhabitants. They made ready to depart for their own country.”

The sagas, as we know, date to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but some sources mentioning the existence of Vinland date to before then. The most detailed early account of the Norse voyages is in Latin and dates to 1076, when a German historian of Christianity named Adam of Bremen completed his History of the Archbishopric of Hamburg. This book, a history of a North German region administered by one bishop, describes the ongoing Christianization of Scandinavia, Iceland, and Greenland. Adam’s straightforward account includes some dubious nuggets like this about Greenland: “the people there are greenish from the salt water, whence, too, that region gets its name.” Adam’s statement illustrates the kinds of misinformation circulating at the time, much like the claim by Erik the Red, in the hope of attracting settlers, that Greenland was actually green.

Adam also records his conversation with the king of the Danes, Svein Estrithson (ruled 1046–1074), who “spoke also of yet another island of the many found in that ocean. It is called Vinland because vines producing excellent wine grow wild there.” Here is yet more proof, from a source recorded less than a century after Leif’s first voyage, that the Viking voyages actually occurred. Adam of Bremen continues, “Beyond that island,” the king explained, “no habitable land is found in that ocean, but every place beyond it is full of impenetrable ice and intense darkness.” So Vinland marked the end of the world known to the Danes.
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