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MYSTERIES OF THE FAR NORTH
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“Jacques Privat revives the presence of the Scandinavians in Greenland during the Middle Ages. He sheds new light on contacts between Scandinavians and Inuit and on the premises of the great discoveries in Canada and North America.”

JEAN-MARIE MAILLEFER,
PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF SCANDINAVIAN 
LANGUAGES AND CIVILIZATIONS AT PARIS-SORBONNE 
UNIVERSITY

“The work of Jacques Privat forms a valuable contribution to our knowledge of the medieval history of the Scandinavians in Greenland. He introduces a new historical, geographical, and ethnographical vision. He offers new definitions of the relationship of this people with the church, the Inuit people, and the other nations of Europe. This book offers a new view of the disappearance of these Scandinavian settlers by freeing itself from the overly restrictive context of some earlier analyses.”

PIERRE ROBBE, PROFESSOR 
AT THE MUSÉUM NATIONAL DE
L’HISTOIRE NATURELLE

“Privat’s research is enticing because of the wide variety of fields it tackles, and the result is a truly original theory. Another new aspect is his examination of the evidence provided by Inuit art, whose value is obvious.”

REGIS BOYER, FRENCH 
LITERARY SCHOLAR, HISTORIAN, AND TRANSLATOR,
SPECIALIZING IN NORDIC LITERATURE AND THE 
VIKING AGE

“Having put together a vast and imposing collection of archival data, Privat 
was able to establish important parallels between the written source material, 
archaeological and ethnological evidence, and the contributions offered by ancient cartography.”

JÖELLE ROBERT-LAMBLIN, 
RESEARCH DIRECTOR OF THE FRENCH 
NATIONAL CENTRE FOR SCIENTIFIC 
RESEARCH (CNRS)
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FOREWORD

A Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian translator, Jacques Privat is the first to have succeeded in retracing the history of Greenland in the Middle Ages from the time of the Viking arrival there. His work is truly pioneering. He has a thorough knowledge of this subject, having spent an entire year immersed in it coupled with many shorter visits to Greenland. Jacques Privat studied the Inuit language at the Eskimology Institute in Copenhagen and was even adopted by the village of Nassaq. 
Drawing on archives that have been overlooked until now and using every means at 
his disposal, this peerless researcher consulted the ancient maps; combed 
through the sagas, tales, and legends; and made good use of all the data from 
archaeological digs and set the record straight on many preconceived notions and 
even outright errors. Throughout his study, he brings in much information that 
will be completely new to most of us, whether it is the tribute paid to the Vatican in the form of falcons, furs, ivory, and eiderdown, or the presence there of the Germans, English, and Portuguese. It was these latter that gave this land the name of Terra Laborador—Labrador. He also cites the role played there by the Hanseatic League and the city of Bremen, as well as that of the Greenland Church with its many singular features.

Along the way, he solves a few geographical riddles such as the location of Estotilandia, Nurumbega, and the Illa Brasil and places Scandinavian colonies in North America (Maine, Newfoundland, Hudson Bay in Quebec).

It would take too long to discuss all the discoveries Jacques Privat shares with us in his book—a book that plunges us into a poorly known past that clearly deserves to be retrieved from the shadows where the dust of centuries has buried it.

CLAUDE LECOUTEUX PROFESSOR 
EMERITUS AT THE SORBONNE UNIVERSITY

CLAUDE LECOUTEUX is a former professor of medieval literature and civilization at the Sorbonne. He is the author of numerous books on medieval and pagan beliefs and magic, including The Book of Grimoires, Dictionary of Ancient Magic Words and Spells, King Solomon the Magus, and The Encyclopedia of Norse and Germanic Folklore, Mythology, and Magic. He lives in Paris.



INTRODUCTION
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THE ARCTIC BEYOND YOUR 
IMAGINATION

The remote lands of the Scandinavian Arctic are still poorly known today. It is easy to imagine what the situation was like five centuries ago when there were much fewer sources of information, which I would not hesitate to describe as practically unilateral as they were primarily the work of the church. This helps explain the bias of numerous written sources and the preference long granted to certain alarmist theories about the fate of the Scandinavian colonists and their relations with the indigenous peoples of Greenland. The Arctic is the preeminent domain of the Inuit people (who were long called Eskimos, an exonym that still survives in citations from the ancient historical periods). Less numerous are the people who knew of the existence of this Scandinavian colony (which was originally Icelandic, then Norwegian and Danish) that inhabited Greenland and very likely eastern Canada for several centuries 
during the very heart of the Middle Ages, long before Columbus. Rarer still are 
the people who could conceive of the constant presence of a variety of European nations in these territories that will be described throughout this book: the English, the Germans, the Flemish, the Portuguese, and so forth were all drawn there by the magnetic pole formed by the medieval Arctic and its wealth. Contrary to longstanding notions, the Arctic was a source of precious goods: “unicorn” and walrus ivory, deluxe furs, royal falcons, and so forth. A quick glance through medieval source texts will give us some information about the provenance of all these riches. During the Great Age of Discovery before Columbus, the Scandinavian Arctic would occupy a strategic position. For one thing, people then believed it offered a Northwest Passage to Cathay.*1

My first objective is to dispel once and for all the longstanding isolationist theories about medieval Greenland. It offered the advantage of explaining the disappearance of the Scandinavian colonists of the Arctic as a result of their forced isolation after contact with Norway became increasingly rare. We will show that Greenland and the neighboring Arctic regions were frequented quite often by sailors, hunters, and European expeditions in the Far North long before Columbus. Consequently, I also reject any Inuit responsibility in the disappearance of the Northmen, as is commonly and too easily believed.

To some degree, the church’s responsibility is accepted by many Scandinavian researchers. As I noted earlier, it was responsible for the source texts, and I shall strive to emphasize their one-sidedness. The Inuit were a perfect scapegoat for masking the disagreements that brought the church into conflict with the Greenland colonists. A good grasp of this situation, and of the weight of the church in Greenland and more generally in Scandinavia, can help us see the full scope of this situation. In fact, we can see that several elements tend to prove to the contrary that the Inuit and Scandinavian communities enjoyed fairly good relations. The hypothesis of an intercultural blending even takes on greater weight. So how do you explain the disappearance of the Northmen, one may ask? I will offer my vision of this in the last chapter but summarize it quite simply here: Inuit and Scandinavian, for good and ill, lived side by side for almost three to four centuries. A foreign element was introduced, and silence reigned fifty years after. This should inspire at least a little curiosity. Deciphering European maps can offer significant revelations in this regard.

We may initially believe there is no lack of existing research on this subject. That’s true, but the holes characterizing the traditional approach to Greenland in particular, and the medieval Arctic in general, can be summed up as practically self-evident. It is a Scandinavian, if not to say Scandinavianist, vision based primarily on Scandinvian sources. In short, as the Inuit would say, the gaze of a white man using his own criteria: which has the effect of restricting the research. I am suggesting a completely different approach here.

I have chosen as the framework for this historical study the entire period of medieval Scandinavian colonization (from 982 to about 1560, spilling over the boundaries of the Middle Ages by a few years). The geographical context appears clearly in the book’s title; restricting it to Greenland would have been to fall back into the error of traditional research. I have slightly expanded the geographical focus eastward toward Iceland because this subject cannot be restricted to a rigid context: the inhabitation of Greenland was launched from Iceland (Scandinavian colonization, of course). The same population, the same type of society and traditions, moved westward; I would even say very far westward. The history of the two countries often followed the same fortune and misfortune. What is the the final argument for using the Icelandic “factor”? Up to the present, no written source has been discovered in Greenland; all originated in Iceland or Norway—at least as far as the Nordic sources are concerned.

The Scandinavian population of Greenland had strong maritime traditions, which, I would like to remind you, ended up with the “discovery” of America and its temporary inhabitation. To get a better understanding of the Greenland colonizers means following their tracks to Hudson Bay, Ungava Bay, and Labrador. Proceeding this way is not really a mistake as the geographical notions of the time were fairly broad if not to say variable. We shall see, for example, that for at least half a century Greenland was confused for Labrador. This allows me to introduce another important axis of my approach: the use of all sources, even foreign sources, concerning the medieval Scandinavian Arctic and its population and the use of all concepts, even the ones proved to be erroneous. In fact, medieval history is rich in inexact notions touching on all the sciences. In my opinion, analyzing this world with data that has been corrected of their mistakes prevents the researcher from finding the thread of the era’s various concepts and identifying the object of his or her study. The medieval Scandinavian Arctic’s world offers very illustrative examples in this field:

The mistaken placement of the Scandinavian colony of Eystribygð persisted for several centuries, because correct modern criteria were used instead of the flawed medieval concepts (the Scandinavian colonists believed they were living on the East Greenland coast).

The geographers of that era long believed that Greenland was connected to Norway by a gigantic land bridge; this could explain some of the confusions about different peoples during the Middle Ages such as the commingling of the “Skrælings”*2 and the “Karelians,”†3 or even the scholarly confusion of Norwegian with Greenland “trolls.” Similarly the notion of a western extension was equally real, the existence of the legendary “Norumbega” and so forth. As it is easy to see, there is no shortage of examples.

A total innovation that I will energetically defend is the use of European sources. We will follow the trail or European hypotheses concerning the fate of the Scandinavians in Greenland that I find extremely serious and increasingly consistent. I will make generous use of the European maps from the first explorations. As we shall see, the Europeans were not content, as long believed, with a discreet backstage presence in this medieval Arctic space. Their presence was far from temporary for various economic motives that we will examine in greater detail. Of even greater interest is the fact that the commerce of these sailors from various nations went hand in hand with the interests and presence of the church. We have the German period of the Hanseatic League accompanied by the nomination of German bishops and the confusion of Greenland with the mythical island of Friesland (according to Frisian sailors), an English period that followed the same process, and a Portuguese period that I suspect took the same path. This latter nation played a decisive and fatal role in the fate of the Scandinavian colonies in Greenland and Canada.

I will make broad use of the archaeological work concerning this subject, going from the past century to the present, and the most recent scientific studies from Scandinavian research. All the archaeological excavations of Greenland and Canada will serve—if not as a keystone—at least as a retaining wall for my research, permitting us to verify several axioms or hypotheses provided by the traditional background, such as Scandinavian written sources and so forth. Unfortunately, due to various factors (distance, the chronic isolation of the young researchers, and so on), the place given to Canadian studies is fairly reduced in proportion to the research performed there; but it was not as easy to contact Canadian researchers on site as it was the Danish researchers, which continues to be a source of great regret to me. As a good portion of my research was performed in Scandinavia and Greenland, I have deliberately given a significant place to Scandinavian studies.

In accordance with my desire to follow a dividing line from the older approaches, and pursuing the path of contemporary Scandinavian research (Danish in particular), I adopted a resolutely ethnographic approach, restoring the traditional Inuit source material to its rightful place (while recognizing its risks and limitations—interpretation and suggestion). In fact, what we know today is the official Icelandic version and the clerics’ verson. This neglects another important player. The Inuit also memorialized the white man’s presence in the Arctic for five centuries in their tales. Better than memorizing them, they carved them for posterity in walrus and narwhal ivory in the form of statuettes of white men whose trail can be traced from Greenland to Hudson Bay. These sources that have been common knowledge to all Scandinavian researchers for decades merit presentation to a wider audience.
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Fig. I.1. Map of Greenland, 1937. (See also color plate 1.) 


Courtesy of the Danish Geodata Agency


A WORD OF CAUTION

Because the Scandinavian population that colonized Greenland came from Iceland, then Norway, I have made a compromise by grouping all of them under the term Scandinavian or Nordic. I should stress that the name Norse could be the most appropriate as it includes all the Nordics of Greenland, Canada, and America.

I would like to draw the reader’s attention to the risk of confusion surrounding the word Greenlander. During the entire Middle Ages, it was used to designate the Scandinavian population of Greenland; today it concerns the Inuit population (Kalaallit). Given the era under study here, and that neither Germany nor Italy existed as the states we think of today, the names “Germans” and “Italians” should be considered in quotes.




SPECIFIC TERMINOLOGY

Sæter (plural: Sætar) translated as “shelter” or even “dwelling.” In Latin it is “sessiones boréales.” Often occurs in plural form combined with the term Nordr, such as Nordrsetur.

Skræling: medieval term attributed to the natives of Greenland, Canada, and America (puny or stunted being).

Kavdlunaat or Kavdlunak: name given to the Nordics by the Inuit; it probably dates back to the Middle Ages. Evolved into today’s kallunaat.

Eskimo: an exonym that long served after the seventeenth century to designate the indigenous peoples of the Arctic, presumed to be of Algonquin origin (raw meat eater; other hypotheses exist).

Inuit: plural form of the word inuk (man, human being). This is the term used by all the inhabitants of the Arctic in referring to themselves, except for those of Greenland, who call themselves Kalaallit, untranslated until now; we’ll give a possible explanation in chapter 5.

Eystribygð: the eastern Scandinavian colony in Greenland.

Vestribygð: the western Scandinavian colony in Greenland.

Brattahlið: meaning “the steep slope,” a Viking site in the eastern colony where Erik the Red built an estate.

Independence, Saqqaq, Dorset, Thule, and Inussuk: the names of places where these cultures originated; for example, Independence Fjord in Greenland, or Cape Dorset on Baffin Island.
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THE INUIT IN GREENLAND

This subject could inspire an entire book of its own given its vastness and how much remains to be discovered. I will therefore confine myself to the entire Inuit culture contemporary to the Scandinavians; which is to say, from a medieval perspective.

Greenland’s true past is slowly emerging, and in light of the research progress being made, existing theories will have to be revised despite the quality of the work put into them. It was long believed that the Inuit of the Thule culture were the most ancient wave of Inuit immigration, or even the Dorset people. We have, in fact, learned that the Inuit presence in Greenland goes back much further—some four thousand years (until the next discoveries). There were also periods when it was completely empty—for example, about seven hundred years between the Dorset I and Dorset II waves. The excavations made during the 1950s in Semermiut by Disko Bay provide an excellent illustration of this with clearly differentiated stratigraphic layers offering a perfect view of the various periods this area was populated. Let’s make note of the cultures existing outside our historical context. We first have Independence 1 (2500–2000 BCE, some say a little before the year 2000 while others say 1800 BCE), which traveled over the North American islands with one group going down Greenland’s western coast while the other traveled across the north. The Saqqaq (after 2000–1500 BCE, a little before 1000 for some and 700 BCE for others) followed on the heels of its predecessor, with whom they shared many points in common, settling in Greenland from west to east and absent from the Thule/Qaanaaq district. Independence 2 (1500–1000 BCE, some maintain a little before the year 1000 with others claiming 700 BCE), starting in the west, traveled over Peary Land and went down the eastern coast of Greenland. It shared a kinship with the Dorset culture, of which it was the precursor. But let’s take a look at the groups who were contemporaries of the Vikings.


DORSET CULTURE

The Dorset people were natives of Canada (Cape Dorset, Baffin Island), where their culture developed three thousand years ago. This culture has the distinctive feature of dividing itself into two branches; the most recent branch, which is contemporary to the Scandinavians, is called Dorset II. Its dates vary depending on the researcher. Some maintain it lasted from 700 to 900 CE, others say 800 to 1100.

This culture spread in two directions: Hudson Bay to the north and along the west cost of Labrador to the tip of Newfoundland to the south.

It was also present in Chesterfield Inlet, King William Island to the north of Baffin Bay and Devon Island, and in Ellesmere Island and Cape York in Northern Greenland. This culture developed north of the tree line. Caribou (reindeer) and walrus were the principal game animals. The Dorsetians had no dogs and pulled their sleds themselves. I have in mind a specific detail in the descriptions made by medieval Scandinavians: no allusion to Inuit dogs is ever made. Nor did they have kayaks. The first Inuit-Scandinavian contacts could therefore have taken place with members of this culture. After going through several phases, their houses adopted a quadrilateral shape. At the end of the Dorset Period, a system implementing construction of the foundation sunk beneath the ground was adopted to retain heat. Several features of the Dorset people make them comparable to the Saqqaq culture (2000–1000 BCE), and they both seem to have favored the same terraced sand or natural gravel sites by the capes backed by mountains. The question arises: Was this for defensive purposes?

They used an open fire surrounded by slabs of flat stone like the Saqqaq culture, but unlike them they did not have micro blades; however, they did have comparable tools. They were also ignorant of the gimlet and dug summary holes with their tools. The Dorset tools such as the fish spear or trident with its many hooks and their much larger harpoons were more powerful than those of the Saqqaq culture. On the other hand, compared to the tools of the Thule culture, they were smaller and made from bone and flint, such as those found in Labrador east of Hudson Bay. The harpoon head is accompanied by a long cavity in the handle. Therkel Mathiassen discusses arrowheads whose back ends are hooked. Dorset culture material is much less developed than that of the Thule; they only have small harpoon heads, crudely carved stone blades, scrapers, knife handles, and needles.

This culture was particularly oriented around walrus hunting. The oldest Dorset encampment found at Kap Holbæk in Greenland (Danmark Fjord) is dated to within one hundred years on either side of 1000 CE. Remnants of this culture can be found along the western coast of Greenland up to Ammassalik on the eastern coast.

The first written account concerning this culture most surely comes from the Islendingabók (from around the beginning of Erik the Red’s colonization of Greenland in 985) refers to traces of ancient settlements, stone tools, and the remains of hide boats found in the two Scandinavian colonies.

When we look more closely at Nordic source materials we shall see that the native inhabitants encountered by the Scandinavians during the earliest period of colonization avoided contact and fled. Was this why Jones concluded they possessed no long-range weapons or anything equivalent to those used by the Torngits (modern orthography: Tuniit), a mythical people of Nunavut who preceeded Inuit people and hunted caribou without bows, described in Inuit legends as very tall and very strong but very shy.*4

The characteristic tools of the Dorsetians are the ulu, a woman’s knife in the shape of a half moon, which is first encountered in this culture, and the snow knife, which also appears first in Dorset culture. They are also very likely the inventors of the iglu (igloo). Their oil lamps were square and large. These lamps were generally smaller among nomadic peoples and oval in shape. Their typical artistic signature was ornamentation with carved diagonal lines.

Their powerful weaponry allowed them to take on formidable game animals like the walrus. This culture was primarily coastal, but they also made generous use of their inland territory. All researchers are in agreement about the strong Native American influence. Several Inuit stories show obvious resemblance to the bordering American Indian culture.

Finn Gad also found confirmation of Amerindian influence on mortuary customs: he cites the burial practice that first appeared in the Arctic and the ocher layer found in Inuit tombs as borrowed from Amerindian culture. These elements all seem to correspond fairly well with the descriptions of the first Norse-Inuit encounters described in the Sagas.

The Dorset migrated south from Cape York in North Greenland, during the period of Dorset II, and from Melville Bay down to Cape Farewell (Greenlandic: Uummannarsuaq; Danish: Kap Farvel), then headed back north up the eastern coast to Ammassalik. A new wave traveled toward Inglefield Land and Hall Land in northern Greenland.

In the area near Clavering Island, traces of the mixing of Dorset culture and later Thule culture have been identified: this took place around 900–1000 CE. The Dorset eastward migration may have taken longer.

Around 700 CE, another wave went southward from Cape York. The probability of a later migration toward East Greenland from the south also exists. Examples of Dorset dwellings from the fourteenth to fifteenth century (therefore at the same time as the Norse), also exist in East Greenland along Dødemandsbugten (Dead Man’s Bay).




THULE CULTURE

Just like Dorset culture, the Thule culture entered Greenland from Ellesmere Island by way of Smith Sound. Gad believes this represents a group of several cultures with specific features in common, but also differences such as the Inussuk culture. Gad depicts Ipiutak culture, which was established on both the coast and inland, as a transitional culture, a precursor of Thule culture. They had canoes but no specifically Inuit features.

The Thule culture appeared circa 800 to 1000 in northwestern Alaska, the Russian side of the Bering Strait.

The distinguishing feature of the Thule people was a powerful material culture, even greater than that of the Dorsetians. The harpoon is the characteristic tool of this culture, both the heavy harpoon for whales and, to a certain extent, the one used to hunt seals and walrus. Thule tools are large, equipped with blades of sharpened slate. Their main prey was the Greenland whale, which weighs 70 to 100 tons. Tools were a distinguishing feature of this people.

Their economy was primarily marine based. Their essential advantage was mastery of the sea, which allowed them to pursue game, as opposed to the Dorsetians, who hunted on solid land or at the edge of the ice pack. This did not prevent Thule peoples from hunting bear or caribou.

Their coastal economy depended greatly on large sea mammals and allowed larger concentrations of people to live in their settlements. Whale hunting was a group activity in small boats and kayaks, results of which could support large numbers. The Thule people brought a veritable technical revolution to Greenland. They introduced the sled, the kayak, the umiaq (a large boat made of sewn hides that could hold a good fifteen people with dogs and equipment), and other innovations. Specialists consider these three examples as wonders of their kind, from the technical point of view, and perfect examples of adaptation to the hostile Arctic environment. Mathiassen cites the following as technical innovations: drill bits, the three-pronged harpoon for birds, the salmon spear, the bola, the pickax for turf, pottery, and hollowed-out soapstone for use as stewpots or oil lamps. It was the Thule people who introduced the hunting of large sea mammals into Greenland. This culture with its highly developed technology was able to successfully compete with Norse culture: “The Thule people are dynamic and bellicose and either drove out or incorporated the Dorset people, who they had nonetheless learned the technique of hunting seals at their breathing holes in the ice from, as well as the construction of the iglu.”1




THE THULE CULTURE MIGRATIONS

The Thule traveled in two directions, essentially from Hudson Bay after crossing Canada from west to east. They either descended into southeast Canada by way of Baffin Island and Labrador or else northeast toward Ellesmere Island above Greenland.

The Southern Migration

The native peoples currently living on the eastern coast of Canada are descendants of this culture and therefore closely related to the Inuit of Greenland. Compared with the central peoples west and north of Hudson Bay, coastal Thule culture was never really able to evolve. The ancient inland culture was therefore able to survive and perhaps mix with that of the Thule, bringing about the current paradox that, despite their obvious geographical proximity, today we find they are more different from their fellows on Canada’s eastern coast than with the Alaskan Inuit.

The Northeast Migration

It seems that the northeast migration took place quickly, which would explain why there are more points in common with Alaska. Around the years 900 to 1000, according to J. Meldgaard, this culture arrived in Greenland from north of Qaanaaq. It then went in two opposite directions: from Thule it went northeast before descending toward Ammassalik before going farther south, and from Thule toward the south going down to Cape Farewell and then moving up again following the eastern coast.

As evident, Qaanaaq was an obligatory transit point for the various waves of Inuit immigration. Thule culture is considered to be the oldest in Greenland. The discovery of an umiaq dating from 1440 in Peary Land, in the northern tip of Greenland, gives us leave to imagine a milder climate at that time as well as the possibility of sailing at a very high latitude for a period of a millennium.

It is possible and probable that Thule and Dorset cultures met and intermarried. The mixing of the two cultures of North Greenland seems to be a fact accepted by the Greenland artist Jens Rosing.2 There is a high probability that the East Greenlanders (the Tunumiut) are descendants of the Dorset people, or at least a mixture of Thule and Dorset peoples. Several elements point toward this conclusion advanced by Mads Lidegaard: “There are common archaeological and cultural features between the Greenlanders of the east and those of the most northern areas of the west, which could easily be explained by such an old kinship.”




THE THULE HABITAT

Different kinds of dwelling shapes have been found; generally they are round but the bottom can be oval or in the clover shape, which is standard Thule practice. The size of the dwelling varies from a width of 10–11.5 feet, and from 13–16 feet by 16–19.5 feet deep. To hold warm air inside, a long entrance tunnel built at a different level served as a heat trap, something that is not found in the Saqqaq or Dorset cultures.

The use of whalebone for the building of homes is a characteristic feature of Thule culture, which goes hand in hand with their economy: whalebones and baleen formed the roofs or the frameworks of their houses.

A variant of this is found in Cape York: an entrance tunnel with a kind of reinforcement that probably corresponded to a “cooking corner.” The Thule people didn’t use the long hearth with an open fire like the Dorset people but instead large, triangular lamps with rounded and slightly curved corners. Finn Gad believed that the existence of different kinds of dwellings found from Disko bay to Qaqortoq (Julianehåb in Danish) in southern Greenland could be explained by an occasional lack of wood. I might add, because we are talking about Thule culture here and given the southern latitude, that it could also be an occasional lack of cetaceans. I would also like to point out that Gad avoids the possibility of the influence of the Scandinavian dwellings present at that same time, which we know were initially round and became square.




INUSSUK CULTURE

The origins of this culture are vague. Various possibilities have been advanced such as the district of Qaanaaq in northwestern Greenland. Mathiassen places it near the Upernavik district at the lat 73° N in northern Greenland.

The Nordic histories in the Qaanaaq district reveal an influence from the south.*5 Inussuk culture is characterized by quite an advanced technology. In tandem with the hunting of large marine mammals, the hunting of seals and small whales by kayak stamps this culture so distinctively that it is hard to discuss it in terms of Thule culture. We should really discuss Inussuk culture as its own entity. This culture pushed a number of different Inuit techniques to perfection: the kayak with its bridge equipped for hunting, suitable tools, the waterproof anorak, a veritable hermetically sealed jumpsuit with a built-in buoy that allowed the hunter to climb aboard the back of a wounded whale and not drown.

Mathiassen is of the opinion that Inussuk culture existed around the beginning of the thirteenth century in northwestern Greenland. This culture rapidly spread in every direction, even going back to Qaanaaq. Modern research echoes this observation: Inussuk culture appeared in North Greenland under the influence of the Inussuk people of Upernavik.3

Inussuk culture also moved farther northward, extended into the east, then south. This is the culture encountered by the Scandinavians during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. If we accept the radical hypothesis of Helge Larsen, they were the ones who sealed the Scandinavians’ fate: “When the Eskimos became a majority in South Greenland, the physically weakened Scandinavians could no longer match them. Vestribygð (the so-called western colony) was probably destroyed in 1350–60, and then again in 1379, the Eskimos ravaged Eystribygð (the eastern colony). It therefore was able to resist for a century.”4

This quote nicely sums up the extermination theory that long dominated research. It is jazzed up here with the addition of Norse “weakening,” if not “degeneration,” which to this day has never been supported with any substantive evidence. We should recall that, in Larsen’s defense, he did acknowledge the possibility of “alternating” peaceful and bellicose periods until the “final solution” of “total destruction, most likely around the year 1500.”

Mathiassen thinks the Inussuk migration occurred in small isolated groups, which fits with their hunting economy following wandering game. Contemporary Nordic sources make no mention of large movements by the native inhabitants.

This culture dominated the entire country by the fourteenth century. Mathiassen places this Inussuk dominance on the southwestern coast of Greenland between the middle of the fourteenth century and the end of the fifteenth. Inussuk settlements were generally halfway up the fjords or along the coasts because their economy was based on marine life that required open waters, which was not the case with the inland areas of the fjords. Scandinavians had already settled in these areas.

There were two different kinds of Inussuk dwellings. Southern homes were small round constructions of earth clumps and stone. This habitat survived into the middle of the seventeenth century. A change took place in the northern dwellings during the sixteenth century when they adopted a square shape. Some homes even became double rectangles. The dwellings were still small and contained two corridors.

Gad noted that Inussuk settlements were distinctively divided in South Greenland. According to him, the Inussuk settlements were as compact as possible. Gad saw defensive reasons for this, “probably out of fear of the Scandinavians.” He provides several figures concerning the area surrounding Eystribygð: “Of the 69 [Inuit] old style dwellings found in the ‘southern’ settlements, 55 were compressed together in only four spots,*6 which means they were compressed within very tight borders.”5

This indirectly confirms the simultaneous presence of two populations, for it would otherwise have served no purpose for these Inuit homes and settlements to be so compact if Eystribyð was deserted. There are a small number of Inussuit ruins. Hunting conditions were far from ideal in this region; the climate was milder and both the Inuit and Norse populations were relatively higher. This could explain the relatively scarce evidence for Inussuk settled life. The migratory groups went to the tip of southern Greenland and began moving northward again along the eastern coast. Archaeology confirms an Inussuk presence after 1350 extending south from Kangaamiut on Greenland’s western coast to the outskirts of Godthåb. Mathiassen’s digs in the area of Qaqortoq revealed the presence of thirteen Inussuit houses dating from the end of the fifteenth century or early sixteenth century, the majority of which were placed halfway between the sea and the icepack. One of them was located by Prince Christian Sound in Anordluitsoq—the southernmost tip of Greenland.

I will give a quick glimpse of the Tuniit/Torngit question while discussing Dorset culture. This is a somewhat delicate issue as it remains far from elucidated and presents problems of classification. Should we classify it as an Inuit myth as is frequently the case in the Inuit stories referring to them, or should we rather include them as one of the cultures or Inuit culture groups that populated Greenland? This is more or less the solution I have opted for, albeit with reservations.

According to the legends, there was a robust, physically imposing people who once lived in Labrador and some parts of the Canadian Arctic. In Baffin Island and Greenland they are called the Tornit.6 Their physical strength seems to have particularly impressed their contemporaries: According to tradition, the Tornits of Baffin Island were gigantic. They dwelled on the northeast coast of Labrador, Hudson Bay, and the southern part of Baffin Island.7

Their prowess can be seen in the construction of their homes on impressive stone foundations. The Labrador Inuit say, “The Tuniit were able to build their houses with stones too heavy for the Inuit to carry. 
. . . They were able to build stone structures that the Inuit did not know how or were not able to build.”8

It will be noted that while these regions all had a Scandinavian connection, as areas of Nordic exploration, or even outright colonization, they were also natural areas of the Amerindian people. The many physical feats and qualities attributed to the Scandinavians by Oleson and Duason are easily assumed by their Amerindian neighbors.

Citing Inuit legends, Oleson tells us that on Baffin Island and Labrador, the Tuniit were assumed to be from Greenland. In the western Arctic, they were believed to have come from the east. In Labrador, they were sometimes called Greenlanders but more frequently “Tornit.” This word has never been translated.*7

Oleson identifies them as the result of crossbreeding with the Scandinavians. He bases his position on several characteristic features of their material culture. For example, the long outfit typical of the Tornit would be a replica of the long medieval robe that was well known in the Nordic colonies of Greenland (great quantities of these robes were found in the excavations of Herjolfsnes). Oleson sees the Inuit habit of wearing their hair in a bun as a loan from the Icelandic hairstyle in the story of Bjorn Einarson Jórsalafari. I have offered the same hypothesis based on this same Scandinavian source from that time (fourteenth century), which can be clearly cross-referenced and authenticated. On the other hand, I refrain from mixing Scandinavians and Tornit together in light of the elements existing today.

The name caribou responds to the terms of Tugtu/Tutu, which we find, for example, in the description of a classic medieval place-name: Tugtutôq/Langey.†8 It is easy to see how worthwhile it is to compare terms such as the Inuit and medieval Nordic place-names as they can reflect the same subject. In this way a vanished word or concept can be rediscovered thanks to its still-existing Inuit counterpart. Moreover “it” 
has never meant simply “men.” It is very simply only one of the most common plurals, which is why the plural of man (inuk) is “it,” meaning Inuit.
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THE VIKINGS IN GREENLAND


THE SCANDINAVIAN COLONIZATION

In 982, Erik the Red, who had been exiled from Iceland for three years after his run-ins with that country’s judicial system, landed in Greenland. According to The Saga of the Greenlanders (circa 1200), he would have made landfall on the eastern coast of Greenland at Miðjökul, the medieval Blåserk, then continued farther south. During his exile, Erik the Red explored the West Greenland coast, probably up to Disko Island. He also discovered traces of native settlements. He profited from his banishment, preparing for the colonization of Greenland by scouting out future settlements, 
thereby permitting colonists to establish themselves quickly three years later. 
This was toward the end of a period of warm climate characterized by vegetation dominated by shrubs. This climatic phase is also called “Betula glandulosa,” “Salix phase” or even “the little optimum.”

The figures concerning the total Norse population vary. For lack of irrefutable proof, I will cite the principal opinions on this subject:

Thornvald Kornerup in 1900 dates the colonization from 985 to 1500 with 2,000 inhabitants divided among 190 tenant farms in Eystribygð, including 12 churches and 2 monasteries, and 1,000 inhabitants divided among 90 tenant farms in Vestribygð, including 4 churches.

The Italian Corrado Gini (1956) gave the figure of 300 to 700 colonists at the beginning of colonization. During the most prosperous period, the Norse colony numbered 280 farms and 16 churches: 190 farms and 12 churches in Eystribygð, 90 farms and 4 churches in Vestribygð.

The Danish Poul Nørlund believes that colonization began with 500 to 700 inhabitants, but Keller notes that he uses his sources in a less than critical fashion.

The Norwegian Kristian Keller (1989) advanced the figure of 1,000 inhabitants at the beginning. The maximum threshold of Scandinavian population would have varied between 3,500 and 5,000 inhabitants divided among 400 farms.

Knud Krogh (1982) opted for the figure of 4,000 to 6,000 inhabitants divided among 250 farms in Eystribygð and 80 farms in Vestribygð, giving us a total of 330 farms. On average, the density would have been 12 to 18 inhabitants.

Jens Rosing (1978) spoke of 500 to 600 men in the beginning and of 3,000 to 4,000 inhabitants later scattered among 190 farms at Eystribygð, which also included 12 churches and 2 cloisters, and 90 farms at Vestribygð, with 4 more churches. The total here is 280 farms.

In 1979 Thomas MacGovern gave figures of 4,000 to 5,000 inhabitants at Eystribygð and 1,000 inhabitants at Vestribygð.

The total population based on the most optimistic figures of the Danish administrator of Greenland (nineteenth century) Heinrich Rink, was 11,000 people. Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen’s more pessimistic figure was 2,000 people. Corrado Gini opted for a figure in between but closer to the maximum by basing his conjecture on the funds collected for Peter’s Pence, the clerical tax sent to Rome. This, according to Gini, amounted to a tribute from about 7,000 people. The author notes that this tax included the Vinland*9 tithe, which has no effect on the number of inhabitants as the people of Vinland generally came from Greenland.

As we are looking at the ancient sources, and as this allows me to demonstrate their value, let’s cite the Swedish archdeacon Olaus Magnus, who in his famous Carta Marina gave the figure of 30,000 inhabitants. Could a churchman of his importance be so badly mistaken especially when using the very meticulous account books of the church? Per Lillieström’s contemporary research reframes this tally and comes up roughly with the same figure as Gini. 
He rightly goes back to the earlier sources of the Norwegian archbishop Einar Gunnarsson of 1250. According to him Greenland represented one-third of a normal bishopric in Norway. In the thirteenth century the Norwegian population had climbed to about 560,000 inhabitants, divided into five dioceses of approximately 112,000 inhabitants each. So a third of a bishopric gives us 37,333, or something fairly close to the figure given by Olaus 
Magnus, which seems reasonable to me when including with the Greenland population those of its dependencies in the Arctic and to the west. The optimistic figures of 5,000 to 7,000 inhabitants in Greenland during its prosperous period no longer seem so unrealistic. Another major implication of this reasoning: about 25,000 Nordics would have populated the lands of the West spanning the area from the Far North down to the famous Vinland.

To return to Greenland, the colonists there were divided into three different colonies. The most prosperous, as shown by the figures, was located in the south at Eystribygð (or “Østerbygd,” according to the contemporary official Danish administration)—in other words, the East Colony. This was where its leader, Erik the Red, lived in Brattahlið (Qassiarsuk today) but which also later served as the bishopric of Garðar (Igaliku today). Two factors played in this colony’s favor: the gentler climate thanks to a branch of the Gulf Stream that allowed for more luxurious plant growth, and its relatively closer location to Iceland. This name, the “East Colony,” would lead all archaeological and historical research astray, because for several centuries a fruitless search for this colony was concentrated on the eastern coast of Greenland. It was only with the excavations of Daniel Bruun in 1894, that its location would be definitively placed in South Greenland (on the same latitude as Oslo).
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Fig. 2.1. Greenland, Brattahlið ruins: this is at the spot known as “the steep slope,” where Erik the Red settled as leader of the Norse colony at the very start of the colonization in 985. Over the centuries, the ruins have almost vanished, falling victim to their use as a source of building materials for the local populations. One notable historical irony: the current inhabitants are pursuing the same kind of farming activities as the Viking-era inhabitants. (See also color plate 2.)
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Mellembygð, the central colony, had a reduced presence of twenty-five farms and no church, It is generally poorly known as it is often incorporated into Eystribygð, from which it is actually not so far away. Mellembygð has no historical basis: its name is purely technical.

Vestribygð is located in the vast complex of fjords of the Nuuk/ Godthåb region. This city is now the capital of Greenland. Vestribygð was located some 170 miles from Eystribygð—a sailing distance of six to twelve days. Its latitude is the same as Trondheim in Norway. Purely for reasons of navigation such as favorable winds and currents, this place was preferred for voyages west—which is to say, to America and Canada.

The density of the Scandinavian population in Greenland was strongly influenced by the possibility of colonization inland. The division of most of the ruin groups seems to correspond fairly well with the distribution of plant resources. Contrary to the prevailing scientific behavior, I would consider with extreme circumspection all the alarmist sources—medieval or later—that suggest an impoverished Norse colony, or a material decline, for I suspect a certain bias of scribes or even that of religious or royal authorities. In fact, accepting the decline and penury of the Greenland colonies assumes and legitimizes the aid and intervention of the authorities. This had the special advantage of validating the dominant theories, notably during the medieval and post-medieval periods, finding in this economic explanation a means of passing over other versions in silence, such as frequent and extensive contacts with the indigenous pagans of Greenland. To the contrary, several tangible signs counter the prevailing view—such as the farmlands in the south with their irrigation canals; the imposing center of Garðar; the evolution of the Scandinavian dwelling from a simple longhouse to multiple dwellings; the interest shown by foreign sailors in Greenland, who were present there until the sixteenth century; the delivery of flourishing tithes to Rome; and the Scandinavian clothing that kept up with the latest styles in the second half of the fifteenth century. All of these elements testify, according to Corrado Gini, if not to a high level of life, at least to a normal, well-adjusted colonial lifestyle with “an underwhelming lack of dramatic features”1 as noted by Keller in 1989. Both historical sources and the architecture suggest the presence of prosperous farms with large outbuildings.

The new lands were shared as follows:

Herjolf, wealthy Icelandic merchant who had authority over the cape of the same name as well as the neighboring fjords, Herjolfsnes and Herjolfsfjord.

Ketil, holder of Ketilsfjord, which bears his name and corresponds to the contemporary Tessermiut.

Hrafn, holder of Hrafnsfjord, which is Alluitsoq today.

Solvi, holder of the Solvadal Valley, which bears his name and is now probably Kangikitsoq.

Helgi Thorbrandsson, heir of Alptafjord, which is Sermilik.

Thorbjorn Gloria, holder of Siglufjord, which is Uunartoq today and home to thermal springs.

Einar, holder of Einarfjord, or Igaliku.

Hafgrim, holder of Hafgrimsfjorðr, or Eqaluit. The richest settlement of Vatnahverfi (a lake region) corresponding to the largest inland farm settlements of the colony.

Arnlaug, holder of Arnlaugsfjord, which was probably to the northeast of Eystribygð.

Erik the Red took as his holding the island facing Dyrnæs, which is Narsaq today, giving it its earlier name, Eriksey; then the settlement of Brattahlið (the steep slope), which is now Qassiarsuk and where farming is still practiced today. The neighboring fjord, Tunulliarfik, also carries his name in Eriksfjord.
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Fig. 2.2. Reconstruction of the Brattahlið church (Qassiarsuk today): with its low circular surrounding wall it is strongly reminiscent of the Celtic influence discussed in chapter 9. It is consistent with the first generation of churches with its incorporation of an insulating layer of peat. (See also color plate 3.)

Photo by J. Privat

[image: image]

Fig. 2.3. Greenland, reconstruction of the Tjodhild church: Tjodhild, the wife of Erik the Red, converted to Christianity. The main entrance looks out over the fjord. Notable is the extreme simplicity of the building (Qorlotoq type), which contrasts greatly with the development of more impressive religious constructions (Garðar, Hvalsey) inspired by continental models. (See also color plate 4.)
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GREENLAND’S SCANDINAVIAN ECONOMY

The Scandinavians imported a socioeconomic system shared by the rest of the Scandinavian world including the Hebrides, the Orkneys, Shetland, Faroe, and Iceland—a predominantly agrarian society. This is important, as we shall learn, for foreigners used it to describe the Scandinavians for several centuries not only in Greenland but in America as well. As strange as it may appear for a country like Greenland, the Scandinavians raised livestock. But remember that the climate was milder at that time. Hunting and fishing provided a secondary source of food.

The growing of cereal grains was quite limited for physical and climatic reasons: poor soil, salinity, higher levels of precipitation, and the essential need for a summer to be long enough to grow dwarf wheat were all factors that restricted the quantity and quality of the harvests. To a certain extent, dairy production offered a non-negligible supply of high-energy products. We should not overlook the cultural factor: to varying degrees, Norway, the native land of the ancestors of the Greenland colonists, brings to mind the same characteristics with regard to climate and rugged terrain and offered the same dependence on livestock raising and dairy products. This factor still exists and still poses some economic problems by virtue of the lack of competitiveness. These activities were highly sensitive to the climatic instability of Greenland, which led to the increased raising of sheep and goats. The disadvantages of poor conditions for growing grain are echoed in the medieval Norwegian book
Konungs skuggsía2 (The Royal Mirror) of 1240–1263, or again in the 
Saga of Erik the Red (Eiríks saga rauða), which mentions a complete lack of grain necessary for the baking of bread as well as the brewing of beer. This lack of wheat seems to have struck the author of the 
Royal Mirror quite soundly as in the space of a few pages he returns to this subject three times: “In this land, the majority [of people] don’t know bread and have never seen it.”3

However, in light of archaeological excavations, grain agriculture must have existed as several millstones have been discovered. The written sources should also be taken circumspectly because of bias. The author of the Royal Mirror—a churchman—could have intentionally 
exaggerated his dismal depiction of the Norse diet to encourage resumed contact 
with Greenland. This description offers a good illustration of the bias of sources I mentioned earlier and gives the impression of an impoverished community lacking even the primary foodstuff of that time—bread. The colonists’ thriving livestock industry and the abundant game tones down this image of destitution. The archaeological excavations of Nipaitsoq provide a different image of penury. They attest to the supplementary contributions of wild plants as well as seaweed to the colonists’ diet. Among them we find angelica (Angelica officinialis); Iceland moss (Cetraria islandica), which was once eaten in Iceland and Norway in a kind of porridge; arenaria (Eiysus arenarius), eaten raw or dried with milk or cream; and dulse or sea lettuce flakes (Rhodymenia palmata), a flat, deep-red seaweed that is highly nutritious and that Ingstad described as follows: “It has been used in Norway and Iceland since time immemorial, and is even mentioned in the sagas and law books. Due to the high esteem it was held in it was even used as a currency in exchange for butter, wool, and meat. This seaweed was also used by the Eskimos.”4

Nevertheless, several authors agree that all digestible flora, even seaweed, went mainly to animals—a habit still common. Livestock raising, which was thriving according to Corrado Gini, included cattle, sheep and goats; this latter species is surely responsible for the deterioration of the ecologically fragile terrain of Greenland’s Arctic environment. Thomas McGovern is of the opinion that this livestock was intended for the production of dairy products and wool. Given how hard livestock replacement could be, I generally accept this claim with the observation that this primary function could change under the influence of external factors such as shifts in climate. McGovern surely made this same correction when, in 1985, he published the following table (cited by C. Keller5) concerning the Norse diet in the settlement of Eystribygð.

[image: image]

This table listing the bone remnants found in six ruins allows us to draw several conclusions. First of all, we can see that the Nordic people living inland drew particularly from their goat stock, and that this stock was twice as large as that found in the coastal settlements, and we also see that caribou were more numerous on the coast. This is probably because the caribou were seeking protection from mosquitoes, which drove them to seek out the windier coastal regions as is the case in Lapland.

The consumption of seal is almost the same inland and on the coast; in other words, there was little difference between coastal and continental diet.

All these figures must be taken reservedly because the material analyzed here is limited in comparison to the large number of existing ruins. On the other hand, another analysis performed on the remains of the Vestribygð colony gave similar results.6
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I will make several observations on these figures. First of all, it is logical to assume some kind of climate change compelled the colonists to begin eating their own working stock—the livestock intended to supply dairy products. The abundance of livestock bones corresponding to five head of cattle, illustrates a worsening of the climate and the consequent abandonment of the settlement.

Jørgen Meldgaard gives an opposite interpretation. He believes this is a sign of abundance. He also notes the presence of a barrel of curdled milk, mussels, a caribou carcass, a seal breast, four partridges, pieces of cow and mutton, an eel, three small fish, and the remains of a hare. There was an abundance of fuel for making fires. This gives us an image that is starkly opposite that of scarcity. Meldgaard offers two possible explanations for these remains—a battle with the Inuit or else a plague—but he provides no evidence and ignores the hypothesis of an intentional departure. Two Scandinavian skulls pierced by Inuit arrows found in Niaqusat are the sole confirmation of his hypothesis.

The consumption of the Scandinavian livestock is not necessarily illogical; the increasingly cold climate caused a reduction of pasturelands and in this case the futility of a livestock solely for the purpose of dairy products. This behavior seems widespread as sheep, cow, and goat bones have been found in all the Norse farms. The substantial consumption of seals seems to confirm deteriorating climate conditions. Could the Scandinavians have adjusted so poorly to their environment? This notable consumption of seals could also be seen as a desire to not eat all the livestock that was, after all, their working capital.

Corrado Gini thinks along these same lines: “The populace did not only obtain its food from livestock raising, but also thanks to hunting at sea and on land. This was valid both for the coastal farms and for the farms located inland along the fjords.”7

Knowing that the Scandinavians ate a particular category of seal—the hooded seal (Cystophora cristata), the bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus), and the harbor seal (Phoca vitulina)—because they were migratory, we must conclude rather efficient means of communication existed between the coast and inland: “These seals seem to have been caught by Scandinavians. This means that they were taken in open water during their migration rather than on the ice imprisoning the fjords.”8

Table 2 indicates an 8 percent reduction in the consumption of domestic animals and an 11 percent increase in the consumption of seals.

The consequence of Scandinavian dependency on livestock was a sedentary existence inland by the fjords where the continental climate was favorable to a fairly luxurious flora conducive to farming and livestock. This is still the case, in an irony of history; these same Scandinavian settlements are now home to Greenland farmers and livestock raisers.

I would also like to mention Ketilsfjord/Tasermiut, the sole place in Greenland where trees grow: birch trees that are about 7 feet tall. Keller also mentions rich plant growth, citing a birch forest in the Scandinavian Eystribygð colony that grew at an altitude over 1,200 feet. This corresponds to the maximum altitude on which archaeologists have found Norse ruins. We also know that the report of the Norwegian bishopric of Bergen’s envoy, Ivar Bårdsson (second in command to the bishop and nicknamed “The Greenlander” for his long stay), dating circa 1360,9 mentions the presence of a forest in South Greenland. All of this concurs with archaeological findings that reveal high density inland by the fjords. McGovern believes haymaking was a major seasonal activity, with the harsh winters often beginning during the fall. The numbers of Scandinavian livestock had to be reduced, probably due to the difficulty in keeping them fed, which would explain the substantial number of dead calves—stillborn or ill—that have been uncovered in various excavations.

An agrarian economy requires an effective—if not substantial—material infrastructure like the large farms with outbuildings, barns, stables, storehouses, and irrigation canals found in Eystribygð, which forced the Scandinavians to adopt a sedentary lifestyle. Large game animals like caribou were not novelties to the Nordic colonists. Caribou bones can be found in all the Scandinavian sites. “The frequency of its consumption reached levels of 25–30% of total Norse consumption, indicating how intensely this resource was exploited.”10

Fishing provided an important source of protein, but it did not play an essential role comparable to that in the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries. Based on the excavations, marine resources, especially seals, played a major role in the Norse economy. Even the farms in the most remote parts of the interior reveal a diet strongly based on seal consumption. McGovern offers the example of the e.167 farm in Eystribygð, a good day’s walk inland, located approximately 700 feet above sea level. It shows that seals were 25 percent of this farm’s residents’ diet. The coastal farm of Niaqusat in Vestribygð (v.48) shows a level of 68 percent. Corrado Gini also notes the same thing with respect to the large sea mammals, as shown by the substantial remnants on the inland farms: “Even inland, the large sea mammals formed an important factor of the economy, which means that the farmers of the valleys must have gone hunting for whale and seal up to the open sea.”11

Considered from an economic angle, this organization seems elementary, if we 
connect this with the fact that the best agrarian sites were located inland 
along the fjords, the prestige gained by this placement, and the factor of the riches provided by the sea. Seen in hindsight, it is obvious we should disregard deceptive geographical considerations, and, conversely, medieval sources (the written sources) tell us that only the large farmers owning bigger boats made expeditions to the north, toward the Nordrsetur. This affluence could only be procured from hunting large sea mammals rather than farming.

The primary seal species exploited by the Scandinavians were the harp or Greenland seal (Pagophilus groenlandicus), the harbor or common seal (Phoca vitulina), the hooded seal (Cystophora cristata), and the bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus). Keller and McGovern both believe they were hunted collectively using the same techniques found in the Faroe Islands and Greenland today: “As no harpoon (or even a trident) has ever been found in a Scandinavian site, these seals must have been caught by net or during group hunts in boats during which the seals would have been driven toward solid land or the ice field to be slaughtered.”12

This technique is therefore very different from those of the native Greenlanders who hunted on the ice, which specifically required mastery of the harpoon and is adapted for the long Arctic winters. Numerous researchers share McGovern’s and Keller’s opinion on the absence of harpoons. On the other hand, Helge Ingstad and Vera Henriksen sing a very different tune, although apparently without any physical proof. They cite The Saga of the Sworn Brothers, which suggests the presence of harpoons: “The skald of Kolbrun was also there. He (Thormod) took a seal harpoon that others had cast on the ground.”13

According to Henriksen, this harpoon was used in Norway and Iceland. Ingstad cites other even more plausible pieces of evidence such as Mathiassen’s excavations in Upernavik (North Greenland) in which “pieces of metal blades from harpoons” were discovered. This weapon would therefore have clearly existed in Greenland. To boot, it was found in an Inussuk site (these Inuit people were heavily influenced by Scandinavians, as we saw earlier).

The absence of harpoons in the digs—according to McGovern—doesn’t necessarily serve as proof they didn’t exist among the Scandinavians of Greenland. If we consider the example of the Vestribygð bells that totally disappeared, but were certainly real, we can also suppose that a tool like the harpoon, as well as all tools and weaponry useful in hunting, would have been among the priority items taken by the Scandinavians when they deserted Vestribygð.

The Scandinavians were very dependent on the annual passage of hooded seals and other migratory animals: “These animals traveled along Greenland’s southwest coast during the months of May and June on their way to the Disko region. On their return to Newfoundland, they would pass by again in February and March.”14

The Inuit preferred, as they still prefer, the harp or Greenland seal, a sedentary species that lives in the fjords. There is no need to stress the advantages of a game animal whose presence is permanent. The role of fishing seems harder to determine. Nevertheless we cannot reject its presence as Inuit traditional lore (discussed in chapter 3) refers to the colonists fishing for salmon. The presence of foreign nations in these waters also emphasizes fishing’s value. With regard to the Scandinavians, this can be seen as a supplemental activity, for they were known for their exports of fur and ivory, as well as high-quality homespun cloth, but not for their fish, unlike Iceland, where this resource even attracted British sailors. Whatever the case may be, the source texts glide over this point in silence. So we have no basis to speak of large-scale fishing operations, which would have presumed a Norse presence on the coast that is rejected by archaeology because of the rural economy.

In contrast to other bone remnants, few fish bones remain, probably due to their greater vulnerability to the acidity of the soil. We should, however, note the possible use of crushed fish remains for livestock. This still-existing technique also gives an unpleasant fishy taste to meat.




OTHER ACTIVITIES

Large game hunting, from the perspective of the profits involved, played a certain role in the life of Scandinavians as a major export item. It is very poorly documented, but this may have been intentional. If we compare the problems of supply and competitiveness facing Norway, Iceland, and Greenland, the first two countries could focus on more profitable products, which at that time was fish. The Hanseatic Market was quite demanding and not far away, fishing was flourishing, and manual labor was available. The situation was different in Greenland. The sole source of big profits was found in Arctic products such as the gyrfalcon, ivory, leather hides, and furs. This was the sole trade worthy of the name capable of attracting foreign customers.

Several medieval sources refer to the riches of the Arctic such as the narwhal, whose ivory horn is the source of the unicorn legend, and the walrus, equally valued for its ivory tusks. This is made evident by its appearance in numerous medieval sculptures and religious objects. Walrus hide was also valued highly throughout Europe. Eugene Beauvois quotes the archbishop Jon Raude of Trondheim,15 who noted that after 1270 the sole solvency for the Scandinavians lay in sealand cowhides, and whalebone and baleen. Pope Martin IV (1281–1285) replied that it should all be converted into hard cash and sent to the Holy See as soon as possible.

Polar bear fur was greatly appreciated and deemed worthy of a king. Its value is perfectly illustrated by the reception of the Danish king Sveinn Ulfsson’s court of the Icelander Audunn’s gift of a live polar bear circa 1060. The king’s gratitude was also very telling of this present’s value: Audunn was thanked with a sum of money covering the cost of a pilgrimage to Rome and a ship laden with precious cargo such as rings and silver.16

This practice seems to have been fairly commonplace and greatly appreciated as it is mentioned on a variety of occasions. Norwegian kings were in the habit of giving polar bears to their royal peers to gain alliances or support. For example, the powerful king Håkon Håkonson gave King Henry III of England a polar bear as a gift and, no slouch in this department, also gave one to Emperor Frederick II. To continue this little story, this kind of bear currency must have enjoyed a certain success, as it seems another polar bear was next given to the Egyptian sultan El Kamil by the emperor.

Although no source mentions it, it can be presumed that the arctic fox, or blue fox, was not overlooked, even though its value did not begin to equal that of the polar bear. One possible confirmation is from Schledermann’s excavations in the Canadian Arctic where he found fox and polar bear traps. Although Inuit identification is most likely, it does not remove the possibility that this technique was borrowed from the medieval Scandinavians as the Inuit had no need to capture live animals. The gyrfalcon was incontestably a valuable source of revenue. Here again, the medieval sources are fairly longwinded: these falcons were reserved for kings.*10

The Grønlands Historiske Mindesmærker17 also stresses the falcon’s value: “From the time of Arild (until the present), the falcons (especially the white ones) were very popular in Iceland. In 1280, the king of Norway said that Icelandic falcons (regarded as the best) were worth a fortune.” The falcon was holder of a powerful symbolism. Arab merchants even came to Bergen to put in their orders. Prytz cites Arab author Abdul Hasan Ali as giving white falcons a value of one thousand dinars as well as an Arabic proverb that a white falcon was worth twenty female slaves. As the overall theory would have it, these peripheral activities took place in the Disko region (Greenland). As no archaeological findings confirm this assertion, I reject it as do several other contemporary Scandinavian researchers. We will see from the traditional native lore, the testimony of outside Europeans, and various geophysical factors like polynias, that a Canadian identification is the most plausible.

Although more advanced than other medieval political systems (for example, the existence of a parliament), Norse Greenland society was far from democratic. Contrary to McGovern’s contention, it would be extremely unlikely that all Scandinavians had direct access to the veritable manna that would be their reward for taking part in these expeditions. I am basing my objection to this claim on contemporary commentary taken from the Hauksbók (fourteenth century), which leaves no room for doubt: social rank determined who went on the remote Nordrsetur expeditions. It seems obvious given the material assets (boats, crews) that were called for. “All the wealthy farmers of Greenland had large ships designed for sailing toward the northern hunting grounds, equipped with all kinds of hunting items.”18

It is clear that only the owners of large farms had the means to put together such expeditions. Keller sensibly arrives at the same conclusions: “Most likely, these hunting expeditions were organized by the ‘aristocracy’*11 or by the bishop.”

The economic reasons were touched on earlier. A predominantly agrarian society—in an Arctic environment to boot—could not send all its laborers hunting during the brief Arctic summer. This agrarian activity has been duly established and confirmed either by archaeology or by the accounts of both the Nordic colonists and foreign visitors.†12 I will, however, share one important reflection: this observation seems to apply only to the eastern colony: Eystribygð. The disappearance of Vestribygð seems to show a democratization of this fortune hunting as suggested by the Swedish researcher Per Lillieström.19 In fact, Ivar Bårdsson’s expedition only found livestock wandering free in the deserted colony. This livestock could not survive on its own in an environment like Greenland, if only for its need to be milked. Lillieström concluded this demonstrated the overall absence of the colonists here in search of their fortunes in Canadian hunting grounds, leaving only a few old men and children to keep watch over the animals. These individuals avoided contact with Ivar Bårdsson’s 
expedition in 1342, a conclusion I support (this point will be revisited in greater detail).

The widespread presence of ivory objects throughout the colony would be explained by the total absence of cash confirmed by all archaeological digs in Greenland. We know that the Scandinavians paid their tithes with ivory or swapped it in exchange for imported goods. It is completely logical to imagine the use of ivory as currency for external and internal transactions. What could be more normal than a rich farmer recently returned from Nordrsetur to pay the peasant who took care of his lands with precious ivory, which this latter gladly accepted knowing he would be able to exchange it for the rare goods on the next ship to make landfall there as “Arctic specialties” were highly sought after due to their value in the export market.

Given the scope of the ivory trade as either export product in the general market or delivered to Rome as tithes, there is legitimate reason to consider trade with the natives as its source. For the economic reasons mentioned above, as massive expeditions were not conceivable, small Norse expeditions to the north could return with far from negligible quantities of ivory as shown in the written medieval sources.*13 The tithes for the crusades of 1327 were anywhere from 900 to 1,400 pounds, depending on the sources. McGovern cites figures of 1,400 pounds of ivory intended for tithes and 34 pounds as Peter’s Pence.†14 This offers a glimpse of the sums in play here. These figures represent the equivalent of six years’ hunting for the payment of tithes. A distinguishing feature of the 1327 tithe is that it consisted essentially of walrus ivory, unlike that of 1282, in which walrus leather, seal hides, and the teeth and sinews of walrus are mentioned. Keller thinks it is hard to imagine the Arctic as some kind of El Dorado on the basis of the 1327 tithe, at least in the latter half of the thirteenth century. I would object that it is risky to take only the tithes the colonists paid in ivory as a basis as these individuals seem to have been more than reluctant to surrender these payments. In this case, a delivery of the smallest possible tithe—in the context of rebelliousness—is quite plausible. Without seeking to underestimate the Norse capabilities in the dangerous hunting of walrus (explicit examples can be found in Norway and Iceland) we cannot dismiss the appeal and value of collaboration with the natives. This hypothesis is taken quite seriously in contemporary studies, especially in Denmark and Norway.

The Eskimos of northwest Greenland had ivory in quantity, as is shown by the archeological remnants of their settlements. If ivory and other products could be obtained thanks to the swap of small metal trinkets or worn-out tools, the exploitation of this lode would bring the Scandinavians excellent profits.20

Another reason for my support of this opinion is based on the implication that has so far gone unremarked of this famous tithe payment of 1327 with five hundred walrus tusks (in other words, 250 animals). What a jackpot, you may be thinking! Divided by six years, this equals about 41.5 walruses a year, which is far from the “scores” seen in Svalbard and implying a carnage that the natives would never have tolerated. I conclude from this that this was the fruit of a swap with them. A Roman source indirectly supports this hypothesis. We know that the annuata, or the annual revenue, of the Garðar diocese circa 1123 would rise to 250 florins during prosperous times.21 If we can take the secretary of the Roman congregations at his word, the annuata payable during fifteen years by the new bishops and fathers superior represented only one-third of the annual revenues. This means that the actual revenues of the Garðar diocese would have climbed over a time to 750 florins. This is a considerable sum that is equivalent to the revenues of a bishopric like Venice and more than a third higher than that of the Orkneys.22

Also knowing that ivory served as the currency of exchange with foreign sailors, the quantity sent to Europe, if we judge it based on the frequency of the foreign presence there during the fifteenth century, must have been much more substantial. In fact, the figures given for the year 1327 have the flaw of completely concealing the possibility of exportation of ivory to destinations other than Rome. Keller acknowledges that “walrus hunting had become important not only as a source of profit, but as a means of transforming simple taxable products [for the church] into an exchange currency with advantages abroad.”23

It is easy to see the value of collaboration with the natives, a theory championed mainly by Ingstad. To bring this argument to a close, I would like to say that I generally accept McGovern’s conclusion that sums up the Greenland Norse economy as extensive annual exploitation of the land’s resources in the continental zone and fjord borders and an intensive seasonal exploitation of sea mammals in the zone along the sea coast.

I would like to add here my own personal variant of a lucrative but discrete seasonal exploitation of the riches of the Far North in remote and “unknown” Arctic regions. The intensive but seasonal rural activities required a certain amount of settling down, especially in Eystribygð, that was different from Inuit activities. Vestribygð, located farther north and thus less suitable for agriculture, seems to have been more open to these remote, lucrative expeditions.




THE SCANDINAVIANS AND THEIR ENVIRONMENT

In these remote times, environment played a considerable role as the Scandinavians learned at its expense. All the researchers are in agreement as to the destructive effect the colonists had on their environment. We must believe that they failed to learn from their Icelandic (in)experience, 
for they repeated the same devastating mistakes in Greenland. I am not seeking 
to present this as the decisive factor in the disappearance of the Scandinavians, but contrary to various other arguments that have spawned numerous theories such as the black plague, the destitution or degeneration of the colonists, an invasion of caterpillars, and so forth, that may have had more or less substantial but in no way fatal effects, the destruction of the environment by the Scandinavians was such that it cannot be passed over in silence. Before the arrival of the Scandinavians, Greenland’s vegetation was dominated by birch and willow (Salix). This vegetation was quickly destroyed by the colonists, allowing weeds to replace it. Several experts have stressed this almost fatal destruction’s connection to an activity such as livestock raising: “Referring to the climate fluctuations, pollen analysis, and recorded cases of soil erosion, he [Krogh] defends his theory that this decline must have been caused by overuse of pastures.”24

Knud Krogh seems to favor this factor over all other explanations for the Scandinavian disappearance. All the researchers recognize the negative influence of an economy based on livestock in a milieu as fragile as the Arctic. I earlier described the scope of goat meat consumption by the colonists. Gini pertinently underscored the harmful consequences caused by large numbers of these animals.

In fact, as opposed to other ruminants, the goat has the singular feature or flaw of tearing out his food and not cutting it. The dire consequences of this in these latitudes is easy to grasp: reduced fodder from the practice of free ranging during the spring, ground erosion from wind and water, and subsidence of the terrain. “Leaves were collected for fodder and the livestock aggravated the damage by browsing on the tops of shrubs and small trees, and preventing their growth. In this way humans destroyed the essential protection of the other plants and allowed wind to erode the soil and sand to replace it.”25

It is clear that human responsibility is beyond question. It can also be seen in the use of strips of sod and clumps of earth to build Scandinavian homes. The ravages caused by the livestock and the haymaking caused injuries to the biomass: the magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, sodium, and calcium in abundance around the farms increased soil acidity and delayed mineral dissolution, with the consequence of reduced productivity.
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Fig. 2.4. Brattahlið: Reconstruction of a typical Viking longhouse completely covered with a layer of a natural insulating material. We also see here a traditional Viking characteristic, an overhang with a bird’s-eye view of the entire fjord for obvious defensive purposes. (See also color plate 5.)

Photo by J. Privat

Geological studies confirm this destructive action: for example, the analysis of a small lake, Galium Kær on the outskirts of Brattahlið/ Qassiarsuk, reveals an increase in sandy sediments during Norse colonization, which gives the impression that the colonists accelerated the effects of climate deterioration.

Understandably, a comparison can be easily made between the ecological effect of the Scandinavians in Iceland and Greenland. It seems unfortunately established that the same errors were repeated, despite the same fragile environment characterizing the two countries: the cold climate of southwestern Greenland slows down all chemical processes and the vegetation is vulnerable. Since the Landnám (settlement) 1,100 years ago, Iceland has witnessed an 80 to 85 percent loss of its potential plant resources.26

Gwyn Jones is most critical on this issue of environment and overall Scandinavian behavior, accusing the colonists of criminal lack of foresight and wastefulness: “They [the Scandinavians] were the most careless farmers. They lived as squanderers, destroying the protective groves of birch trees by intensive pasturing, wood chopping, and accidental forest fires.”27

This destruction of the Scandinavian environment went on for three centuries with all the effects we now know: erosion and desertification of entire districts. Jones views the Icelandic farmer as an exploiter. One-fourth of the six hundred farms mentioned in the Landnámabók (The Book of the Settlement of Iceland) were abandoned. The same worrisome signs and negative effects were seen on the western colony of Vestribygð.

The Norsemen’s mistakes do not seem to have stopped there, as several authors unhesitatingly point out their inability to adapt. Again Jones has the harshest commentary. Their clothing was entirely inappropriate and closely modeled on European styles. The truth is that the long clothing found at Herjolfsnes, and that also appears in medieval-era native sculpture, seems poorly adapted to the unstable, mountainous environment of Greenland (though it was technically part of Europe then). Its value against the cold does not seem to have been a concern. “Icelanders never learned how to dress themselves against cold and rain. Their shoes were particularly poorly adapted to their climate and terrain.”28
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Fig. 2.5. Greenland: Reconstruction of the interior of a Viking house with a central hearth. All the materials were of natural origin, the reindeer/caribou lived—and still live—in the wild. You will note the extremely abundant use of wood although it was presumably rare in Greenland, which did not have a single forest, and which also brings to mind the Viking’s destruction of their environment in Iceland.
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Fig. 2.6. Interior of a Viking house. This loom reminds us of the importance of this activity in this area of the world. The heavy Norse homespun cloth was extremely sought after throughout Europe, and even served as currency. This also reminds us of the importance of sheep husbandry in Viking colonies. (See also color plate 6.)
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Taking a completely neutral stance, we can realistically ask ourselves if the Burgundy-style clothing unearthed at the Herjolfsnes cemetery met the needs of the country. An Inuit tale could have inspired Gwyn Jones’s observations. This story tells how during clashes between Inuits and Scandinavians, the colonists would let themselves be torn to pieces on the ice—their shoes were too slippery for this terrain. As an exception I will cite this passage as it is quite in keeping with what I am alluding to. During a hostile confrontation between the two communities, the Scandinavians were compelled to chase two young girls over a frozen lake. “When they came out, the Kavdlunaat 
saw them and set off in pursuit. Because the ice was slippery, they could not 
keep their footing and fell on their butts or on their sides, while others were 
sliding back and forth. The angry father asked his folk: ‘Did they all come out?’ Someone answered yes. In great irritation, he headed out on the ice to pursue the Kavdlunaat. 
. . . He stabbed the first one he caught up to with his spear. The Kavdlunaat tried to strike him down, but he confronted them. Because they were all slipping and sliding, he was able to stab them. In the end all were slain before the little girls had even reached the edge of the ice cap.”29

Jones’s criticisms are just as severe on the Norse diet: “During times of famine, they had not even learned to eat all of the comestibles the country had to offer, and their fishing equipment was nothing to boast about.”30

Jones’s remark came immediately to mind when I read the story of Aqissiaq specifically helping the Scandinavians during their ill-starred attempts to catch salmon for lack of the appropriate tools. Jones offers a version that is diametrically opposed to that of Ingstad and seems a bit extreme. Vera Henriksen also completely disagrees with this theory of maladjustment. She bases her opinion on the excavations made at Niaqusat in the medieval Lysefjord that unearthed Scandinavian tools made of horn or bone. This reveals that colonists adapted local materials to their needs, thereby showing their intelligent adjustment to the environment. Another example concerning Scandinavian clothing in the Greenland Annals vouches for their ability to adapt. In it we learn that an Icelander named Jón the Greenlander during one of his many trips to Greenland discovered a recently dead colonist clad partially in European clothing, and partially in hides obtained locally: “They found a man lying dead on the ground. He was wearing a well-made hat, and clothes that were part homespun fabric and part sealskin.”31

Thomas McGovern notes the relative frequency of wild and domestic animal bones in the middens, 
thereby confirming the consumption of their own working capital. This could also 
serve as a sign of adjustment to local climate conditions.

The environment depends on human activities as well as the ambient climate. A quick glimpse of this, and a brief digression about climatological research could prove instructive here. Modern climatological studies employ a variety of techniques for analyzing acidity, pollen, dust, and the proportion of oxygenated isotopes in the ice cap, but the best-known technique is core drilling. The glacial core consists of several layers of superimposed ice that go back (most likely) more than 100,000 years. Each layer corresponds to annual precipitation. In other words, valuable information concerning climate, atmospheric conditions, pollution or other adverse consequences due to human beings are stored in these layers of ice.

A number of drillings were made in Greenland in 1964. The core samples were taken from a depth of 4,300 feet at Camp Century in northwestern Greenland. The results agreed with those of palynology: the deterioration of the climate, which was becoming colder and wetter at the end of Norse colonization, and a variation of climate conditions in Europe.

In 1981, a core sample was taken from the ice cap at the meteorological station Dye 4 in southern Greenland at a depth of 6,200 feet. It revealed that worldwide volcanic activity was the cause of 27 percent of the temperature fluctuations during the fifteenth century. Comparison of Greenland temperature curves with other curves based on dendrochronology, sediment core samples taken from deep waters, variations of temperatures in the Alps, and historical analysis revealed that the Greenland climate changes preceded those in Europe.

To sum up: Scandinavian colonization of Greenland began under the good auspices of a clement period of weather and came to an end with the deterioration of the climate. Presenting these observations as the primary cause of the Norse disappearance from Greenland is not a stretch by any means.




SOCIOPOLITICAL ORGANIZATION

This is reminiscent of the political structure found in Iceland. The Greenland colonists came from Iceland, so it is logical that they brought to Greenland their customs and habits such as power-sharing arrangements (no “chief of state,” at least in the beginning of the colonization period before they swore allegiance to the Norwegian kingdom) and the Thing. An advanced governing structure not unlike those seen today, and indeed a predecessor to today’s Nordic parliament, the Thing played a significant role in Norse society. This assembly of free men, often peasants, debated local issues and enforced laws. Keller shares this vision concerning the similarities of the Greenland and Icelandic systems. “During the period designated by the name of ‘free state,’ Iceland was not a veritable nation, but rather a federation of chiefdoms. We can assume that the organization of Greenland also consisted of chiefdoms, probably with a common Thing or central Council.”32

At the start of colonization, the Thing was most likely headquartered in Brattahlið as all contemporary researchers believe. Then, at the beginning of the twelfth century, it was transferred to Garðar, which illustrates perfectly the transition of power toward the episcopal seat. At the end of the colonization, with the eclipse of the Greenland Church, the Thing returned to Brattahlið.

No political event of any importance seems to have occurred until 1261, the date Greenland accepted Norwegian sovereignty. The type of Nordic society that existed in Greenland differed greatly from traditional medieval society for several reasons: namely, the absence of any military authority like an army and regular troops; the lack of any urban framework, which is essential for any large-scale market economy, 
accompanied by absence of any monetary circulation as mentioned earlier. These are major differences with the medieval world.

Greenland stood apart from the types of medieval society in which the church held all economic and spiritual power with the traditional balance between royal power and clerical power. In contrast, the leaders of Iceland and Greenland held considerable religious powers until the church reform in thirteenth-century Iceland, and probably later in Greenland. This religious authority held by laymen is one of the characteristics of the remote Nordic colonies and surely one of the keys to the mystery of the Scandinavian disappearance, and to all the vagueness of the clerical written sources. There were definite differences of opinion between the church and Nordic settlers of Greenland, as well as those of Iceland and the Faroe Islands. To put this matter in a nutshell, let me briefly say that before reform, Scandinavian leaders and even—something that must have raised hackles during this era—free peasants controlled the local churches: “They enjoyed considerable influence over spiritual questions.”33

The changes of ecclesiastical organization that took place later certainly sparked changes in the social organization, which in turn prompted opposition from the colonists. More than one written source supports this interpretation of events. Their opposition to reforms earned the Scandinavians of Greenland their reputation as pagans.

Confirming the church’s monopoly of written sources, Finn Gad reminds us of the rural nature of Greenland’s Norse society, which we can interpret by a dominant illiteracy, even if limited knowledge of the runic alphabet existed and was used up to the middle of the thirteenth century. This alphabet would be banned at the beginning of the fifteenth century for its magical pagan connotations. In passing, I would like to point out the late date of its disappearance; this is quite telling of the tenacity of the old traditional Nordic folklore. Gad underscores the oral importance of the oath and agreements made with witnesses, which can be seen in many of the sagas such as the Laxdoela Saga, for example. An even more serious matter is that this illiteracy could even be found among the governing class. As Gad notes: “In Greenland, the peasants certainly had no trust whatsoever in the scribbles that the bishop Olaf of Garðar perhaps made them—we don’t know for sure—sign. Moreover, this was what, only a signature?”34

To put it simply, we could say that the knowledge as well as the power of testimony (something we should remember with regard to historical analysis) fell into the hands of the church for want of any political or economic authority. But, as we shall see, this situation subsequently changed. To end this chapter, I would like to stress the distance we should take from the alarmist theories about the Norse colony such as debilitation, maladjustment, and so forth. Here, too, there are few concrete proofs that support these conjectures.

I plan to stress the Nordrsetur’s extreme importance that may well have been underestimated until now. This is a major element on which commercial exchanges with the outside world rest and without which they most likely would never have taken place. It is also the basis for contact with the native peoples. These expeditions are vouched for by a variety of clerical sources including Rome, from where several churchmen took part in expeditions to the Far North and Canada. There cannot be any shadow of doubt about these expeditions. On the other hand, certain implications such as obligatory, repeated contact with the Inuit have yet to be assessed at their full value.

Scandinavian responsibility for the destruction of the environment cannot be denied, but it is my opinion that it did not play an essential role in the disappearance of the colonists from Greenland. Lastly, Greenland society stood out for its unique nature among contemporary medieval societies as more structured (state apparatus, organization, and so forth), as well as with respect to the balance (or imbalance) between the church and the little chiefdoms holding power at the beginning of colonization.

With my description of Norse diet, the colonists’ economy, their choice of sites, and so on, I have taken the risk of granting greater importance to what could be taken as minor technical details but which I consider to be fairly revealing cultural markers. In this way I have sought to underscore all the differences between the Inuit and Norse populations (dietary, economic, etc.) and provide some additional 
details that are often overlooked, helping to identify Norse characteristics 
cited in written sources, or any mention of white populations in Canada, North 
America, or any ambiguous settlements. This concern is also present in the chapter dedicated to the Greenlandic Inuit. This knowledge will be a useful tool in the use and crosschecking of information provided by the Inuit oral domain, written medieval sources, and even the accounts of the earliest explorers.

[image: image]

Fig. 2.7. Eystribygð, eastern colony
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Fig. 2.8. Updated map of Vestribygð—the western colony—with the kind permission of Jette Arneborg (in Hikuin 1988). The sites mentioned in the tales are underlined and highlighted here. It will be noted that all the place-names allude to the Norse dwellings, in which the word for house, “igdlo,” is declined in a variety of ways: the large houses, the very large houses, and so forth. The use of an Inuit lexicon could help to better pinpoint the location of Nordic sites.
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1.NORSE DIET
(The numbers indicate the percentage of animal species consumed by the
Scandinavians based on the total number of bones discovered.)

Species Coastal Inland
Livestock 15.34% 16.64%
Goats 21.78% 40.18%
Caribou 5.87% 1.21%
Seals 56.80% 41.28%
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2. ANALYSIS OF A FARM BORDER IN VESTRIBYGD

(Niaqusat: listed under reference number 48)

Domestic Animals Caribou Seals
Deepest Layer 23.51% 9.66% 66.26%
Surface Level 15.19% 7.32% 77.48%
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