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WHOM DID AL-GHAZAL MEET? AN EXCHANGE
OF EMBASSIES BETWEEN THE ARABS FROM AL-ANDALUS AND
THE VIKINGS

By SARA M. PONS-SANZ

HE VIKINGS terrorised most of western Europe from the end of the

eighth century to approximately the middle of the eleventh century.
The Iberian Peninsula was no exception, though the Viking raids there
were much less significant than those on the British Isles and Frankia.
Even though these northern marauders visited the north, the south, the
east and the west of the Iberian Peninsula (Dozy 1881, I1 250-371; Gon-
zalez Campo 2002a, 9-30, and 2002b; J6n Stefansson 1909-10;
Melvinger 1955), I will concentrate in this paper on their relations with
the territories under the control of the Arabs, known as al-Andalus. In
particular, out of the six attacks that the Vikings launched against the
Arabs (El-Hajji 1967 and 1970, 157-63), I will pay close attention to the
first one in 844, and its possible diplomatic consequences.

The Chronicon Rotensis, one of the earliest chronicles of the kingdom
of Asturias (¢.883) (Ruiz de la Pefla 1985, 38—-41), explains that in the
year 844 nordomanorum gens antea nobis incognita, gens pagana et
nimis crudelissima, nabali [sic] exercitu nostris peruenerunt in par-
tibus (Gil Fernandez and Moralejo 1985, 142) ‘the race of the Normans,
previously unknown to us, a pagan and excessively cruel race, came
with their naval army to our regions’ (my translation). This gens pagana
et . .. crudelissima met greater resistance than they may have expected,
and, after having lost many ships in Asturias, decided to continue sail-
ing along the Atlantic coast. They went first to Lisbon on the twentieth
of August; having been in that city for thirteen days, they moved to the
southern coast of Spain. They went up the river Guadalquivir, and turned
an island close to Seville into their base camp. From there they attacked
interior towns such as Moron or Cordoba. Despite their initial panic,
however, the Arabs managed to defeat the Vikings in Seville forty-two
days after the first attack on this city. Thus, the Vikings had to make
their way back to Frankia after an unsuccessful attempt to take Niebla,
the Algarve and Lisbon (cf. Lévi-Provencal 1944, 152-53).

In his al-Mutrib fias' ar ahl al-Magyib, an anthology of Arab poets of
the West, the Valencian writer ‘Umar b. al-Hasan al-Kalb1, known as Ibn
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Dihya (d. 1235), describes an exchange of embassies between a king of
the Majis and the emir ‘Abd-ar-Rahman II, who was in control of al-
Andalus (r. 822-52). The circumstances of the first Viking attack on
al-Andalus are generally equated with those in which this exchange is
supposed to have taken place (Allen 1960, 19):

When the envoys of the king of the Vikings came to Sultan ‘Abd-ar-Rahman
to ask for peace, after they had left Seville, had attacked its surroundings and
had then been defeated there with the loss of the commander of their fleet,
‘Abd-ar-Rahman decided to reply accepting this request.

Ibn Dihya explains that ‘Abd-ar-Rahman II decided to send in return the
poet Yahya b. Hakam al-Jayyani, known as al-Ghazal (‘the Gazelle’) on
account of his good looks (Huici Miranda 1965). He had proved to have
great diplomatic skills when he was sent to the Byzantine emperor
Theophilus in 840 (Ari¢ 1982, 162).

Most of the scholars interested in Viking activities in the Iberian
Peninsula identify the Majids mentioned in this account with the
Vikings, and present this exchange of embassies as an example of diplo-
matic relations between the two cultures. There are, however, only three
authors who have dealt with al-Ghazal’s second embassy in any detail.
Each represents one of the prevailing views on the matter. Lévi-Provencal
(1937, 16) discounts the authenticity of the embassy, and considers the
account to be a romantic version of the visit that al-Ghazal had paid to
Theophilus in 840. Allen (1960) accepts the authenticity of the account,
and supposes that the embassy was sent to Turgeis, a Hiberno—Norse
king.' El-Hajji (1970, 193-201) prefers to identify the king of the Majiis
with the Danish king Horik I (d. 854).? It is my intention in this paper to
support the first view, and to present further evidence against the histori-
cal reliability of the story. The problems involved in the identification
of Ireland or Denmark as the destination of the embassy will also be
discussed.

! The identification of the destination of the embassy with Ireland was first
made by Steenstrup (1878, 111-13). His suggestion was followed, before
Allen (1960), by Dunlop (1957, 13) and Turville-Petre (1951, 68—69).

% The identification of the destination of the embassy with Denmark has also
been suggested by Vasiliev (1946, 44—45) and Wikander (1978, 15-17), ac-
cording to whom the embassy could also have been sent to Norway. Jesch
(1991, 93), Kendrick (1968, 202) and Smyth (1977, 162—63) accept Ireland
and Denmark as possible destinations, but consider the Danish court more
likely. Jones (1984, 214—15) also gives both possibilities without preferring
one to the other.
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Lévi-Provengal (1937, 16) gives two main reasons for rejecting the
historicity of the embassy. The first is that the account is known only
from Ibn Dihya's work. This is an important objection because the reli-
ability of the Valencian writer is not free from suspicion:

Whereas the Andalusians in general praise him highly and refer to his great

learning, the Eastern critics regard him as a charlatan because of his false claim

to an illustrious genealogy, as a plagiarist . . . or as a liar (Granja 1971).
One cannot, however, rely on this objection alone to reject the authen-
ticity of the story because there are other facts in the history of Muslim
Spain which are in the same situation (El-Hajji 1970, 187-90). After all,
medieval chronicles are not comprehensive records of events.

Lévi-Provengal’s second objection is that there are strong similarities
between this story and that of the embassy to Byzantium, which is
recorded in a chronicle known as the Muktabis (described by Huici
Miranda 1971). This work was compiled by the eleventh-century histo-
rian Ibn Hayyan, and Lévi-Provencal (1937, 4) claims to have found it in
une dépendance demeurée longtemps inexplorée de la bibliothéque de
la grande-mosquée d’al-Karawiyin a Fés ‘an outbuilding of the library
of the Great Mosque of al-Karawiyin in Fez which had for a long time
remained unexplored’ (my translation). It contains the accounts of older
chroniclers, including al-Hasan b. Muhammad Ibn Mufarrij and Isa b.
Ahmad ar-Razi, who lived in the tenth century. These two chroniclers
mention the exchanges of embassies between Constantinople and al-
Andalus. Ar-Razi reproduces the full text of the communication between
al-Ghazal and Theophilus, together with a few anecdotes and a poem.
His account is currently available only through Lévi-Provencal’s
summary (1937, 10-14). According to this summary, al-Ghazal, his
companion Yahya (who may be the same person as is said to accompany
al-Ghazal on the embassy to the Majils) and the Greek interpreter had to
face terrible storms before arriving at Constantinople, and it seems that
al-Ghazal composed a poem during this dangerous trip. When they arrived
at Constantinople, al-Ghazal was acquainted with the protocol of the
Byzantine court, but refused to bow down in front of the emperor. Having
been informed about his attitude, the emperor commanded a very low
entrance to be made, so that one had to kneel down to approach him
through it. Al-Ghazal could not be tricked, though; he turned round,
bent down, and entered the room showing the emperor his least honour-
able parts first. When he asked for water, it was brought to him in an
exceedingly beautiful cup, adorned with gems, which he decided to
keep. Afterwards, he met the empress, Theodora, who very soon
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surrendered to the ambassador’s charming personality and good looks.
Al-Ghazal composed a poem for her son Michael.

Lévi-Provencal (1932, 14-16) expresses his scepticism about the
credibility of Ibn Dihya’s story on the basis that it shares important
similarities with al-Ghazal’s trip to Byzantium. The first of these is the
poem describing the storm. Allen translates the poem which al-Ghazal is
supposed to have composed during his second trip (1960, 19-20):

When they were opposite the great cape that juts into the sea and is the
westernmost limit of Spain, that is the mountain known as Aluwiyah, the sea
grew fearsome against them, and a mighty storm blew upon them, and they
reached a point which al-Ghazal has described as follows:

Yahya said to me, as we passed between waves like mountains
And the winds overbore us from West and North,

When the two sails were rent and the cable-loops were cut
And the angel of death reached for us, without any escape,
And we saw death as the eye sees one state after another—
‘The sailors have no capital in us, O my comrade!’

Even so, the similarity of the poems is not very problematic. It is conceiv-
able that al-Ghazal repeated a poem which he had composed in similar
circumstances.

The second similarity between the two embassies noticed by Lévi-
Provencal refers to the attempt to disconcert al-Ghazal over protocol.
Allen reproduces the ambassador’s dealings with the king of the Majiis
(1960, 20-21):

After two days the king summoned them to his presence, and al-Ghazal
stipulated that he would not be made to kneel to him and that he and his
companions would not be required to do anything contrary to their customs. The
king agreed to this. But when they went to him, he sat before them in magnifi-
cent guise, and ordered an entrance, through which he must be approached, to
be made so low that one could only enter kneeling. When al-Ghazal came to this,
he sat on the ground, stretched forth his two legs, and dragged himself through
on his rear. And when he had passed through the doorway, he stood erect.

As scholars interested in the sociological interpretation of Old Norse
literature (e.g. Gurevich 1967; Durrenberger and Wilcox 1992; Miller
1992; North 2000) know all too well, the correct understanding (and
even the identification) of what other cultures would have found humor-
ous proves sometimes to be a difficult task. However, in Ibn Dihya’s
story there is not much doubt about the king’s attempt to mock and
humiliate al-Ghazal because he is allowed to express his intention in his
own words: ‘We sought to humiliate him, and he greeted us with the
soles of his shoes. Had he not been an ambassador, we would have taken
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this amiss’ (Allen 1960, 21). Allen (1960, 43) suggests that the protocol
story might express ‘the mixture of arrogance and almost boyish buffoon-
ery which was the humour of the Vikings’, and that it may be an example
of the fact that the Vikings ‘were not above sardonic tricks in their
diplomatic relations’. This interpretation highlights one of the key issues
in the expression of humour in Old Norse literature, namely, its relation-
ship with one’s social image. Thus, Durrenberger and Wilcox (1992,
117) point out that

humor, too, partakes of the poetics of performance and contributes to the same

semiotic system as honor . . . The creation of humor acts as a plus to the ledger

of account of one’s honor, while directing humor at others is a way of marking
aminus in the estimation of their esteem.

There are indeed other accounts where Scandinavian characters are said
to have used deceit or trickery to assert their social superiority over their
victim. In Haralds saga ins hdarfagra in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla,
for instance, Haraldr harfagri succeeds in outwitting King ZAthelstan in
their contest for superiority by imposing his bastard son Hakon as a
foster-son on the English king (Bjarni Adalbjarnarson 1941-51, I 144—
45). Similarly, in Hrélfs saga kraka King Hrolfr hands his sword to his
brother-in-law Hjorvardr while undoing his belt, an act which symbol-
ises his superiority over his kinsman and, hence, his kinsman’s duty to
pay him tribute (Slay 1960, 51). In the case of the story under analysis,
however, the king is not successful, and the reader is reminded time and
again of al-Ghazal’s ability to get the better of him. Al-Ghazal’s entrance
is mentioned three times, once as part of the description of the chrono-
logical succession of events, once with regard to the king’s thoughts,
‘He wondered at al-Ghazal’s sitting on the ground and entering feet
foremost’ (Allen 1960, 21), and a third time in the king’s own words.
Furthermore, given that actions speak louder than words, one is forced
to contrast al-Ghazal’s entrance with the greeting with which he meets
the king: ‘Peace be with you, Oh king, and with those whom your assem-
bly hall contains, and respectful greetings to you!” (Allen 1960, 21). His
words cannot but be interpreted as his own assertion of his victory in the
battle of wits, a victory which the king recognises again by expressing
his admiration of al-Ghazal’s intelligence: ‘This is one of the wise and
clever ones of his people’ (Allen 1960, 21).

According to Hitti (1970, 503), the attempt to humiliate someone by
making an entrance so low that the visitor was forced to bow down when
entering the room was not uncommon among the Visigothic royalty.
Hitti explains that Arab chroniclers record that the Gothic queen Egilona,
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who married a Muslim leader in al-Andalus in the second decade of
the eighth century, persuaded her husband to make the entrance to his
chamber so low that no one could get in without bending down. She
used the same device in the entrance to her palace chapel, so that her
husband had to bend down when entering as if he was showing respect to
the Christian god. Allen (1960, 43) concludes that ‘we may, therefore,
relate the story of the crouching entrance, if it had a basis in fact, to the
Viking or Visigothic rather than to the Byzantine milieu’. While accept-
ing this possibility, one could suggest that the story should most
appropriately be understood as the exploitation of a common topos in
Andalusian writings with the aim of exemplifying further the fact that,
as pointed out at the beginning of the story, ‘al-Ghazal possessed keenness
of mind, quickness of wit, skill in repartee, courage and perseverance,
and knew his way in and out of every door’ (Allen 1960, 19).* Interpreted
in this manner, the episode undermines the reliability of the story as an
entirely faithful description of al-Ghazal’s embassy. However, that Ibn
Dihya may have decided to boost the qualities of his protagonist by
means of an invented episode, which, in any case, would have made
more than one of his readers laugh at the expense of the outwitted foreign
king, cannot be equated with the invention of the whole story.

The third similarity between the two trips which Lévi-Provencal points
out concerns al-Ghazal’s relationships with the Byzantine empress and
with the queen of the Majis. Ibn Dihya’s text explains that

the wife of the king of the Vikings was infatuated with al-Ghazal and could not
suffer a day to pass without her sending for him and his staying with her and telling
her of the life of the Muslims, of their history, their countries and the nations
that adjoin them. Rarely did he leave her without her sending after him a gift to
express her good-will to him—garments or food or perfume, till her dealings with
him became notorious, and his companions disapproved of it. (Allen 1960, 23)

According to Lévi-Provencal’s summary (1937, 12), the Byzantine
empress is equally moved by al-Ghazal’s looks and flattering comments,
to which she responds by visiting him frequently and granting him
many gifts. The fact that both ladies were impressed by al-Ghazal’s

3 On the high esteem in which these qualities were also held in the society
depicted by the sagas and the derision suffered by those who were lacking in
them, see Konig (1972, 16472, 191-247), Le Goff (1992, 163), Wilson (1969)
and Wolf (2000, 100-02). An extreme example of the benefits which await
those who possess these qualities is presented in Sneglu-Halla padttr (Jonas
Kristjansson 1956, 261-95). Halli’s wit, fearlessness and resolution gain him
everything he desires, including gifts, money and a passage back to Norway.
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appearance and words may not jeopardise the reliability of the story either,
though. He is supposed to have been a very good-looking man, and this
is not the first case in which a foreigner is said to have enticed an important
lady. Many parallels are found, for instance, in the sagas themselves:
Ingibjorg, sister of King Olafr Tryggvason, is attracted to Kjartan in
Laxdoda saga (Einar OL. Sveinsson 1934, 131), and Hrutr’s life back in
Iceland is greatly affected by his relationship with Gunnhildr, the mother
of the Norwegian king Haraldr grafeldr, in Brennu-Njdls saga (Einar Ol.
Sveinsson 1954, 11-16, 20-21). The encounter between Earl Rognvaldr
and Ermingerdr of Narbonne in Orkneyinga saga (Finnbogi Gudmunds-
son 1954, 209-11) is also an interesting comparandum.

The similarity in name of the ladies, Theodora and Nud, queen of the
Majs, is the fourth coincidence noted by Lévi-Provengal. This similar-
ity may be difficult to perceive until one realises that in written Arabic it
is easy to confuse n (nin) and ¢ (@) because they are only distinguished
by the fact that nan has one dot at the top of the letter, whereas ta has
two. Seippel (1896, x lines 15-21) understands Niid as a misinterpreta-
tion of the Norse name Audr because, he argues, Arab writers frequently
write n for > (hamza) in foreign names. The Norse name identified by
Seippel would point towards the wife of the Hiberno—Norse king Turgeis
(see below, p. 13); it is worth bearing in mind, however, that the confu-
sion which he suggests would involve not only the substitution of one
letter for another with a completely different form, but also the replace-
ment of one character which is not normally joined with the following
letter by one which is. Jacob (1927, 41 n. 1), followed by Birkeland
(1954, 154 n. 16), prefers to see the final part of the name of the queen of
the Majis as a clear reference to the word ru’d, which appears in the
poem on Nud’s beauty said to have been composed by al-Ghazal (Allen
1960, 24); he associates the first sounds of the name with T0d or Thid.
Jacob and Birkeland also point out that the name need not be Norse; she
is called ‘queen and daughter of a king’ (Allen 1960, 22), and, therefore,
may belong to a non-Norse dynasty.

Lévi-Provengal’s objections do not appear to be very convincing in
themselves, nor is his case helped by the fact that ar-Raz1’s own account
of the embassy sent to Byzantium is lost, and so no longer available for
consultation. Wikander expresses his suspicion in this respect:

Nu har fatalt nog den av Lévi-Provengal citerade handskriften inte kunnat
aterfinnas, inte heller ndgon avskrift eller 6versittning i hans efterlimnade
papper. Vi vet alltsé inte hur ordagranna likheterna mellan de tva berittelserna
kan ha varit. (1978, 15)
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Unfortunately the manuscript quoted by Lévi-Provencal has not been discov-
ered again, nor any copy or translation among the papers he left. Thus, we do
not know how verbally close the similarities between the two narratives could
have been. (my translation)

Even so, despite the reservations expressed here about Lévi-Provencal’s
argument, one should not be too quick to accept Ibn Dihya’s account,
for there are additional reasons for scepticism about the existence of al-
Ghazal’s second embassy or, at the very least, its Irish or Danish
destination. Firstly, it should be noted that the account actually says
that the embassy was sent not to the Vikings, but to the Majis. Admit-
tedly, this is the name normally used by Arab authors in the West to refer
to the Vikings, but it should not be forgotten that this term was origi-
nally applied to the ‘Magians’, the priestly caste among the Zoroastrians,
worshippers of fire, a reference to whom appears in the Koran (22: 17)
(but see also Pritsak 1990). Thus, the term Majiis could refer not only to
the Vikings, but also to other groups who were not Jews, Christians or
Muslim converts (Epalza 1992, 153; Melvinger 1986; Morony 1986).
The translations by Allen (1960, 19-25) and Lewis (1982, 93-94, 284—
85), where Majis is unhesitatingly translated as Vikings, should be read
with this caveat in mind.

My second objection has to do with the geographical description of
the destination of the embassy. Both Allen (1960, 26-35) and El-Hajji
(1970, 197) praise the accuracy with which the land visited by al-Ghazal
is described:

When al-Ghazal was saved from the terror and dangers of those seas, he
arrived at the first of the lands of the Vikings, at one of their islands, where
they stayed several days and repaired their ships and rested. The Viking ship
went on to their king and they informed him of the arrival of the envoys.
At this he rejoiced and sent for them, and they went to his royal residence
which was a great island (or peninsula) in the Ocean, with flowing streams
and gardens. It was three days’ sail, that is, three hundred miles, from the
mainland. In it are Vikings, too numerous to be counted, and around the island
are many other islands, large and small, all peopled by Vikings. The adjoining
mainland is also theirs for a distance of many days’ journey. They were
heathens, but they now follow the Christian faith, and have given up fire-
worship and their previous religion, except for the people of a few scattered
islands of theirs in the sea, where they keep to their old faith, with fire-
worship, the marriage of brothers and sisters and various other kinds of
abomination. The others wage war against them and enslave them. (Allen
1960, 20)

Allen (1960, 29-35) identifies the destination of the embassy with Ireland,
making the island Valentia the point of their first stop and Clonmacnoise
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the place where al-Ghazal met the Hiberno—Norse king Turgeis. His
suggestion relies on the information provided in the Irish work Cogad
Gaedel re Gallaib, a ‘skilful piece of political propaganda written [in
the twelfth century] at the behest of a direct descendant of Brian Bérama’
(Ni Mhaonaigh 1995, 354; see also Ni Mhaonaigh 1996).* This work
indicates that Turgeis’s wife, Ota (Norse Auor), held her audiences in
Clonmacnoise (Todd 1867, 811). El-Hajji (1970, 197-98) prefers to
identify the description with Denmark, basing his claim on the fact that
in Arabic there is only one word for ‘island’ and ‘peninsula’. The fact
that two such divergent identifications have been made shows that the
description is not precise at all once the group leaves the Atlantic coast
of the Iberian Peninsula. One would expect the destination of the embassy
to be specified because by the thirteenth century some Muslims had
visited, at any rate, the British Isles (Dunlop 1957, 20-22; Lewis 1982,
14445, 147-48). Ibn Dihya was a cultivated, well-travelled man (Granja
1971); one might therefore have expected him to show greater familiar-
ity with the works of Arab geographers (such as the twelfth-century
ash-Sharif al-Idrisi), and to provide a much more detailed description of
the location of the court of the king of the Majis.

The third problematic point in the description of the embassy is the
religion which is attributed to the Majis. According to Allen’s transla-
tion (1960, 19-25), the story is initially presented in the words of an
unidentified narrator. Only with regard to the description of al-Ghazal’s
dealings with the queen of the Majis and the return of the embassy to al-
Andalus are the words of Tammam ibn ‘Alkama, who claims to have
spoken with al-Ghazal and his companions personally, clearly identified:
‘Tammam ibn ‘Alkama said’, ‘Tammam ibn ‘Alkama also said’ and
‘Tammam says’ (Allen 1960, 23).” The text explains that ‘now’ most of
the Majas are Christians, while others, especially those living on a few
islands surrounding the main one, retain their old religion. This assertion
is particularly puzzling because the description is inserted in the part of

* Maire Ni Mhaonaigh is currently working on a new edition of this text
which should replace Todd’s (1867).

3 Dunlop (1971) identifies two prominent figures named Tammam ibn ‘Alkama
in Muslim Spain during the early Umayyad Emirate. One of them is an eighth-
century chief who supported ‘Abd-ar-Rahman I in his succession bid to
re-establish the Umayyad rule in al-Andalus; the other is one of his descend-
ants, a ninth-century vizier. A reference to the latter could be interpreted as
evidence in favour of the historical accuracy of the story; on the other hand, ‘in
view of the unreliable character of Ibn Dihya this is not unexceptionable evidence
either for the alleged journey’ (Dunlop 1971, 702).
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the account with no identified narrator. Thus, it is not clear whether it
should be assigned to Ibn Dihya, which would identify ‘now’ with the
thirteenth century, or to Tammam, in which case ‘now’ would refer to the
ninth century. Neither is free from difficulties.

If the description refers to the thirteenth century, one cannot help
wondering about the identity of the unconverted peoples because by
that time the territories around Ireland and Denmark were already Chris-
tian (Fletcher 1997, ch. 11). Allen (1960, 23), El-Hajji (1970, 180) and
Lewis (1982, 285) appear to endorse the identification of ‘now’ with the
ninth century because, according to their use of inverted commas, they
identify the reference to sexual practices among the Majis ‘before the
religion of Rome reached them’ (Allen 1960, 23) as Tammam’s words
rather than as a comment inserted by Ibn Dihya. Similarly, Allen’s use of
inverted commas assigns the suggestion ‘but let us return to the story of
al-Ghazal’ (Allen 1960, 25) to Tammam. This dating would place
Tammam’s comment among other ninth-century texts which affirm the
superiority of Islam to other religions by accusing the Zoroastrians
of the same abominations as those attributed to the unconverted
peoples in our story (Hoyland 1997, 511-12; de Menasce 1975; James
E. Montgomery, personal communication; Wolf 1996).® This contro-
versy was much less important in the following centuries because
Zoroastrianism had dwindled to insignificance by the eleventh or twelfth
century (Boyce 1979, 161-62; Lewis 1992, 34). The equation of ‘now’
with the ninth century requires a consideration of the date of the conver-
sion of the Vikings in both Ireland and Denmark.

The possibility that the embassy was sent to Ireland could be rejected
on the basis that Cogad Gdedel re Gallaib mentions that Turgeis usurped
the abbacy of Armagh and expelled the abbot (Todd 1867, 89), which
does not tally with the description of a Christian leader provided by the
present story. Nonetheless, O Corrain (1972, 91-92) has argued against
the reliability of the image of Turgeis portrayed by the compiler of Cogad
Gaedel re Gallaib and, especially, his attack on Armagh (see also Ni
Mhaonaigh 1995, 367-68):

Its author, as can be shown, drew his material from the extant annals, but he
telescoped events, omitted references to other Viking leaders and concocted a

®These accusations, which were grounded in historical evidence (Boyce 1979,
97), did not come only from the Muslim front, though. Theodore Abu Qurra,
a Syrian theologian and bishop of Harran (d. ¢.820), includes the Zoroastrians
in his review of the nine principal creeds of his time, attacking them for, among
other things, their approval of incestuous marriages (Hoyland 1997, 511).
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super-Viking, Turgesius, whose wholesale raiding and, particularly, whose
attack on Armagh was intended to demonstrate the inefficiency of the Ui N¢ill
as defenders of the Church and of the country, in contrast to the achievements
of the great Brian, whose victories over the Norse and whose concern for the
church are set out in hyperbolic prose.

Thus, if this twelfth-century tract cannot be used to discount Ireland as
the destination of the embassy, other sources must be consulted for
information about the conversion of the Vikings in Ireland. Unfortu-
nately, the evidence in this respect is scarce, and scholars have proposed
dates ranging from ¢.850 to the 1020s for this process (Abrams 1997, 4—
5). Abrams shows that, at least as far as the annals are concerned, there is
no evidence to support the conversion of the Viking leaders before the
tenth century. The first Hiberno—Norse ruler of whose Christianity there
is clear evidence is King Olafr Sigtryggsson; he controlled the Danish
kingdom of York between 941 and 944, during which period he was
baptised at the court of King Edmund of Wessex (Swanton 1996, 111,
s.a. 943). In 944 he was expelled from Northumbria and went back to
Dublin, where he ruled until 980; in that year he abdicated, and joined
the monastic community of Iona (Smyth 1979, II 264).

The situation in Denmark was somewhat different from that in Ireland
because of the activities of St Ansgar (Odelman et al. 1986), but it is still
difficult to reconcile it with the description in the narrative. The first
Scandinavian king to be baptised, at Mainz in 826, was the Danish king
Klakk-Haraldr, but he was driven into exile a year later, and it was not
until ¢.965 that another Danish king, Haraldr blatonn, was baptised.
There is indeed a big difference between the toleration of priests and the
friendly relations between St Ansgar and the Danish kings on the one
hand, and the description of a nation widely converted to Christianity
given in the account of al-Ghazal’s embassy. Moreover, even though
some Scandinavians or Hiberno—Norse settlers may have been converted
at an early date, it is hard to believe that most of them would have
abandoned their old religious practices completely, as the text implies
(Sawyer 1993, ch. 5; Wood 1987).

In his Kitab al-Masalik wa‘l-mamalik Tbn Khurradadhbih mentions
that the Ris claimed to be Christians by the ninth century, and paid the
Jjizyah ‘poll-tax’ (James E. Montgomery, personal communication). This
religious affiliation, however, may have had more to do with economic
interests than with faith itself because their claimed Christianity allowed
them to be part of the dhimmis ‘People of the Pact (dhimma)’, and, there-
fore, to be accorded toleration and definite legal status among the Muslims
(Fletcher 1997, 382—83; Lewis 1992, 33).
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My fourth objection is associated with the diplomatic dealings which
al-Ghazal’s visit to the Majis may have involved. It would not be strange
if the Muslims from al-Andalus had maintained diplomatic relations
with the Vikings. Contacts between the Muslims and the Vikings, for
both business and war, would have taken place in eastern Europe, as is
suggested, for instance, by the hoards of Kufic coins found in Scandina-
via (Kromann 1990; Logan 1983, 197-202; Randsborg 1980, 152-62;
Roesdahl 1982, ch. 11). Similarly, in western Europe Hiberno—Norse
kings may have conducted a trade in slaves with the Andalusian caliphs
(Fletcher 1997, 380; Holm 1986, 32-25; Smyth 1977, ch. 11). Even so,
it is suspicious that neither the name of the king al-Ghazal visited nor
the reasons for the exchange of embassies is ever mentioned. But this
could be explained by the fact that the main focus in Ibn Dihya’s work is
on poetry; accordingly, he may have been more interested in the roman-
tic dealings of the ambassador and the queen than in historical details.
This focus would be in keeping with the Arab tradition that the wandering
poet should present his achievements without any restraint, especially
those associated with his love affairs (Wikander 1978, 15).

Moreover, it seems unlikely that a king should have had such control
over the activities of the groups of marauders who invaded the Iberian
Peninsula in 844, for their actions appear to have been rather those of
independent groups. Dozy (1881, II 275) and Allen (1960, 12) suggest
that the reason for the embassy may have been to create an alliance
against the Franks. This sort of alliance would be similar to others made
between the Vikings and some western leaders seeking to exploit their
military skills: in 850 one of the petty Irish kings, Cinaed son of Conaing,
king of Cianacht, formed an alliance with a group of Vikings against the
king of Meath (Mac Airt and Mac Niocaill 1983, 309, s.a. 850); in 864
Pippin II of Aquitaine allied himself with the Vikings in his rebellion

7 The runic inscriptions referring to the Scandinavians who accompanied the
eleventh-century leader Yngvarr inn vidforli in his attack against Serkland,
thoroughly studied by Larsson (1990, 123-54), could be understood as further
evidence for the contact between Arabs and Vikings if one accepts the interpre-
tation of Serkland as the ‘land of the serkir’, serkir being the Old Norse word
for ‘Saracens’ (e.g. Pritsak 1981, 339, 443; Shepard 1982-85, 235-40). The
etymology of this place-name is problematic, however. It has also been associ-
ated with the Latin sericum, according to which it would refer to a wide area
characterised as the ‘land of silk’ (e.g. Larsson 1990, 40), and with the Turkic
tribal name Sariq / Sarik, for one of the Turkic groups which, together with the
Altaic peoples, composed the Khazar state (Jarring 1983, 128-32).
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against his uncle Charles the Bald (Nelson 1991, 111, s.a. 864); and
¢.900 ZEthelwold, King Alfred’s nephew, allied himself with the Vikings
against his cousin King Edward (Swanton 1996, 92-93, s.a. 901). Never-
theless, there are no records of any alliance of this sort between the
Vikings and the Muslims from al-Andalus.

My fifth objection focuses on the sexual freedom of the Majiis women
portrayed in Ibn Dihya’s text. Both Allen (1960, 50) and El-Hajji (1970,
202) present the description which Nid gives to al-Ghazal of the behav-
iour of Viking women as evidence that this embassy cannot have been
the same one as that to Byzantium, and that the story could not have
been invented by Ibn Dihya because this moral ethos would not have
prevailed in the Byzantine or the Andalusian court. Nad is said to have
reassured al-Ghazal about the frequent visits he paid to her, which were
causing many comments in the court, with the following words:

We do not have such things in our religion, nor do we have jealousy. Our
women are with our men only of their own choice. A woman stays with her
husband as long as it pleases her to do so, and leaves him if it no longer pleases
her. (Allen 1960, 23)

Admittedly, the behaviour described by Nud has some similarities with
that presented in the Icelandic sagas. For instance, again in Laxdoga
saga, Gudrin divorces Porvaldr (Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1934, 93-94), and
in Brennu-Njdls saga Unnr leaves Hritr because of his inability to
have sexual intercourse with her, a problem which the reader is made to
associate with the curse which Gunnhildr cast on him before he left her
to go back to Iceland (Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1954, 23-26). It is worth
bearing in mind, however, that each woman has to present legal reasons
to divorce her husband, and cannot simply leave him if he ‘no longer
pleases her’. The Icelandic medieval legal compilation known as Grdgds
states very boldly that ‘there shall be no separation of man and wife here
in the country’ (Dennis et al. 19802000, IT §149). Nonetheless, in the
two major manuscripts of the compilation (the so-called Konungsbdk or
Codex Regius, and Stadarhélsbok), this proclamation is followed by a
thoroughly argued list of automatic exceptions (severe poverty or
violence, and the attempt by the husband to force his wife out of the
country) and the specification of the circumstances in which the two
bishops can grant divorce (Dennis et al. 1980-2000, II 395, s.v. separa-
tion). Thus, Jochens (1995, 55) concludes that

divorce was easy to obtain, and in fact may have been a common phenomenon

in the pagan society described in the sagas of Icelanders. Realizing the futility
of promoting the specific doctrine of indissolubility, ecclesiastical leaders



18 Saga-Book

therefore compromised with native tradition by allowing exceptions provided,
however, that they were left to the bishop’s supervision and discretion.

Accordingly, Nad’s words may not be totally out of context in a recently
converted society (Byock 2001, 320-23; Jochens 1986 and 1995, 55-61).

Nevertheless, if, as in the case of the geographical description, one
looks for parallels in other Arab authors, one finds that the independence
of western women is something which frequently attracted the attention
of Muslim travellers, some of whom refer to it in terms not dissimilar to
those in Ibn Dihya’s story. Thus, the tenth-century ambassador Ibrahim
Ibn Ya‘kiib made the following comment about the population in
Schleswig: ‘Among them women have the right to divorce. A woman
can herself initiate divorce whenever she pleases’ (Lewis 1982, 286).

After Naid’s reassuring explanation, Tammam comments further on the
sexual freedom among the Majis women:

It was the custom of the Vikings before the religion of Rome reached them that
no woman refused any man, except that if a noblewoman accepted a man of
humble status, she was blamed for this, and her family kept them apart. (Allen
1960, 23)

These words agree, on the one hand, with the extensive treatment of the
problem of illegitimate intercourse in Scandinavian laws; for instance,
Grdgds lays out penalties against any kind of seduction of a woman
beginning with kisses and continuing, through propositions, to sexual
intercourse (Dennis et al. 1980-2000, II §155). This suggests that the
problem was endemic in both pagan and Christian society (Jochens 1995,
31-33). On the other hand, Tammam’s comment is in accordance with
the pagan ideal of marriage: ‘a stable association providing a peaceful
transfer of property from one generation to the next’ (Jochens 1995, 31).
In this respect, Jesch’s final comment on al-Ghazal’s embassy to the
Majis is very appropriate: ‘If Arabists reject the story of al-Ghazal’s
embassy as a fiction, this cannot be because of its inherent improbabil-
ity as a reflection of royal viking life in the ninth century’ (1991, 95-96).

Leaving aside these correspondences, a close comparandum to
Tammam’s comment can also be found in an anecdote about the lack of
jealousy among the Franks recorded by the twelfth-century Syrian Muslim
Usamabh (see also Hitti 1987, 164—66):

The Franks have no trace of jealousy or feeling for the point of honour. One of
them may be walking along with his wife, and he meets another man and this
man takes his wife aside and chats with her privately, while her husband
stands apart for her to finish her conversation; and if she takes too long he
leaves her alone with her companion and goes away.
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This is an example which I saw myself. When I visited Nabulus I used to
stay at the house of a man called Mu‘izz. His place was a lodging house for
Muslims, with windows opening onto the road. Opposite it, on the other side
of the road, was a house of a Frankish man who used to sell wine for the
merchants. He used to take a bottle of wine and go around crying: ‘So-and-so,
the merchants, had just opened a cask of his wine. If anyone wants some, it is
in such and such a place.’ His payment for acting as crier was the wine in that
bottle.

One day he came home and found a man in bed with his wife, and he asked
him ‘What brings you here to my wife?’” The man replied: ‘I was tired so I
came in to rest.’

‘And how did you get into my bed?’

‘I found the bed made so I lay down on it.’

‘But the woman was sleeping with you.’

‘It was her bed. Could I have kept her out of her own bed?’

‘By my faith,” said the husband. ‘If you do this again, you and I will
quarrel.’

This was the whole of his disapproval and of his jealousy. (Lewis 1982,
286-87)

Usamah’s tale, however, has received differing evaluations by scholars.
The two extremes in the ‘reliability’ spectrum are occupied by, among
others, Daniel (1979, 168-69) and Irwin (1998), who accept it at face
value, and Mattock, who interprets the story as ‘a “dirty” joke which
Usamah has heard from someone and misunderstood’ (1978, 159). The
middle view is represented by Hillenbrand (1999, 262), who believes
that many of Usamah'’s stories about the Franks should be understood as
reflections of stereotypes, revealing the exaggerated and often comic behaviour
of the newcomers with whom the Muslims were forced into unwanted and
unexpected proximity and about whom they would tell tall stories and saucy
jokes.
Nud’s and Tammam’s comments should be interpreted in the light of the
view of al-Azmeh (1992a, 3—7; 1992b, 267—68) and Hillenbrand (1999,
274-82) that Usamah’s and similar stories rely on the exploitation of the
inversion of proper order as a means of representing ‘the other’. The
ethnographic motifs most commonly selected by Muslim writers for this
purpose are those which blend readily with ethnological types, sexual-
ity, hygiene and warfare being the most recurrent topics. Within the
wider topic of sexuality, the most frequent topoi are the lack of jealousy
amongst men and the sexual freedom of (un)married women. These two
elements are joined in Ibn Ya‘’kib’s typological description of the
claimed propensity of Slavic men to divorce the women they marry if
they discover that they are virgins (al-Azmeh 1992b, 267). Sexual
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depravity also plays a significant role in these descriptions. One should
not forget the description of the incestuous practices associated with the
‘old religion” of the Majas given in Ibn Dihya’s text (see above, p. 12)
and the account of the mores of the Ras (Risiyya) by the tenth-century
ambassador Ibn Fadlan (Montgomery 2000). In both narratives fire and
sexual depravity play a highly significant role (al-Azmeh 1992a, 7).*

My sixth objection to the argument for the historicity of the story
concerns its chronology, which is problematic at least as regards the
visit to Turgeis. The only piece of information about him recorded in
Cogad Gaedel re Gallaib which has a parallel in the generally more
reliable Annals of Ulster is that he was drowned in 845 (Todd 1867,
§14). The embassy is said to have lasted for twenty months, though al-
Ghazal spent two of these in Santiago de Compostela. So Turgeis would
have died while the Arab ambassador was there, and one would expect
some mention of such an important event.

Lastly, there are a few problems in the account of al-Ghazal’s return to
al-Andalus:

Then al-Ghazal left them, and, accompanied by the envoys, went to Shent
Ya‘qub (St. Iago de Compostella) with a letter from the king of the Vikings to
the ruler of that city. He stayed there, greatly honoured, for two months, until
the end of their pilgrimage. Then he travelled to Castile with those who were
bound for there, and thence to Toledo, eventually reaching the presence of the
Sultan ‘Abd ar-Rahman after an absence of twenty months. (Allen 1960, 25)

At the time of the embassy Santiago de Compostela was part of the
kingdom of Asturias, whose king was Ramiro I (r. 842-50). It is difficult
to understand why a Viking king should send a message to the king of
Asturias after the defeat which the Scandinavian marauders had suffered
in 844. The Christian kingdom of Asturias was not particularly important
in the politics of the time. Thus, the situation of Ramiro I would not be
comparable to that of the Carolingian emperor Louis the Pious; the Annals

% Tbn Fadlan’s account has to be carefully handled. Smyser believes that
‘there is no reason to suppose that Ibn Fadlan was deceived or has deceived us
as to what sort of execution took place in the grave chamber’ (1965, 112), and
presents similarities between Ibn Fadlan’s narrative and miscellaneous data
associated with the Vikings and other Germanic peoples to prove the accuracy
of the story. In contrast, Montgomery (2000; forthcoming) indicates that the
terrors that Ibn Fadlan narrates but has not observed should be understood as
part of the Ris psychological warfare, an attempt to limit Muslim interest in
their territories. See Montgomery (2001) on the different vision of the Ris
presented by Ibn Rusta.
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of Saint-Bertin mention that the Danish king Horik sent Louis envoys in
836 to inform the emperor that the Vikings who had attacked Dorestad
and Frisia were not following his orders (Nelson 1991, 35). It is highly
unlikely that the Viking leaders were as concerned about preserving a
good relationship with the king of Asturias, who was himself much more
interested in maintaining the internal peace in his kingdom and building
impressive monuments (Sanchez Albornoz 1975, 97-112). If one accepts
the suggestion of Dozy and Allen that the point of the embassy to ‘Abd-
ar-Rahman was to create an alliance against the Franks, the Vikings might
be expected to have been in contact with the leaders of Navarre and Catalo-
nia instead. At this time they were fighting for their independence from the
Carolingian empire, and, in fact, in 844 the leaders of Navarre had de-
cided to join the emir’s army (Alvarez Palenzuela and Sudrez Ferndndez
1991, 49-52; Martin 1993, 212-19; Riu Riu 1989, 128-37, 155-59).
Furthermore, it was not until 813 that the body of St James the
Great was said to have been found in Galicia, and the mass pilgrimages
started only at the end of the ninth century and the beginning of the
tenth (Stokstad 1978). Thus, in 968 the Vikings thought it tempting
enough to launch an attack against this city (Almazan 1986, 99-107).
The episcopal see was not officially moved to Santiago de Compostela
until 1095 (Plotz 1985, 35). The view of Santiago de Compostela as a
great centre of pilgrimage, therefore, appears to be somewhat anachro-
nistic, as if Ibn Dihya was applying a conception of thirteenth-century
Santiago de Compostela to the mid-ninth-century settlement. P16tz
(1985, 36) points out that there is no mention of the cult of the
saint among ninth-century Arab writers from a/-Andalus, whereas by the
thirteenth century the historian Ibn IdarT had stated that this city was the
most important sanctuary in Spain and the near regions of the Continent.
Instead of taking the account of al-Ghazal’s second embassy at face
value, one should try to understand it in its own cultural context. Ibn
Dihya’s work belongs to a literary tradition based on the compilation of
pieces by Andalusian poets, such as the Kitab al-Hada’rk of Ibn Faraj
al-Jayyani (d. 970) or the al-Badi" fi wa¥ al-Rabi* of Abu al-Walid al-
HimyarT (d. ¢.1048) (Chejne 1974, 276). Ibn Dihya’s compilation should
also be associated with a biographical approach to poetry in which it is
contextualised in the life of the poet, a tradition which emerged from the
religious exegesis of the Koran which took the life of the Prophet
Muhammad as the starting point for the elucidation of the sacred text
(James E. Montgomery, personal communication). Within this context,
the comment on al-Ghazal’s poetical capacity, assigned to Tammam
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according to Allen’s (1960) use of inverted commas, acquires particular
significance:

Had this poem been composed by ‘Umar ibn abt Rabit ’a or Bashshar ibn Burd
or ‘Abbas bin al Ahnaf or any other of the (Eastern) classical poets who took
this path, it would have been highly esteemed. But the poem is forgotten,
because the poet was an Andalucian. Otherwise it would not have been left in
obscurity, for such a poem does not deserve to be neglected. (Allen 1960, 24-25)

This comment is a reflection of the feeling among Andalusian scholars
that

their poetry and literature were partially cut off from their origins and unrecog-
nised by the masters of the East. The literary centres in the East, where the best
poets and critics operated, and where the most heated arguments on poetic
creativity took place, were remote, busy with their own burgeoning output and
not particularly mindful of literary activity in al-Andalus. (Jayyusi 1992a,
323-24)

In Ibn Dihya’s text, al-Ghazal, one of the major poets in the emiral period
in al-Andalus, is reported to have composed poems dealing with some
of the most important topics in Arabic poetry:

(1) Nature and, in particular, the idea of man’s vulnerability on this
earth or of his abiding faith in his endurance, a topic which is especially
well developed by Ibn Khafaya (d. 1138) (Jayyusi 1992b, 386).°

(2) The expression of sorrow for the passing of youth, which is common-

ly reflected in the weakening of physical powers and the waning of
youthful attractiveness to women; the latter is frequently expressed
through the damnation of white hair and references to its dyeing."

(3) Courtly love, a topic in which Andalusian poetry is said to have
had considerable influence in Hispanic as well as other European poet-
ry. In fact, Boase (1992, 464) discusses al-Ghazal’s embassy in the context

° This was also a frequent topic in the travel books (Chejne 1974, 288). Of
particular interest is the parallel which James E. Montgomery has pointed out
to me between Ibn Jubyar’s account of the beginning of his pilgrimage to
Mecca (Broadhurst 1952, 26) and the terrifying experience which al-Ghazal
suffers as soon as he leaves the Galician coasts. In each case the abandonment
of the ‘known’ territory and the entrance into the realms of the ‘unknown’ is
marked by a storm, which imposes a strong eschatological sense onto the
account.

' This topic is not restricted to poetry either. Thus, the tenth-century scholar
and courtier al-Qal1 referred to it in his al-Amalr; this text is considered to be
an adab work, which Chejne (1974, 198) describes as one that comprises a
broad spectrum of the disciplines and topics praised in Arab education (adab).
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of the Arabic influence on European courtly love, having identified
al-Ghazal’s mission as one which took place ¢.822 with Normandy
as its destination (further evidence of the lack of precision in Ibn
Dihya’s account) (see also Chejne 1974, ch. 14). Boase believes that the
story exemplifies the way in which Arabic poetry would have reached
the European troubadours: the Norman queen would have heard the
poem that al-Ghazal composed to ‘describe her beauty, her quality
and her wisdom’ (Allen 1960, 22), and an interpreter would have
explained it to her. Likewise, Nykl (1946, 24-26) quotes this poem, and
compares it with another of al-Ghazal’s compositions and with an early
song of Guilhem IX (William IX of Aquitaine, regarded as the first
troubadour).

In conclusion, the answer to the question posed in the title of this
paper is probably that al-Ghazal did not meet anyone, or that, if he did
indeed meet someone, this person need not be any of the Viking leaders
so far identified. I believe, together with Lévi-Provencal (1937), that it
is more likely that the account of the embassy as it stands was a creation
of the thirteenth-century Valencian poet, modelled on the account of
the visit to Byzantium, and adorned with comments and anecdotes
which would have been in the minds of many educated Muslims.

Note: I am grateful to Richard Dance and Haki Antonsson for having read and
commented upon earlier versions of this article, to Mdire Ni Mhaonaigh for her
explanations of Cogad Gdedel re Gallaib and to the anonymous readers for their
useful suggestions. My special thanks are due to James E. Montgomery; not only
has he commented upon earlier versions of this paper, but he has also helped me
with the Arabic text of Ibn Dihya’s account of al-Ghazal’s embassy, and has
drawn to my attention different aspects of the Muslim culture and its contact with
the Vikings.
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MEDIEVAL NORSE VISITS TO AMERICA:
MILLENNIAL STOCKTAKING

By RICHARD PERKINS

Um Vinland og hvar pad hafi verid hafa
6k;jorin oll verid skrifud.

OLAFUR HALLDORSSON

How far south . . . the Northmen . . .
penetrated is not so easily settled.

WILLIAM H. PRESCOTT

ETHER OR NOT the Norsemen can be regarded as having
‘discovered” America (cf. pp. 63—-64 below), the fact of their
presence on that continent probably as early as about ap 1000 is under-
standably of considerable fascination to students of Viking-Age
history and Norse culture. This presence has little significance for
the subsequent history of America, an importance of the same rank
as Roman landings in Iceland (if these could be incontrovertibly
demonstrated) would have for later Icelandic history. But it is of great
interest to those concerned with Norse expansion in the Middle Ages,
and America stands as a ‘furthest West” symmetrical to the ‘furthest
East’ represented by medieval Norse visits to, for example, the region
around the Caspian Sea. The discovery by Helge Ingstad in 1960 of
the Norse remains at L’Anse aux Meadows on the northern tip of
Newfoundland was a major breakthrough, and huge credit is due to him
and his wife for the discovery and excavation of them. But the medieval
Norse written sources are of equal relevance. Adam of Bremen,' Ari

' Adam’s (488-90) well-known statement reads: Preterea unam adhuc insulam
recitavit a multis in eo repertam oceano, quae dicitur Winland, eo quod ibi vites
sponte nascantur, vinum optimum ferentes. Nam et fruges ibi non seminatas
habundare, non fabulosa opinione, sed certa comperimus relatione Danorum.
‘He [i.e. the Danish king, Sven Estridsson] also told me of another island discov-
ered by many in that ocean. It is called Winland because vines grow there of their
own accord, producing the most excellent wine. Moreoever, that unsown crops
abound there, we have ascertained not from fabulous conjecture but from the
reliable report of the Danes.’ The subject of recitavit is Suein rex Danorum, i.e.
Sven Estridsson (king of Denmark 1047-74) who was one of Adam’s main
sources (and a direct one) for his Gesta. Finnur Jénsson (1912, 120) plausibly
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Porgilsson” and the Iceland annals® all have their bit to say. And the two
Vinland Sagas, Grenlendinga saga and Eiriks saga rauda, while they
pose many problems, tell a fascinating story, however true or false, of
enterprising voyages, the discovery of grapes and other rarities in Vinland
and encounters with the inhabitants of the country.

It is unfortunate, then, that the study of this subject has been attended
by various less than satisfactory circumstances. The fact that the per-
ceived importance of Norse landings in America for the history of that
continent has been enormously exaggerated, and the fact that it was
argued that the Norsemen (rather than, say, Christopher Columbus) dis-
covered America, have led to unseemly dispute fuelled more by
nineteenth- and twentieth-century-style nationalism than by scholarly
debate based on any mature, long-term view. This has set Icelander
against Spaniard, Norwegian against Italian, Leifr Eiriksson against
Columbus in often acrimonious rivalry. In the USA a Leif Erikson Day
was proposed, craftily timed for 9th October, a few days in advance of
the established Columbus Day (12th October). Zealots have not been
slow to erect monuments to Leifr Eiriksson which exist in a number of
North American cities and elsewhere (cf. AV, 217, note 7; Odd S. Lovoll
in LE, 119-33). And because stakes have been thought to be high, the
matter has often been sensationalised and hit the headlines, thus taking

suggests that since this passage left the pen of Adam the word regis has been lost
between relatione and Danorum. If it has, then Sven Estridsson could well have
been the direct source for all his information about Winland.

? Ari says of Eirikr raudi (/slendingabdk, ch. 4; IF I, 13-14) and his compan-
ions in Greenland: Peir fundu par manna vistir badi austr ok vestr d landi ok
keiplabrot ok steinsmidi pat es af pvi md skilja, at par hafoi pess konar pjoo farit,
es Vinland hefir byggt ok Greenlendingar kalla Skrelinga. ‘They found both east
and west in that country [i.e. in Greenland’s Eastern and Western Settlements]
human habitations, remain of boats [or ‘skin-boats’] and stone artefacts from
which it may be deduced that the same kind of people had passed that way as that
which has settled in Vinland and whom the Greenlanders call “Skralingar”.’

® This refers to the annal for 1347 (abbreviated hereafter: Ann 1347). It may be
quoted here (from Skdlholtsanndll) once and for all: Pd kom ok skip af Greenlandi
minna at vexti en smd Islandsfor. Pat kom i Straumfjord inn ytra. bPat var
akkerislaust. Par vdru d sjautjan menn ok hofdu farit til Marklands en sidan oroit
hingat hafreka (Ann, 213; cf. Ann, 403). ‘Then there came a ship from Greenland,
smaller in size than a small Icelandic trading-vessel. It came into Straumfjordur
ytri [in western Iceland]. It was without an anchor. There were seventeen men on
board and they had travelled to Markland, but were afterwards storm-driven here.’
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on a deceptive appearance of significance. There have been a number of
hoaxes in this connection. Most of these have been harmless and trans-
parent enough (like, for example, the Kensington Stone), others less so.
The publication of the Vinland Map (= VM) by Yale University Press in
1965 was a story of sensationalism preceded by secrecy, secrecy which
not only detracted from the quality of the edition (cf. Foote 1966—69)
but was also particularly inappropriate in the case of a document which
from the start should have been regarded as suspect. It was surprising,
then, that in 1995 Yale University Press actually reissued the edition of
1965 in more or less the same form, the only difference being the addi-
tion of a few essays (VM 1995). At all events, one hopes that the coup de
grace has now been delivered by the investigations of Brown and Clark
(2002). These reconfirm, by a technique different from those already
used to make the same point, the presence of quantities of anatase in
yellow lines on the Vinland Map which indicates a twentieth-century
origin for it. Even if the Map had proved genuine, that is, if it had been
shown to be from the fifteenth century, it would have told us little or
nothing that we did not know before it appeared on the scene (cf. SCVM,
199-205). And as if follies like these were not enough in themselves,
there has been an untoward preoccupation with them in writings on
Vinland. For example, Erik Wahlgren (1986, 120) in his study of the
Vikings in America rightly finds himself having to defend the whole
chapter he devotes to such attempts to defraud. Some may have a taste
for the study of forgery and hoax, but it has little to do with the realities
of Viking-Age history.

Another unfortunate aspect of scholarship on Norse visits to America
is the immense amount of effort which has been expended in attempting
to localise the places named or described in the Vinland Sagas. This has
often produced highly uncertain and divergent results (see e.g. Gisli
Sigurdsson in VN, 233). Scholars have often indulged pet theories, some-
times based merely on the part of the Canadian or American coastline
they happen to be familiar with (sometimes their own backyards) or
where their travels have taken them. There has been a tendency to identify
the locations of the sagas with places well known in present-day North
America; for example, the Hop of Eir has been located at New York, the
Leifsbudir of Gr close to Harvard University (see AV, 199). And such
theories are often dogmatically presented. Often locations are suggested
for place-names which probably never genuinely existed. For example,
in Pall Bergpdrsson’s book of 1997, ‘Einfetingaland’ is confidently
marked (on the southern side of the St Lawrence River) on no fewer than
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five maps (pp. 15,27, 39, 53, 61). And Helge Ingstad (cf. KL, s.v. Vinland),
in his desire to place the site at L’Anse aux Meadows in the Vinland of
the sagas, is forced, because grapes can never have grown as far north as
northern Newfoundland, to incline to the unacceptable theory that the
name was originally ‘Vin-land’ (my emphasis) and had some such origi-
nal sense as ‘pasture-land’.

The subject has attracted much attention from laymen. Most of us who
concern ourselves with the Vikings are, of course, amateurs in some
respect or other, and the combination of philological and archaeologi-
cal expertise (not to mention mastery of a number of other disciplines)
which is desirable for a proper study of the subject is only rarely found in
a single scholar. Viking-Age America, however, seems to have drawn to
itself more than a fair share of dilettantes. And this amateurish approach
has often gone hand in hand with uninformed ideas about the status
of the Vinland Sagas (Eiriks saga rauda and Greenlendinga saga) as
historical sources. It is true, of course, that even expert opinion on the
historical trustworthiness of the sagas in general has changed over the
past century or so. But we still find writers taking an unwarrantably
uncritical approach to Eir and Gr. Full-length translations of the two
sagas are sometimes incorporated into books on the subject with little or
no critical comment. And some writers still appear to be unaware of the
careful process of sifting to which the narrative material of the two sagas
must be submitted to discover what kernels of historical truth they
contain. Maps of the North American coast, sometimes quite detailed,
tracking the courses of the various expeditions to Vinland described in
Gr and Eir have been presented. This is, of course, a hazardous proce-
dure, and Jgrn Sandnes (LE, 97) is probably understating the case when
he writes: ‘Sagaene var ikke tenkt som reisehdndbgker og kan ikke
brukes slik.’

Another circumstance that, perhaps paradoxically, may have hindered
rather than helped research on this subject is the enormous body of
secondary literature surrounding it. Halldér Hermannsson’s bibliography
of 1909 covered over ninety pages (with some 750 entries). In the course
of the twentieth century a huge amount was published, and Robert
Bergersen’s impressive Vinland bibliography. Writings relating to the
Norse in Greenland and America, which appeared in 1997, is a book of
over 400 closely printed pages. There is, then, a whole library of books
and papers on the Norse presence in America and we should, of course,
be grateful for this. But there are also disadvantages. It is easy to fail to
notice a relevant and sometimes important contribution by a previous
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scholar. The present writer, like others, must plead guilty to this charge.
But sometimes there seems to have been a blithe indifference to what
predecessors have said. Sometimes philologists ignore archaeologists,
sometimes archaeologists philologists. This has often meant that the
course of research has been uncoordinated and, on various issues, lacked
direction. There has been duplication of effort and results. I shall return
to this matter below.

I Approaches to Vinland

The idea is apparently current that it was in precisely the year ap 1000
that the Norsemen first landed on the coasts of North America. This
certainly seems to be the view of Hillary Rodham Clinton in her Preface
to VN (p. 8). We must probably allow up to a couple of decades’ leeway
either side of that date, but it was certainly about this time that the
Norsemen got to America, and therefore the turn of the millennium is an
appropriate time to reconsider the whole question. There have been at
least three major initiatives on this score.® Det Kongelige Norske
Videnskabers Selskab held a seminar in October 2000, the proceedings
of which (including particularly useful papers by Knut Helle, Vésteinn
Olason and Jgrn Sandnes) are published as LE. The Smithsonian
Institution organised an exhibition that opened in Washington in April
2000 and then went on to other cities in the USA and to Ottawa. Its
catalogue (= VN), richly illustrated, contains a number of useful essays
and valuable bibliography. Thirdly, in August 1999, the Sigurdur Nordal
Institute (Stofnun Sigurdar Nordals) in Reykjavik held a conference,
called ‘Vestur um haf’, ‘on the written and archaeological sources for (i)
the Norse settlements in the North-Atlantic region, and (ii) the explora-
tion of America’. Speakers included scholars from Iceland, the USA,
Canada, Denmark, Ireland and the UK, and philology, history, folklore,

*In September 2000 a Viking Millennium International Symposium was
organised by the Historic Sites Association of Newfoundland and Labrador, the
Committee on Medieval Studies of Memorial University of Newfoundland and
the Labrador Straits Historical Development Corporation. Sessions were held in
StJohn’s, L’ Anse aux Meadows and other places in the province. The proceedings
of this symposium (see ‘Bibliography and abbreviations’ under ‘Lewis-Simpson’)
only became available to me in March of 2004, regrettably too late to be taken
into account in the present contribution. In February 2003 a Viking Society
Student Conference was held at Newnham College, Cambridge, and papers were
given by John Hines, Carolyne Larrington, Diana Whaley, Gisli Sigurdsson and
Judith Jesch.
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archaeology, climatology and sociology all had their representatives.
As well as the Norse presence in North America, some of the contribu-
tions dealt with the archaeology (and other aspects) of the Norse
settlement of Iceland and Greenland. Three participants dealt with vari-
ous aspects of the reception and ‘use’ of the Vinland story in modern
times. In part I of this paper I offer a review of the items presented in the
published proceedings of this Reykjavik conference, by way of a cross-
section of recent views arising from the various relevant disciplines, to
give an idea of the state of the field at this millennial time. The volume
is edited by Andrew Wawn and Pérunn Sigurdardéttir (for further biblio-
graphical details, see ‘Bibliography and abbreviations’, s.v. AV). In part
IL, T pose and attempt to answer some questions relating to medieval
Norse visits to America. And in part III, I briefly and tentatively suggest
some approaches that research on this subject might take in the future.

The papers of AV are grouped into four sections. The first of these
(‘Literary and folkloristic perspectives’) begins with a paper in which
Bo Almgqvist (AV, 15-30) sets out to elucidate the episode in chapter 6
of Greenlendinga saga in which Gudridr Porbjarnardéttir encounters a
mysterious woman in Vinland who also calls herself Gudridr. Almqvist
is certainly fully aware of the problem that in both Gr and Eir, ‘oral
tradition and Latin learning are intertwined with inventions (often well
nigh impossible to disentangle) of the saga-authors’ (p. 15). He considers
the possibilities that the second Gudridr is a supernatural being or another
Norse woman but decides against them. He also discounts the theory
that the coincidence of name is due to scribal error. His conclusion is
that the second Gudridr was a Native American woman (he makes
comparisons with the Beothucks, an Indian tribe of Newfoundland) who
had strayed into the Norse camp out of curiosity. When she refers to
herself as Gudridr she is merely parroting her interlocutor’s own
introduction of herself. Robert Kellogg (AV, 31-38) also discusses
Gudrior Porbjarnardéttir, but rather the literary depiction of her in Gr
and Eir and her representation in these sources in terms of ‘indigenous
Icelandic’ romance.

Few scholars have studied the Vinland Sagas and other related sources
on the Norse in America more closely than the author of the next contri-
bution, Olafur Halldérsson (‘The Vinland Sagas’, AV, 39-51, translated
by Andrew Wawn). Like Bo Almgqvist, Olafur is well aware of the
difficulties involved in trying to distinguish history from fiction when
using the sagas as historical sources. He gives special attention to the
dating of Gr and Eir and to the aims of the authors of the two sagas. Eir
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has a terminus ante quem in its earliest manuscript, Hauksbok, which
Stefan Karlsson (1964) has argued was probably written down between
1302 and 1310. In both Hauksbék (AM 544 4to; EirHb) and the only
other medieval manuscript of the saga, Skalholtsbok (AM 557 4to;
EirSb), there is a reference to Bishop Brandr ‘inn fyrri’ (i.e. Brandr
Semundarson, Bishop of Hélar 1163—1201) and this presupposes the
existence of the second Bishop Brandr (i.e. Bishop Brandr Jénsson,
Bishop of Hélar 1263—64). The year 1263 would therefore be a terminus
post quem for the writing of Eir. Olafur argues, however, that the words
inn fyrri might have been added in the latest common archetype of the
two surviving manuscripts (rather than have been present in the original
of the saga) or even by two scribes working independently of each other;
Eir might thus have been written before 1264. As far as Gr is concerned,
Olafur (AV, 43) thinks that ‘the only thing which we can say with complete
certainty about the age of the saga is that it was written before 1387’ (i.e.
the date of its sole manuscript, Flateyjarbok), although there are certain
indications, based largely on argumenta e silentio, that it may have
been written considerably earlier, possibly about 1200. We appear to be
largely at sea here. But we must be on our guard against wishfully think-
ing that sagas are older than they really are simply because, as Olafur
puts it (AV, 39-40),

other things being equal, we must assume that it may be worth paying more

attention to accounts of late tenth-century events as set out in a saga written

around 1200, than to accounts of those same events which are to be found in
a saga written a hundred or more years later.

For my own part, I should like to have strong reasons—stronger, perhaps,
than those adduced by Olafur—for concluding that Eir was composed
before the period 1263-1310. Gr might have been written earlier or later
than Eir. Further, in the present state of research, we cannot, as far as I can
see, preclude the possibility that the author of Gr had read Eir at some
time before writing his saga or, alternatively, that the author of Eir had
read Gr at some time before writing his. This does not mean that both sagas
might not also have drawn on similar oral traditions. Olafur’s suggestions
on the principal aims of the authors of the Vinland Sagas are these: that
Greenlendinga saga was indeed composed to provide an account of the
discovery of Vinland, of the merits of the place and of voyages thither.
Eir, on the other hand, was written in honour of Gudridr Porbjarnardéttir,
perhaps in support of the candidacy of one of her twelfth-century descen-
dants, Bishop Bjorn Gilsson (1147-62), for some sort of sanctification
in the Hélar diocese. But despite this bias, the material which most closely
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corresponds to the accounts of sixteenth-century explorers of North
America (e.g. Jacques Cartier) features more in Eir than in Gr. Olafur
concludes his paper by listing the main features which Eir and Gr have
in common in what they have to say about the Vinland voyages.

In the fourth paper in this section, Arni Bjérnsson (AV, 52-59)
argues that

the reason why the Icelanders wrote more sagas and other literature than other
north-European peoples in the Middle Ages . .. was . . . because . . . of the
happy coincidence that the art of writing reached the Icelandic people while
many of their farmers were still relatively independent and prosperous. They
thus had the means to provide themselves and their households with
entertainment such as sagas and poetry (p. 57).

There are some interesting ideas here but I am afraid I did not find Arni’s
arguments (including some of the causal connections he makes) cogent
enough to be entirely convinced.

AV’s second section (‘Historicity and ethnicity’) begins with a note-
worthy contribution by Helgi Porldksson entitled ‘The Vinland sagas in
a contemporary light’ (AV, 63-77). Helgi considers the two Vinland
Sagas against the background of known historical events of the period
in which we may believe them to have been written. This leads him to
give close attention to the dating of the two sagas. While he concedes
that the only certainties on this matter are that Eir was written before
1302-10 and Gr before 1387, he eventually inclines to the view that Gr
is perhaps a product of the first half of the fourteenth century while
Eir belongs to the latter part of the thirteenth. Helgi also stresses the
mutability and vagaries of oral tradition and concludes, for example,
that ‘it is futile to search the Vinland sagas for the narrative core of what
the first European explorers in America actually reported’ (p. 75).

Helgi notes the prominence given to Gudridr Porbjarnardéttir in
Gr and, more especially, Eir, and thinks this may have to do with the
foundation in 1295 of the Benedictine nunnery at Reynistadur (older:
Reyni(s)nes) in Skagafjordur by Hallbera Porsteinsdéttir, its first abbess
(d. 1330) and Bishop Jorundr Porsteinsson of Hélar (d. 1313). In Eir (nos
243,416-17) Reynistadur is represented as the ancestral home of Porfinnr
karlsefni, and it is there that Gudrior settles down with Porfinnr after
their return from Vinland. Helgi thinks parallels may have been intended
between the two mistresses of Reynistadur, Gudridr and Hallbera, and
perhaps that Eir ‘could have been viewed as appropriate reading matter
for the Benedictine nuns at Reynisnes and indeed as a guide for noble
women generally’. ‘After all,” he continues, ‘according to the saga, Gudrior
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was always Christian, behaved with great circumspection, and lived a
thoroughly respectable and dignified life in a hazardous world.” Helgi
also notes that at the end of his redaction of Eir (EirHb, no. 421), Haukr
Erlendsson (d. 1334) traces his own ancestry, as well as that of Hallbera,
back to Gudridr. In Gr, on the other hand, Reynistadur (Reyni(s)nes) is
not mentioned. In that saga, Gudridr is said to have gone on a pilgrimage
to Rome (gekk sudr) after her return from Vinland but eventually to have
settled down at Glaumber (which lies a few kilometres south of Reyni-
stadur) and become an anchoress. Helgi is able to offer an explanation
for Gr’s account here. (One wonders, by the way, in view of this theory,
whether the mysterious second Gudridr of Gr, chapter 6 (cf. the discus-
sion of Bo Almqvist’s contribution above) might not have had something
to do with Hallbera or some other pious lady connected with the nunnery
at Reynistadur. Or could she be Gudridr herself and adumbrate her later
life as an anchoress?)

In the latter part of his article Helgi examines the alterations made by
Haukr to the text of Eiriks saga rauda in Hauksbok. After the acceptance
of Norwegian sovereignty by the Greenland colony in 1261, Helgi
suggests, the interest of the Crown in the country and the resources it
had to offer was renewed. Walrus and narwhal tusks would have been of
particular interest, as well as commodities such as eiderdown. There is
evidence to suggest that an expedition in 1266 far up the western side of
Greenland was made under the auspices of Norwegian officials. And
when in 1285 two Icelandic brothers discovered a new land in the west
(in reality part of eastern Greenland) called Nyjaland or Duneyjar/
Diineyjar, the Norwegian king sent a man called Hrélfr to Iceland to
mount an expedition thither, although this initiative seems to have come
to nothing. Helgi also mentions possible archaeological evidence for
connections between the Norse and the aborigines around the Hudson
Strait and in Labrador well into the thirteenth century (cf. VN, 246, 274—
75). From this, and from Ann 1347, Helgi thinks it possible that the route
to Baffin Island and Labrador was known to the Greenlanders around the
year 1300. Now Haukr Erlendsson undoubtedly appears to have had a
special interest in Greenland. Indeed he might well have been regarded
at the Norwegian court (where he had close connections) as something
of an authority on matters relating to Greenland. And in making his
changes to the text of Eir in Hauksbo6k he could well have been informed
by reports of contemporary voyages to places beyond Greenland and
have been at pains to get details as correct as possible. Helgi points to
four instances (in Eir, nos 280, 283, 285, 301) where he appears to think
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that Haukr may have made alterations based on new information or actual
experience.

I did not find all of Helgi’s arguments entirely easy to follow or to
accept and on some points I wish he had expressed himself more carefully.
But the connections he makes between the Vinland Sagas (especially
Eir) and the figure of Gudridr, on the one hand, and Hallbera Porsteins-
déttir, Haukr Erlendsson and the nunnery at Reynistadur, on the other,
are of considerable interest. His novel approach to Haukr’s alterations to
the Hauksbok text of Eir certainly deserves further attention. And his
overall conclusion that the saga accounts bear witness to Norse achieve-
ments in sailing and navigation in the seas around Greenland not only
in the early eleventh century but also in the period between 1050 and
1350 is an important one. The Norsemen could certainly still have
frequented a route between Greenland and Canada in the late thirteenth
and early fourteenth centuries (cf. below).

Jenny Jochens (‘The western voyages: women and Vikings’, AV, 78—
87) ponders the reasons for the Norsemen not establishing permanent
settlements in Vinland and, in the longer term, in Greenland. In the
British Isles, Scandinavian colonies came into existence as Viking men
‘mixed their genes’ there with those of indigenous Anglo-Saxon, Celtic
and Nordic women. And Celtic women contributed not only directly,
‘through their own bodies and work’, but also indirectly to Iceland’s
growth. In Greenland things were different. Here there was no sexual
mingling with the physically very different Inuit. And, on the evidence,
for example, of the skeletons found in the churchyard at Brattahlid,
Jochens detects gender imbalance in Norse Greenland. As a result of
these circumstances the population of the colony shrank in every sense
of the word. In Vinland it was two similar factors, reluctance to mix with
the Skreelingar with their different physiques, and the relative scarcity of
women (suggested by e.g. Eir, nos 392-93), that led to a long-term
problem of insufficient reproduction. While Jochens’s theories are
interesting, there were probably other, perhaps more significant factors
at play, at least as far as Vinland is concerned. Indeed, one may wonder
how far ‘true colonisation’ of Vinland was ever seriously considered or
attempted (cf. pp. 40, 61-63 below).

Sverrir Jakobsson also discusses the Skralingar of Vinland and Mark-
land as described in Gr and Eir (‘“Black men and malignant-looking””:
the place of the indigenous peoples of North America in the Icelandic
world view’, AV, 88-104). He comments on the accounts of the first
meetings with the Skraelingar, with their mutual language difficulties
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and differences between Norsemen and natives in physical appearance
and material culture. Certainly the sagas seek to represent the natives as
simpletons. As Jenny Jochens also argues, the Norse would have had
difficulty in coming to terms with peoples of such different race and
ethnicity. But the accounts of the two sagas are doubtless also to some
extent coloured by descriptions in Icelandic tradition, whether secular
or learned, oral or written, of other exotic peoples, real or fabulous. Few
would disagree with Sverrir’s none too surprising conclusion that we
would have little useful knowledge of Native America tribes of North
America and the Inuit of Greenland if we had nothing but Norse writings
to guide us. On pp. 90-92 Sverrir touches on a point of special interest,
likenesses between the Vinland Sagas on the one hand and Yngvars
saga vidforla on the other. Attention has been given to this recently by
Theodore M. Andersson (2000), Sverrir Témasson (2001) and Vésteinn
Olason (LE, 61-62). Sverrir Jakobsson (AV, 91) thinks that no traces of
textual borrowing are discernible. I am not so sure.’ At all events, this is
a matter into which further investigation may be fruitful. Sverrir (AV, 96)
also notes the similarity between Eir (no. 400 in ch. 12), where the two
‘Marklandic’ boys captured by Porfinnr report that in Skrelingaland
there are no houses but ‘men live in caves or holes’ (iF 1V, 432: lagu
menn i hellum eda holum) and Adam of Bremen’s Gesta (486) where the
Icelanders in subterraneis habitant speluncis. Adam’s work was known
in Iceland and other verbal reminiscences of it have been noticed in Eir
(cf. FE, 55-56 and references).

The third section of AV, the longest, covers ‘Scientific approaches’.
Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson (AV, 107-21) discusses the long experience of
trans-oceanic navigation that the Norsemen had behind them when the

*In Gr (541-42) Porvaldr and his men, exploring in Vinland, see three hillocks
(hzdir) on a sandy beach. On closer inspection these prove to be three skin-boats
(hiidkeipar) with three men under each of them. All but one of these men is killed.
In Yngv (20-21), Yngvarr and his men on their river voyage see five islands that
start moving towards them. These turn out to be large fire-spewing warships
which Yngvarr eventually manages to destroy with all their crews. Behind the
episode in Yngv probably lie accounts of the large warships of the Byzantine navy,
equipped with Greek fire. This episode in Yngv makes more sense than that in
Gr, and if there has been borrowing here Yngv is more likely to have been the
source than the recipient. In connection with the explanation of the names of the
two Skraeling kings in Eir given on pp. 51-52, we may note that in Old Norse
sources about Russia, the name Valdimarr appears as that of a ruler of the country
(cf.e.g. ViR, 71); and in Yngv it is also given to one of Yngvarr’s companions. Cf.
also ViR, 7.
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first Vinland voyages were made and how they profited by this exper-
tise. I found some things in his article difficult to follow or accept. For
example, he regards the well-known statement in Gr about the length of
the shortest day at Leifsbudir (cf. Note 10 below) as ‘of central impor-
tance’ (AV, 112, note 2), but does not say to what it is of central importance
nor why. It is difficult to come to terms with his use of the word ‘report’
for the accounts of the various expeditions in Gr and Eir. For instance,
he refers (AV, 116) to ‘the report on the expedition of Freydis’ in Gr. But
it seems to me unlikely that Freydis ever existed, let alone ever led
an expedition to Vinland. One of his conclusions (AV, 120) is that the
account in Eir of Porfinnr karlsefni’s voyage ‘is by far the most trustwor-
thy of the Vinland accounts and should be regarded as a frame of reference
for the others’. For my part, I have been at pains to stress the historical
unreliability of precisely this part of Eir (cf. FE; cf. also pp. 65-66 below).
But his remarks on the failure of the Norsemen to establish any perma-
nent settlement in North America (AV, 116) are interesting and may be
quoted here in full:

In hindsight we can say that the Norsemen lacked several of the prerequisites
for successful development in North America. Firstly, the Greenland colony
was too weak to serve as a base for a decisive settlement further west, because
of the distance involved, the alien conditions and the hostility of the Vinland
natives. Secondly, the mother countries in Iceland and Norway were too
distant to replace the Greenlanders in this role. Thirdly, although the nautical
and navigational skills of the Norsemen had proved sufficient to support the
settlement of Iceland and Greenland and to maintain regular traffic between
Iceland and Norway, these skills were insufficient to sustain regular traffic
to Vinland.

I shall return to this matter below.

Birgitta Wallace Ferguson (= BWF) is one of the foremost authorities
on the archaeology of L’ Anse aux Meadows, and her paper ‘L’ Anse aux
Meadows and Vinland’ (AV, 134—46) is therefore a very welcome contri-
bution. Her opening sentences are bold, perhaps a bit too bold:

L’ Anse aux Meadows is the Straumsfjordr and, to some extent, the Leifsbidir
of the Vinland sagas. This is the inescapable conclusion from the archaeologi-
cal data and from an anthropological analysis of the picture we derive of the
Vinland settlements from the sagas.

One of her arguments (p. 140) for this conclusion is that L’ Anse aux
Meadows is ‘too large and well executed to be an anonymous site not
mentioned in the sagas. It is the base in Vinland, Straumsfjordr’. ‘The
small Greenland colony’, in Leift’s time not more than 500 people, BWF
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reckons, ‘could not have spared time and labour on the construction
of another site of this size.” The argument is an interesting one and
undoubtedly has force. On the other hand, over-firm identifications
between the localities named or described in the sagas and those in the
real North America are to be regarded with caution (cf. pp. 55-57 below).
BWEF offers us a description of the site at L’ Anse aux Meadows with its
three largish halls and five other buildings, one of which is a smelting
hut. Together, she estimates, the buildings could accommodate 70-90
people. Of Norse artefacts at the site (a rather disappointing collection,
one might feel) she notes those suggesting the presence of women; for
example, a spindle whorl, bone needles and a small whetstone for sharp-
ening needles. There are also the bronze pin of West Norse type dating
from the late tenth or early eleventh centuries and a large number of iron
nails (for illustrations see BWF’s contribution in VN, 208-16). As for
dating, radiocarbon analyses suggest that the site was occupied some
time between 980 and 1020. Further, rubbish accumulations ‘indicate
that the occupation was short, a few years at the most’. There is also
evidence that occupation there may have been serial and that the site lay
unoccupied for a year or two between visits. The various activities at the
site (iron production, wood-working) all point to one major concern, the
repair of boats and ships. This leads BWF to argue that L’ Anse aux
Meadows served as a base for further exploration and an over-wintering
place; also that the purpose of the Vinland voyages was the search
for resources rather than settlement. In this connection, it would have
been interesting to know of any archaeological evidence that the Norse-
men kept domestic livestock at L’ Anse aux Meadows at all, as the written
sources say they did in Vinland (cf. pp. 61-63 below). A significant
find at L’ Anse aux Meadows were some nuts of the butternut-tree (Juglans
cinerea) together with a partly worked burl from a tree of that same
species (cf. VN, 216, for illustrations). The butternut-tree is native
to eastern North America but, according to BWF, grows no further
north, either now or in the eleventh century, than ‘the area along
the St Lawrence River just east of Quebec city and on west and north-
eastern New Brunswick’ (AV, 141-42; cf. Pall Bergpdrsson 1997, 180,
for distribution map). These objects appear to have been brought to
L’Anse aux Meadows by the Norsemen returning from more southerly
areas. This leads BWF to look southwards to the places the Norsemen
might have visited from L’Anse aux Meadows and where they might
have found grapes. The area she homes in on is on the southern side of
the Gulf of St Lawrence around the mouth of the Miramichi River in New
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Brunswick. Here butternut-trees grow in the same areas as wild grapes
(riverbank grapes, Vitis riparia). In eastern New Brunswick there are
long, protective sandbars along the entire coast and warm, sheltered
lagoons behind them; these she links to the place called Hép in Eir,
chapters 10—12. She also notes the densest population of Micmac Indi-
ans in this area in former times; they had canoes of scraped moose-skin,
and here BWF seems to be making a connection with the fjoldi hiiokeipa
‘large number of skin-boats’ of the Skrelingar who attack Karlsefni and
his expedition at Hop. It is, then, in the coastal area around the Gulf of St
Lawrence that BWF thinks Vinland lay. BWF continues (AV, 144):

The pleasant areas of Nova Scotia lie along the Bay of Fundy and the Gulf of
St Lawrence. Reaching the Bay of Fundy involves rounding another 3000
kilometers of a rugged, heavily indented Nova Scotia coastline, whereas the
distance from L’ Anse aux Meadows to the Gulf side of Nova Scotia is less
than half that.

In the southern part of the Gulf of St Lawrence, then, the resources the
Norsemen were in search of were to be found. “Why,” BWF asks, ‘would
anyone accustomed to Greenland and Iceland wish to explore any further?’
Her arguments on these points seem entirely reasonable.

On pp. 173-88 Astrid Ogilvie, Lisa Barlow and Anne Jennings discuss
the climate of the North Atlantic in the medieval period. Their various
sources of information include written texts (mainly from Iceland), ice-
core records from the Greenland ice-sheet and marine sediment cores
from Nansen Fjord in eastern Greenland. They argue, for example, that
climatic factors may have played a significant part in the settlement of
Greenland and expeditions to Vinland in the late tenth century and the
beginning of the eleventh (when there were above average mean annual
temperatures). They also think they played a part in the decline of the
Greenland colonies; there appears to have been a particularly cold inter-
val that culminated in ¢.1370.

Shorter contributions to this third section of AV are as follows: Jette
Arneborg (‘The Norse settlement in Greenland: the initial period in writ-
ten sources and in archaeology’, AV, 122—-33) examines the traditional
views about medieval Greenland (based largely on written sources) in
the light of modern archaeological discovery. She considers briefly Norse
settlement in the country (its landndm), its Christianisation and the first
meeting between the Norsemen and the Skralingar. She finds both
‘correspondences’ and ‘discrepancies’ between the testimony of the texts
and the spade. These, she argues, call for future ‘ethnohistorical dialogue’.
Gudmundur Olafsson (AV, 147-53) describes the excavations of the
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Viking-Age farm at Eiriksstadir in Haukadalur in Iceland which took
place in 1997-99. He carefully suggests that if Eirikr raudi was in fact
a historical person then he probably lived at Eiriksstadir. He further
notes the suggestion that Leifr Eiriksson may have been born there.
Gudmundur can also report that a full-scale replica of the Eiriksstadir
farm was built in 1999 some 100 metres from the original site. Thomas
H. McGovern, Sophia Perdikaris and Clayton Tinsley (AV, 154—65) write
on the settlement of the North Atlantic region in the light of zoo-
archaeology, ‘the study of animal bones recovered from archaeological
sites’.° Among sites referred to are Aker (Hamar, Norway), Herjélfsdalur
(Vestmannaeyjar), Tjarnargata 4 (in Reykjavik), Hofstadir (near Myvatn;
the birthplace of Icelandic zooarchaeology), Adalbél (in Hrafnkelsdalur)
and Sandnes (in the Western Settlement of Greenland). Various points
are made here: for example, that the keeping of browsing goats and
rooting swine by the early settlers of Iceland may have had a particularly
deleterious effect on the forests of the country, and that the farmers of
medieval Greenland (in contrast to those of Iceland) were particularly
reliant on seal-meat for their subsistence. Benjamin J. Vail (AV, 166-72)
stresses the importance of studying Viking-Age people and civilisation
in the context of a whole environmental system. He gives as an example
the fieldwork of Albrethsen and Keller (1986) on the seasonal use of
shielings in the Qolortoq Valley, the area to the north of Qassiarsuk
(Brattahlid) in Greenland.

The last section of Approaches to Vinland, ‘Reception studies’, con-
tains three papers. In ‘Victorian Vinland’ (AV, 191-206), Andrew
Wawn gives a view of how Norse visits to America were perceived by
nineteenth-century Britain and America. He points to three factors which,
in his view, underpin the Victorian fascination with Vinland: primary
texts, pedagogy and popularisation. Primary texts were presented in, for
example, C. C. Rafn’s Antiquitates Americans of 1837, described by
Wawn as ‘the CD Rom disc of nineteenth-century Vinland scholarship’
(cf. Barnes 2001, 37-59). He mentions as an example of pedagogy
Gudbrand Vigfusson and F. York Powell’s An Icelandic prose reader of
1879 which contains an extensive extract from Eiriks saga rauda. Of
Victorian popularisations of the Vinland story there are examples aplenty
and Wawn gives special attention, for instance, to Rudyard Kipling’s

® This is the definition give by the authors. A manual of the subject is Reitz and
Wing 1999. There is also an ‘-ology’ called ‘archaeozoology’ (cf. McGovern and
Bigelow 1984). On the difference between archaeozoology and zooarchaeology,
see Reitz and Wing 1999, 2-7.
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“The finest story in the world’ in his Many inventions of 1893 and to
R. M. Ballantyne’s The Norsemen in the West or America before Colum-
bus of 1872.

Kirsten Wolf calls her essay ‘The recovery of Vinland in Western
Icelandic literature’ (AV, 207-19). In it she examines the way in which
the stories told in the Vinland Sagas, not especially about Leifr Eiriks-
son, were used by Western Icelandic writers and poets of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. As might be expected, there is nationalistic
fervour here in no small measure, and the Vinland theme served to lend
legitimacy to modern Icelandic settlement in North America in the
nineteenth century and generally to enhance feelings of national identity
among Western Icelanders. Wolf mentions, for example, Jakobina
Johnson’s (1883—1977) ‘Leifur heppni’ (1933; published in her Kertaljés
of 1939, pp. 23-25), where we find this verse:

Leif dreymdi vart ad Vinland
jafn voldugt gnefdi sidar,—
ad for hans myndi freegust
af ferdum peirrar tidar,—

ad nafn og ordstyr Islands
hans afrek bari vidar.

Wolf also quotes from ‘Vinlandsminni (Drykkjukvadi)’, a ‘drinking
poem’ by Guttormur J. Guttormsson (1878-1966) with these somewhat
chauvinistic lines addressed to Canada (1976, 159):

P gull og silfursjéda land,

pu sjos og jardargréda land,

pu vatnafjoru og fl6da land,

pu fagra géda land.—

Fyrst Leifur heppni fyrst pig fann,
til freegdar sinni pj6d pad vann,
m4 6hett kalla dtlending

hvern enskan vesaling.

But not all Western Icelandic literature is in Icelandic. Laura Goodman
(i.e. Gudmundsson) Salverson (1890-1970) wrote in English, and
counted amongst her writings Lord of the Silver Dragon (1927; = LSD),
a longish and free fictionalisation of the two Vinland Sagas. This is
perhaps based more on Graenlendinga saga than Wolf (AV, 214) suggests
(cf. LSD, 10, 120 note, 123 note). The plot of LSD is dramatic, verging
on the melodramatic. While Leif is of course the hero, Freydis is
decidedly the villain of the piece, ‘Eric the Red’s baseborn daughter, an
unscrupulous and avaricious woman’, who finally forces her half-brother
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out of Greenland to the newly-established settlement in Vineland. The
Thorgils of Eir, chapter 5, gets away with being the ‘love-child’ of Leif
and Thorgunna and eventually becomes ‘First Lord of Vineland’ after
his father’s death (cf. LSD, 13, 316). An engaging detail of the plot is the
construction by Leif of an overland road, ‘the East Highway’, running
through Greenland connecting its settlements; this, Leif intends, will
make ‘Greenland . . . seem a country fit for men’. This snatch (LSD, 338)
describing the last voyage of Leif’s ship from Greenland to Vineland
will serve to give some taste of the book’s style:
And true it is that on her final voyage the gallant Silver Dragon seemed a
magic ship. Winds and weather favored her, and the caressing sunlight touched
her gleaming bows and carven figurehead to matchless splendor. Out of the
white and silent North she sailed, borne on the wings of the wind toward a
virgin continent wrapped in loveliness and mystery. Out from a land of death
they sailed unto a land of life abundant!

Salverson regarded Lord of the Silver Dragon as her finest piece of work
(cf. AV, 214-15) and it certainly makes vivid reading. It is, perhaps,
somewhat too romanticised for modern taste.

Finally in the volume (apart from a ‘List of contributors’ and an
‘Index’), Inga Déra Bjornsdottir (‘Leifr Eiriksson versus Christopher
Columbus’, AV, 220-26) seeks to examine some of the ways in which
Leifr Eiriksson has figured in American political and cultural discourse.
She comments on the attempts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries by ‘Wasps’ and Scandinavians to advance the notion of Leifr
as some sort of American hero, the true discoverer of America (as
opposed to Columbus). Here hoaxes and lobbying for Leif Erikson
Day are relevant. But as Inga Déra says, things have moved on since the
end of the nineteenth century: while many Americans would certainly
not wish to cast doubt on Leifr’s achievement, there is now general
consensus that Native Americans discovered America and had been living
on the American continent for thousands of years before the arrival of
Europeans.

II Some questions and answers

In this part of my article I shall formulate some questions which might
reasonably be asked in connection with supposed medieval Norse
landings in America and offer answers to them. I should stress, of course,
that these are only a few of the large number of questions that might be
posed and there is much we should like to know more about on this
topic. Further, I emphasise that the answers I give can only be regarded
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as imperfect, are subject to correction and invite qualification, improve-
ment and elaboration.

A. Did the Norsemen land on the mainland of the North American con-
tinent in the Middle Ages?

First it should be noted that the following, while they are regarded as
belonging to the North American continent, are in fact only islands off
its mainland: Greenland (the world’s largest island), Baffin Island and
the Canadian islands to the north of it, Newfoundland, Cape Breton
Island, Prince Edward Island, Anticosti Island and, of course, a large
number of other, smaller, islands.

Few, if any, would dispute that Scandinavians reached Greenland in
the Middle Ages, but Greenland is not part of the North American main-
land. And as noted, the finds at L’ Anse aux Meadows on the northern tip
of Newfoundland show irrefutably that they were there in the Middle
Ages, probably around ap 1000 (cf. AV, 139). But again, Newfoundland
is an island. The site at L’Anse aux Meadows, however, lies about 50
kilometres across the Strait of Belle Isle from the Canadian mainland. It
seems entirely probable that Norsemen, based at L’ Anse aux Meadows,
made visits across the Strait to Labrador. At least some of them had
probably arrived at L’ Anse aux Meadows from Greenland and would, we
may presume, have skirted the coast of Labrador on their southward
journey. It is difficult to believe that they did not put in on that coast at
some time or another. The nearest land over the sea in a south-westerly
direction (or indeed in a southerly or westerly direction) from the eastern
settlement of Greenland is the coast of Labrador or some small island
just off it (for example, Cod Island). It was, then, the mainland of North
America that lay closest to the Eastern Settlement of Greenland by sea
(closer than Iceland, or Newfoundland, or Baffin Island). One source,
Ann 1347, tells us of a visit to a place called Markland by some
Greenlanders in about 1347. If, as seems far from unlikely, Markland
was the Norse name for Labrador (see below) and if we can trust the annal
in question, then this more or less clinches the case for Norse landings in
mainland North America. And there are various other factors that could
be adduced in less direct support of an affirmative answer to this question.

B. How many of the named characters mentioned in the Vinland Sagas
(Gr/Eir) as having visited (or sighted or lived in) such places as Vinland
or Markland existed in reality and indeed visited, etc., the North
American mainland (with Newfoundland)?
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All the relevant named characters in the two sagas may be given attention.

At the beginning of Gr, Bjarni Herjolfsson is credited with sighting
the lands which subsequently in the saga are named Vinland, Markland
and Helluland. We may have doubts about Bjarni’s existence in reality.
He and his mother Porgerdr are not mentioned in sources other than Gr
(not even Landnamabok; cf. IF 1V, 244, note 6). Finnur Jénsson (1915,
221) remarked on various inconsistencies in his story. He suggested
that Bjarni Herjolfsson ‘ingen anden er end den Bjarne Grimélfsson’
who takes part in Porfinnr karlsefni’s expedition in Eir, and noted the
similarities in the names of the two characters (cf. also below). On the
whole it is probably safest to regard Bjarni Herjélfsson as unhistorical
and perhaps, in his apparent lack of enterprise, invented to provide a
foil to Leifr Eiriksson (cf. also Helgi Porldksson in AV, 64, 72-73). But
we may here be doing an injustice to a historical Norseman who first
sighted or even landed in America.

Next we may consider the childrenkifikr raudi, Leifr, Porvaldrand
Freydis, all three of whom are said in both Gr and Eir to have been
in Vinland.

Leifr—Olafur Halldérsson (cf. AV, 39) thinks his real name was
Porleifr—is represented as visiting Vinland in both Gr and Eir (although
in surprisingly brief terms in Eir, nos 179—181) as leader of the ship’s
crew that appears to be the first to go ashore in Vinland. It would not be
unreasonable, then, to represent him, as has commonly been done, as
the first known Norseman to set foot in North America.

Both Gr and Eir represent Porvaldr as a son of Eirikr raudi, although
he is not mentioned as a son of Pj6dhildr in chapter 5 of Eir (nos 150—
51; cf. i IV, 221, note 8). In Gr, ch. 4, he leads his own expedition to
Vinland but is killed there by a Skraeling arrow. In Eir, chs 8—12, he is a
member of the expedition led by Porfinnr karlsefni (although at Eir, no.
271, EirSb fails to mention him or confuses him with Freydis’s husband;
cf. Jansson, 1945, 97, 136) but falls fatally victim in Vinland to an arrow
shot by a uniped. There is much in the stories told about Porvaldr which
is clearly fictional or, at any rate, arouses suspicion. But he might well
have existed in reality, have gone to North America and have been
killed there in a skirmish with the native population.

Of Freydis we are told that she was not the daughter of the pious
Pjodhildr (EirHb, no. 271, refers to her as laungetin), and we are perhaps
meant to infer that her mother was a pagan woman. Her name has a
distinctly heathen ring, typical of those often given to other evil figures
in the sagas. Olafur Halldérsson writes in AV, 48:
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When we reflect on all the details which the two sagas [i.e. Gr and Eir] share,
the interesting fact emerges that most of this material relates to Gudridor
Porbjarnardéttir, though the saga authors have treated it in different ways.

Given this fact, I would suggest that Freydis is an entirely fictional figure,
invented to act as a foil to the pious Gudridr (cf. the remarks on Bjarni
Herjolfsson above). The name of her husband is given as Porvardr in
both sagas (probably by mistake as Porvaldr in EirSb, no. 271; cf. Jansson,
1945, 97 and above). He is described in Gr as litilmenni. We are not told
who his father was, and his and Freydis’s descendants are obscure or
non-existent (cf. Gr, 548). On the whole, then, it seems unlikely that
either Freydis Eiriksdoéttir or Porvardr ever existed in reality and it is
therefore equally unlikely that they took part in any expeditions to
North America. The expedition Freydis and Porvardr are said to have
undertaken to Vinland in Gr (pp. 546—48) seems never to have taken
place. As Halldér Hermannsson (1944, x—xiv) has argued, the account of
this expedition is probably without any foundation in fact. It is most
likely to be based on the story of Snabjorn galti Hélmsteinsson on the
east coast of Greenland which was probably to be found in a now lost
*Snabjarnar saga galta (cf. IF I, Ix, 190-96; Wahlgren 1969, 60-61).
As many have suggested, it is unlikely that Tyrkir of chapters 3—4 of
Gr ever existed in reality (cf. Halldér Hermannsson 1954; Vésteinn Olason
in LE, 53 and note 27). He was probably invented purely to introduce
those Wonders of the West, the grapes of Vinland, into the saga. As a
sudrmadr (a word often translated as ‘German’), he was qualified as a
potential expert on wine. But no German personal name has been
identified as a basis for the name Tyrkir (cf. fO, 1077). In explanation, I
would suggest that the name of an oriental people, the Turks, has been
selected for him, simply because it was suitably foreign-sounding. If other
medieval Icelanders could juggle with the name Tyrkir by making its
bearers into Trojans (cf. SnE, 6, 55, 175) or descendants of the biblical
Tiras (cf. Hauksbok 1892-96, 155), why should the author of Gr not
have used it in this way? It should be noted, incidentally, that a parallel to
Tyrkir is found later in Gr (p. 548) in another sudrmadr who also shows
that he knows the value of the good things of Vinland when he buys from
Porfinnr karlsefni his hiisasnotra made of mosurr kominn af Vinlandi.
There appears to be no reason for doubting that Porfinnr karlsefni
Poroarson (introduced in Gr in its chapter 6, and in Eir in its chapter 7)
was a historical figure. His ancestors and descendants are named in Gr
and Eir and in other sources (such as Landndmabok). The circumstantial
accounts in both Gr and Eir of an expedition he is said to have made to
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Vinland very probably have some basis in reality, and the way in which
chapter 48 of Eyrbyggja saga (cf. below) alludes in passing to Porfinnr’s
voyage to Vinland and his fights there with the Skraelingar suggests that
accounts of such a voyage, quite possibly in oral as well as written form,
were well known in thirteenth-century Iceland.

The Gudrior Porbjarnarddéttir whom Porfinnr is said to have married
and taken to Vinland with him is also an important figure in both Gr and
Eir. While her ancestry and origins as presented in the sources are prob-
lematic in certain respects (cf. AV, 67), she also very possibly existed in
reality. And Porfinnr’s and Gudridr’s son, Snorri, said in both sagas to
have been in Vinland, is probably also historical and may well have
been born on the North American mainland or at L’ Anse aux Meadows.

In chapter 7 of Gr Gudridr Porbjarnardéttir meets in Vinland a woman
who gives her name also as Gudrior. We have here a problematic figure.
If, as Bo Almqvist (AV, 15-30; cf. above) suggests, she is a Native Ameri-
can, then she is, of course, unlikely to have been called Gudrior in
reality. But there are a number of other explanations in this connection
(cf.e.g. [F TV, 383-84) and it is difficult to regard this second Gudridr as
a historical figure.

In the penultimate chapter of Gr (p. 546) two brothers, Helgi and
Finnbogi, arrive in Greenland and subsequently take part in an expedi-
tion to Vinland with Freydis where they are treacherously murdered at
her command. I argue above that Freydis herself is probably an invented
figure and that the expedition to Vinland as described in Gr, 546/26—
548/10 probably never took place. It is unlikely, then, that Helgi and
Finnbogi, who are described as major participants in it, ever existed
either. Gr does not give their father’s name and, as is noted in IFIV (264,
note 3), they are entirely unknown from other sources. We may safely
conclude that they are the product of a saga-author’s invention rather
than people who existed in reality.

When Porfinnr karlsefni is introduced in Eir in its chapter 7, we are
told how he sets sail from Iceland to Greenland (Eir, nos 243—49) shar-
ing a ship with Snorri Porbrandsson (according to EirHb; EirSb has
another reading, apparently a misspelling (for Porbjarnarson? cf. I[F IV,
420, note 4; Reeves 1895, 132). Two other men sail with Porfinnr in
their own ship, Bjarni Grimélfsson’ and Pérhallr Gamlason, the former

" EirHb (see Eir, no. 403) refers to him as Bjarni Gunnélfsson but he is other-
wise called Bjarni Grimélfsson in that manuscript. Bjarni’s name appears in
corrupt form in EirSb at Eir, no. 307; cf. Jansson, 1945, 97.
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described as breidfirzkr, the latter as austfirzkr. In chapter 8 of Eir (nos
269-70) Snorri, Bjarni and Pérhallr are all said to have joined Porfinnr
on his expedition to Vinland.

Of Bjarni Grimélfsson we are told (Eir, ch. 13) that, as he returns to
Greenland having taken part in Porfinnr’s expedition, he is blown off
course into waters infested with wood-eating worms (madkasjor), suffers
shipwreck and perishes. Survivors who escape in a ship’s boat coated
with seal-tar tell of the disaster. Bjarni appears in no other source than
Eir. This story told of his fate in Eir is dramatic to the point of fantasy.
And as Vésteinn Olason (LE, 53) notes, similarities exist between Bjarni
Grimdlfsson’s name and another person connected with Vinland, the
Bjarni Herjo6lfsson of Gr (cf. p. 47 above and note 7). On the whole, these
facts make it difficult to regard the Bjarni Grimdlfsson of Eir as a histori-
cal figure.

We hear nothing more in Eir of Pérhallr Gamlason and he is not
mentioned in the account of his shipmate Bjarni Grim6lfsson’s fate in
chapter 13 of the saga. On the other hand, a Pérhallr Gamlason (and/or a
Gamli Pérhallsson) appears in Grettis saga with the nickname vinlendingr
(cf. IF VII, 36-37, 101). While there are some obscurities in this context
(and the figure in question seems to have no connection with the Aust-
firdir), the nickname vinlendingr is suggestive perhaps of traditions
concerning Pérhallr. He may, then, have been a historical figure who
visited North America.

As noted, Snorri Porbrandsson takes part in Porfinnr’s expedition in
Eir (as, it seems, co-leader). But there is a complication here: in chapter
11 of Eir (no. 361), in the account of the attack by the Skralingar on
Porfinnr’s expedition, we are told that Freydis fann fyrir sér mann daudan,
borbrand Snorrason, ok stéd hellusteinn i hofoi honum. Nothing has
been said in the preceding narrative in Eir of any Porbrandr Snorrason
taking part in Porfinnr’s expedition, and mention of a person of that
name is unexpected. Two explanations present themselves: It is possi-
ble that Porbrandr Snorrason is an error for Snorri Porbrandsson and
that it is Snorri’s death which is reported here (cf. IF 1V, 384, 437).
Certainly we never hear what eventually became of Snorri Porbrandsson
at the end of the saga. Alternatively we are perhaps intended to assume
that Snorri Porbrandsson had a son called Porbrandr with him on the
expedition to Vinland and that it is this son who is referred to here.
However this may be, in chapter 48 of Eyrbyggja saga (IF IV, 135) we
are told how Snorri and Porleifr, the sons of Porbrandr Porfinnsson, move
from Iceland to Greenland and further that Snorri for til Vinlands ins
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goda med Karlsefni, er peir bordusk vio Skreelinga par d Vinlandi, pd
fell par Snorri Porbrandsson (v.l. in AM 448 4to: Porbrandr, sonr
Snorra), inn roskvasti madr. As will be seen, then, a number of obscuri-
ties surround these circumstances (cf. again /F IV, 383-84) and anything
approaching certainty concerning them will be impossible to reach.
This reference in a source outside Eir and Gr to a Snorri Porbrandsson (or
perhaps a son, Porbrandr Snorrason) who was in Vinland with Porfinnr
karlsefni (and we assume it is Porfinnr karlsefni Pérdarson who is referred
to simply as ‘Karlsefni’ in the passage) is however interesting. It is not
impossible that we are dealing with a person or persons who existed in
reality and went on an expedition to America.

At the beginning of chapter 8 of Eir the figure of Pérhallr veidimadr
is introduced as a member of Porfinnr karlsefni’s expedition to Vinland.
As suggested in FE (55, 6568, 84), Pérhallr is in all probability the
invention of the author of the saga and serves very largely as the
mouthpiece for the two verses which are attributed to him in chapter 9,
but which were probably in reality composed under entirely different
circumstances from those described in the saga. The stories told about
Pérhallr are highly unlikely to have any basis in reality (cf. Nansen, I
343-44).

Later in chapter 8 of Eir (nos 290-97) it is said that when Leifr Eiriks-
son stayed with Olafr Tryggvason the king gave him a fleet-footed
Scottish couple (menn skozkir) called Haki and Hekja (this latter
spelt haikia or heekia in EirSb; cf. IF 1V, 424, note 8). Leifr has them
join Porfinnr karlsefni’s expedition and they are put ashore to recon-
noitre after the ships have passed Furdustrandir. Haki and Hekja are
clearly fictitious figures (cf. e.g. Nansen, I 339-41; Helgi Gudmundsson
1997, 64).

In chapter 12 of Eir (nos 395-401) Porfinnr karlsefni and his men
come across five Skrelingar in Markland, a bearded man, two women
and two boys. The adults escape by sinking into the ground (cf. AV, 98)
but the boys are captured, taught Norse and baptised. They say that their
mother was called Veaethildr (my normalisation; IF1V: Vethildr; EirSb:
veetilldi; EirHb: vethilldi (accusative)), their father Oveegir (EirSb:
u uzegi; EirHb: v vege (accusative)), although EirSb has to be emended
here to give this sense by the addition of the word fodur (cf. IF 1V, 432).
They also say that two kings rule the land of the Skralingar (EirSb:
peir sogou at konungar stjornudu Skreelingalandi): one was called
Avaldamon (EirSbh: aualldamon; EirHb: Aualldamon (nominative)), the
other Valdidida or Avaldidida (EirSb: valldidida; EirHb: Aualldidida
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(nominative)). The attempts that have been made to interpret the names
in terms of Inuit or Native American languages are pointless (cf. e.g.
Knut Bergsland’s essay ‘Four alleged Eskimo words’ in Ingstad 1985,
539-40). I would argue that we have here names invented by the author
of the saga on the basis of Norse elements or names for other persons who
have nothing to do with Vinland (Markland, Skrelingaland). Indeed,
the author gives himself away by using the entirely Norse element -hildr
in the name of the boys’ mother (cf. Lind 1905-15, columns 545-47;
Lind 1931, column 441). In inventing this name he may have been
influenced by the name of the mother of two of the main characters of
Eir, Pj6ohildr, mother of Leifr and Porsteinn (cf. Eir, no. 150).% (It could
be argued that folk-etymology of a name or element of a name similar to
Hildr in some language has been equated with that element, but this is
unlikely.) Meanwhile, the first element of the name is, as Nansen (II 20)
suggests, probably based on vartr ‘(supernatural) being’ (Nansen
compares Norwegian veett ‘female sprite’). The name of the boys’ father,
Ovaegir, is, I would suggest, related to the Old Norse adjectives oveeginn
‘unyielding, headstrong’ and évegr ‘unmerciful’ (cf. C—V, 667) (cf. the
personal name O[)yrmir (Lind 1905-15, columns 826-27), the noun
6pbyrmir ‘merciless man’, and the adjective 6pyrmiligr ‘unmerciful, harsh’,
(C-V, 668)). As for the names of the two kings, I note a suggestion made
by Geraldine Barnes (2001, 30, note 81):

Oddr Snorrason’s Saga Oldfs Tryggvasonar . . . offers a tenuous parallel
between these names [i.e. Avaldamon and Valdidida/Avaldididg] and those of
the king and queen of Gardariki, Valdamarr and Allogia [cf. 0TOdd, 23].

I would indeed argue that the names of the two kings are based on the
Old Norse name Valdamarr (also spelt Valdimarr)® while the initial letters
of Avaldamon and Avaldidida may well come from the name of the king
of Gardariki’s consort as given in OTOdd. In this connection, we may
note Helgi Gudmundsson’s suggestion (1997, 63, note 42) concerning
the two kings ruling in the land of the Skrzlingar, that the author of Eir
may have had in mind the situation in Norway between 1261 and 1263.
Hékon Hékonarson was king 121763, while his son Magnus (d. 1280)
was crowned in 1261, and there were thus two kings in the country

tis interesting to note that there is even some variation in the first element of
Pjo6dhildr’s name in the manuscripts of Eir and that more may lie behind this than
mere scribal carelessness; cf. Jansson 1945, 86, note 14; also 103, note 52.

? In this connection, we note that the name of the champion (kappi) Kaldimarr
in chapter 4 of Bjarnar saga Hitdelakappa (IF 1II, 120-21) is partly ‘buid til {
likingu vid Valdimar’ (so IF III, Ixxviii; cf. Finlay 2000, 11, note 25).
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during the period. Helgi also thinks that Eir may have been written
about this time. He further suggests that in inventing rather long names
for the Skreling kings the author of Eir might have been influenced by
a knowledge of an Inuit language of Greenland.

In concluding the answer to this question, I would divide the relevant
characters in Gr and Eir into two categories:

Group A. Those who may well be historical and could have visited
the North American mainland (or Newfoundland), or sighted it: Leifr
Eiriksson, Porvaldr Eiriksson, Porfinnr karlsefni Pérdarson, Gudridr
Porbjarnardéttir, Snorri Porfinnsson (possibly born there), Pérhallr
Gamlason, Snorri Porbrandsson (and possibly a son of his, Porbrandr
Snorrason).

Group B. Those who are more likely than not to be fictional: Bjarni
Herjoélfsson, Freydis Eiriksdéttir, her husband Porvardr, Tyrkir, the Gud-
ridr whom Gudridr Porbjarnardéttir encounters in Vinland, the brothers
Helgi and Finnbogi of Gr chapter 7, Bjarni Grimélfsson, Pérhallr veidi-
madr, Haki and Hekja, the Skrelingar Vethildr, Ovaegir, Avaldamon,
Valdidida (or Avaldidida).

I would be unwilling to promote any character in Group B to Group A
(unless it were perhaps Bjarni Herjélfsson). On the other hand, I would
readily demote Pérhallr Gamlason and Snorri Porbrandsson (with a son
Porbrandr Snorrason who may have been mentioned in Eir) from Group
A to Group B. If, then, we are to connect the names of historical figures
to the Norse voyages to America, we must think primarily of Leifr
Eiriksson and Porfinnr karlsefni Pérdarson, together, perhaps, with
Porvaldr Eiriksson and Porfinnr’s wife, Gudridr Porbjarnardéttir, and
his son, Snorri.

Finally, in this context, we may note that outside Gr and Eir, the
annals (Ann, 112; cf.19, 59, 252, 320, 473; Flateyjarbok, 111 512) report
that in 1121 Eirikr byskup af Greenlandi for at leita Vinlands ‘Bishop
Eirikr set out for Vinland’ (cf. Foote 1966—69, 75-79). That the Bishop
Eirikr upsi Gnupsson referred to here is a historical figure is beyond
doubt. But we do not know whether he got to Vinland or returned to
Greenland from it.

C. What visits were made by Norsemen to the North American mainland
(with Newfoundland)? And when did they take place?

Apart from Bjarni Herjolfsson’s accidental sighting of Vinland, Gr tells
of four expeditions which reached the country led by: (a) Leifr Eiriksson,
(b) Porvaldr Eiriksson, (c) Porfinnr karlsefni P6rdarson, (d) Freydis



54 Saga-Book

Eiriksdottir together with the brothers Helgi and Finnbogi. Eir tells of (i)
an unplanned landing by Leifr Eiriksson; and (ii) a large expedition by
Porfinnr karlsefni (in which Porvaldr Eirikssson and Freydis Eiriksdéttir
take part). From a historical point of view, I would discount the expedi-
tion said to have been undertaken by Freydis Eiriksdéttir and the brothers
Helgi and Finnbogi; as suggested above, all three figures probably never
existed in reality and the account of their expedition in Gr is probably a
literary borrowing. Whether Leifr Eiriksson, Porvaldr Eiriksson and
Porfinnr karlsefni visited Vinland separately or in each other’s company
is difficult to say. I am inclined to think that they may have done so
separately (or at least, as Eir suggests, that Leifr’s visit was distinct from
any made by Porvaldr and Porfinnr together). At all events, the tradition
represented by the narrative of Gr and Eir that an Icelander called Por-
finnr karlsefni Pérdarson led a major expedition from Greenland to the
North American mainland or Newfoundland could well have, indeed is
likely to have, some basis in historical reality. Porfinnr’s enterprise
may have distinguished itself from any previous ones by its larger size
and perhaps by the fact that its leader’s intention was to settle in Vinland
rather than simply to explore it or to fetch resources from it. As noted, it
is referred to allusively in Eyrbyggja saga in a way which may suggest
that knowledge of the voyage was widespread. But such historical
expeditions to America as are reflected in Gr and Eir were not, of course,
the only ones. Radiocarbon datings from L’Anse aux Meadows indicate
occupation for several years at least, some time between 980 and 1020
(cf. p. 41 above; AV, 139). During its period of occupation, there would
have been comings and goings between it and the Greenland colony,
although not necessarily annually (cf. BWF in AV, 139). By the time
Adam of Bremen was writing around 1070, he could talk of Vinland as
an ‘insula . . . reperta . . . a multis’, and, if we assign the voyages described
in Gr and Eir to before about 1020, we may reasonably reckon with a
number of further visits over the half century or so before 1070. As
noted, the annals tell of an attempt, at least, by Bishop Eirikr Gniipsson
to reach Vinland, but we do not know what his mission there was. (Could
it have been to minister to Norsemen stationed there? Or a quixotic
attempt to convert Skrzlingar?) Ari Porgilsson (/F I, 13—14; cf. Note 2
above), writing probably in the 1120s or 1130s, refers to a people ‘es
Vinland hefir byggt ok Greenlendingar kalla Skrélinga’, and the use of
the present tense of kalla suggests relatively recent experience by the
Greenlanders of the Skrelingar of Vinland. But the annal for 1347 (cf.
Note 3) is of particular interest in this connection. The voyage to Markland
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made by the seventeen men aboard the ship in question would scarcely
have been a one-off business (cf. Helgi Porlaksson in AV, 73). If it was, it
is strange that precisely this ship should have been storm-driven all the
way to Iceland. More probably this voyage was just one (although
conceivably the last) of a number of such voyages which the Greenlanders
hazarded to North America during the course of the fourteenth century.
Such enterprises would, very possibly, have been directed to Labrador
(and many scholars identify Markland with Labrador), and then with the
aim of fetching timber back to Greenland. All in all, then, we may
conclude that the three or so historical expeditions which could well
lie behind the accounts in the Vinland Sagas represent only a small
proportion of a much larger number of journeys (and here I think of
certainly no fewer than twenty) from Greenland to North America (with
Newfoundland), and then perhaps mainly to Labrador, during the period
AD 1000-1350.

D (i). Which of the place-names of Gr and Eir were genuinely used for
places or areas in North America, particularly by Norsemen who
actually visited them?

Fifteen names are relevant:

(a) Those which appear in both Gr and Eir: (i) Vinland: confirmed as a
genuine place-name by Adam of Bremen (cf. Note 1), chapter 6 of Ari
Porgilsson’s Islendingabédk (IF,113) (cf. Note 2), chapter 48 of Eyrbyggja
saga (IF 1V, 135) and other sources. (ii) Markland: best confirmed by
Ann 1347 (cf. also GM 427, s.v. Markland). (iii) Helluland: again
confirmed in sources other than Gr and Eir. (iv) Kjalarnes: an exact
parallel is found in Iceland and the name could well have had genuine
currency as a place-name (FE 58).

(b) Those which appear only in Gr: (v) Leifsbiidir: paralleled by at
least three place-names in Greenland (i.e. Skjdlgsbudir, Finnsbiidir,
Karlbudir; cf. FE 58). (vi) Krossanes: an exact parallel is found in
Iceland and the names Krossey and Krosseyjar are found in Greenland
(cf. FE 58).

(c) Those which appear only in Eir (or sometimes in only one of its
two redactions): (vii) Hvitramannaland: found also in Landndmabok
(IF 1, 162) but hardly a real place-name. (viii) Einfetingaland: highly
unlikely to have had any genuine currency as a place-name (cf. however,
Pall Bergporsson 1997, 61, 81-83). (ix) Skraelingaland (in EirSbh only)
and (x) Irland it mikla (in EirHb only) may be found in sources other
than Gr and Eir (cf. GM, 38,; i I, 162) but both names have an air of
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fantasy to them, particularly the latter. (xi) Furdustrandir: unlikely to
have been used for any place in North America (cf. FE; Hermann Péalsson
2000, 20 and note 17). The names (xii) Bjarney (said to be off Markland;
Eir no. 284), (xiii) Straum(s)ey, (xiv) Straum(s)fjordr and (xv) Hop are
exactly matched as place-names in Greenland or Iceland and could be
genuine as names for localities in North America (cf. FE, 59). But even
in these four cases we should exercise care and note the remarks of Bjorn
Porsteinsson (1962-65, 191): Bjorn appears to suggest that the author
of Eir could have invented such names as Straum(s)fjordr and Hép on
the basis of place-names he knew from Iceland.

We may conclude that only the following ten names could have been
used as genuine place-names for places in North America (with Baffin
Island and Newfoundland): Vinland, Markland, Helluland, Kjalarnes;
Leifsbiidir; Krossanes; Bjarney; Straum(s)ey; Straum(s)fjordor; Hop.

D (ii). Which place-names in Gr and Eir that were used as genuine place-
names can be attached to actual places in North America?

On this issue, then, only ten names are likely to be relevant (cf. answer to
Question D (i)). The following remarks may be made on them: Helluland
may have been used of Baffin Island (or part of it) but may also have
been used for northern Labrador (cf. AV, 135). Markland might very well
have been used for Labrador (or part of it). It is perhaps in connection
with this name that we may be least tentative. Vinland would have been
used for an area in North America in at least part of which wild grapes
grew, and would therefore probably have covered at least the southern
part of the Gulf of St Lawrence (e.g. New Brunswick) and perhaps also an
area on a more southerly latitude (e.g. Nova Scotia, Maine). But this
does not mean that it was not also used to cover the more northerly parts
of the Gulf of St Lawrence, perhaps even as far north as L’Anse aux
Meadows. Cape Porcupine on the Labrador coast, with its keel-like shape,
may represent the Kjalarnes mentioned in both Gr and Eir, although
there could well be other just as probable candidates (cf. FE, 58, note 7;
Wahlgren 1986, 159-60). The mouth of the St Lawrence River is a major
geographical feature of the part of North America in question and the
name Straum(s)fjordr might have been used for it (although it might,
perhaps just as easily, have been used for the Strait of Belle Isle, as
argued by BWF (see above); cf. Gisli Sigurdsson in VN, 233 and refs.).
The name Leifshiidir could have been used for the site at L’Anse aux
Meadows, although again there is no certainty here and the main Norse
buildings excavated at L’ Anse aux Meadows scarcely answer to the
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description budir. Any firm identifications of the places referred to in
the sagas as Krossanes (Gr), Bjarney (Eir), Straum(s)ey (Eir) and Hép
(Eir) are likely to be highly uncertain.

Thus the answer to Question D (ii) must be that it is not possible to
identify the location of more than one or two (or two or three) of the
place-names of Gr and Eir with any measure of certainty. Other identifi-
cations can only be made with a considerable degree of uncertainty,
which in most cases is so great that it would be unsafe to base further
arguments on them.

E. What parts of North America were visited by the Norsemen?

Answers to this question have very often been substantially influenced
by identifications of the place-names mentioned in the Vinland Sagas.
But as has been indicated in the answers to Questions D (i) and D (ii),
most such identifications are difficult to make and it is often hazardous
to base arguments on them. And generally on this issue, we must be
wary of too great a reliance on the narratives of the Vinland Sagas. But,
not least after the discovery of the site at L’ Anse aux Meadows, it is
possible to give an answer to this question based on other factors, some
of them quite obvious and commonsensical. We may assume that (i) the
most usual starting-point for the Norse visits to America would have
been the Norse Eastern Settlement of Greenland; and (ii) that Norse
travel in the relevant areas was for the most part water-borne and that the
Norsemen never travelled far from the vessels that brought them from
Greenland. Now, the point on the North American continent closest to
the Eastern Settlement must lie on the Atlantic coast of Labrador, prob-
ably not far from the modern community of Hebron at about 58° North.
This point would have roughly corresponded to the tree-line and it was
to these parts of the Labrador coast (or perhaps rather further to the
south) that such Norse expeditions to America as were seeking timber
were directed and here that they often ended, with as immediate and
direct a return to Greenland as possible. From here, there were two pos-
sible routes: One lay northwards, rounded Cape Chidley (the northern
tip of Labrador) and went into Ungava Bay. It must remain undecided
how often this route was followed (cf. Wahlgren 1986, 133-37; VN,
195, 275). But we know, of course, that Norsemen, their ships propelled
to some extent by the Labrador Current, found their way south from
here, skirting the southern part of the peninsula and going on to L’ Anse
aux Meadows in northernmost Newfoundland where their presence is
incontrovertibly attested. And there is evidence, perhaps not as strong,
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that L’ Anse aux Meadows cannot have been the Norsemen’s furthest
south in these regions.'® Theoretically, there are four main possible routes
(with, of course, a number of minor variations) they may have taken
southwards beyond L’ Anse aux Meadows. The Labrador Current (here
particularly strong) again would have assisted passage through the Strait
of Belle Isle and into the Gulf of St Lawrence from where (i) they may
have turned westwards and then southwards up the St Lawrence River.
Or (ii) once in the Gulf of St Lawrence, they may have headed south-
wards and ended up on its southern side, on Prince Edward Island, in
eastern New Brunswick, or on the Gulf side of Nova Scotia. Or (iii) they
could have passed from the Gulf eastwards through the Cabot Strait into
the Atlantic north of Cape Breton Island and from there rounded the
inhospitable Atlantic coast of Nova Scotia to the more pleasant Bay of
Fundy and then perhaps gone on further south from there. Lastly from
L’Anse aux Meadows (iv) they may have sailed east of Newfoundland
and joined the route outlined under (iii). These, then, are the theoreti-
cal possibilities and to dismiss any of them would probably be unjustified.
But it is perhaps easiest to be persuaded by BWF’s arguments in favour
of (ii) as the most likely (cf. AV, 141-45). It seems the simplest route.
Travel up the St Lawrence would probably have been more laborious
and difficult, rounding Nova Scotia more dangerous. Indeed, perhaps
one of the more interesting issues in the discussion of the Norsemen in
America is whether or not they can have sailed further south along the
eastern seaboard than Nova Scotia. They may have done so. But it would
probably rather have been on the southern side of the Gulf of St Lawrence
with its relatively rich vegetation that the Norsemen found such resources

191t is naturally incumbent on those who wish to show that the Norse got further
south than L’ Anse aux Meadows to produce evidence to that effect. While this is
not a task that can be undertaken here in detail, three of a number of further pieces
of such evidence may be mentioned: (a) The butternuts and related piece of wood
found at L’ Anse aux Meadows (see above) must have come from a region well to
the south. (b) Attempts have been made to establish the latitude of Leifr’s base in
Vinland from the well-known statement in Gr (539, lines 29-31) about the length
of the day there: Meira uar par iafnndegri en a Greenlande edr Jslande. sol hafde
par eyktarstad ok dagmalastad um skamdegi. These have produced widely differ-
ing results and are perhaps methodologically questionable. But different though
they are, the calculations of the majority of scholars suggest a latitude south of 50°
North (cf. Gisli Sigurdsson in VN, 234). L’ Anse aux Meadows is at about 51°35'
North. (c) As BWF (AV, 138-39) argues, the archaeological evidence makes it
clear that L’ Anse aux Meadows served the function of a base for further explora-
tions and at least some of these must have been directed southwards from there.
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(including grapes) as they might have been seeking. And it is far from
impossible that it was for this area that the medieval Norsemen used the
term Vinland.

F. Did the Norsemen find wild grapes in North America in the Middle
Ages?

In answering this question we may recall the following facts: (i) Adam
of Bremen (cf. Note 1), Greenlendinga saga and Eiriks saga rauda all
say that grapes grow in a place called Vinland (Adam of Bremen:
Winland), and Adam and Greenlendinga saga more or less specifically
connect the name of the country with the presence of grapes there. (ii)
Wild grapes (e.g. riverbank grapes, Vitis riparia) grow in North America,
in the present day apparently as far north as the St Lawrence River,
New Brunswick and Nova Scotia (cf. pp. 41-42 above and Birgitta
Wallace Ferguson in AV, 142; Pall Bergporsson 1997, 18589, plate
xv). In the more favourable climatic conditions of the Middle Ages they
may have grown considerably further north than they do today (cf. the
article in AV, 173-88, by Ogilvie, Barlow and Jennings reviewed above).
These grapes were remarked upon by some of the early post-Columbian
explorers of the area, for example Jacques Cartier (1491-1557),
who also gave the name ‘Ile de Bacchus’ to the Ile d’Orléans in the St
Lawrence just downstream from Quebec city (cf. Gathorne-Hardy 1921,
158-59). (iii) During the medieval period the Norsemen sailed at least
as far south along the eastern side of North America as L’Anse aux
Meadows and quite possibly further south than that to areas where wild
grapes grow (e.g. New Brunswick) (cf. Question E above).

In view of these facts, it seems highly probable, and certainly more
probable than not, that the Norsemen encountered wild grapes in North
America. It is true that Adam’s work and the two sagas all contain a
fair measure of fictional or fantastic material which has nothing to do
with the realities of North America. It has been argued that the
accounts of wild grapes mentioned in these sources are purely literary
and go back to classical accounts of Insulae Fortunatae, or like places,
in Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae and classical sources (cf. Nansen, |
345-84; II 1-65). But such arguments are to some extent anticipated
and countered by, for instance, Adam’s own statement on this matter.
Furthermore, the name Vinland was a genuine place-name and can hardly
mean anything else than ‘Wine-land’. Attempts to interpret the
first element as vin ‘pasture’ are unconvincing (cf. p. 32 above) and have
been rightly dismissed by a number of philologists (including e.g.
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Finnur Jénsson (1912, 142) who amongst other things points to the
spelling Vijnlandz (for Vinlands) in Flateyjarbok (Flateyjarbok, 1 541,
line 13) as evidence for the length of the 7 in the first syllable of the
word). The wild grapes of North America would have been an object of
fascination for the visitors from Norse Greenland, a place where, we
are told in chapter 22 of Féstbredra saga (fF VI, 226), drinking-bouts
were rare.

G. Did the Norsemen encounter non-Norse peoples in America? If so,
which ones? And what form did their encounters take?

Ari Porgilsson’s statement about the ‘Skraling’ artefacts found by Eirikr
raudi and his companions in Greenland is cited and translated in Note 2
above. The clear implication of this statement is that the Norse Green-
landers had encountered (a) non-Norse people(s) in North America (with
Newfoundland) and we have no reason to doubt this. It is borne out by
the mention of Skreelingar in Vinland and Markland in Gr and Eir. The
artefacts mentioned by Ari were most probably left behind by the Dorset
Inuit who had visited and moved on from southern Greenland before the
arrival of the Norsemen and, on this basis, the Skralingar of Vinland
should strictly be identified with that people. And it is entirely likely
that the Norsemen encountered Dorset Inuit at some time in North America
where they are known to have lived side by side with Indians in New-
foundland and Labrador (cf. VN, 207)."' But such a strict identification
of Ari’s Skralingar with Dorset Inuit is probably not warranted. At the
time he was writing, the Norsemen may well not have encountered the
Inuit in Greenland and they probably did not necessarily distinguish
very carefully between the different non-Norse people they met in these
parts. They probably used the word Skreelingar indiscriminately for
most of them. And they would doubtless have encountered such Native
American peoples as inhabited the parts of North America they visited
(cf. Daniel Odess, Stephen Loring and William W. Fitzhugh in VN, 193—
205). I have suggested that Labrador was perhaps the main area for Norse
activity in America and here they might have met with Innu Indians. The
main Indian tribe of Newfoundland were the Beothuks, now an extinct
people. And if the Norsemen got to the southern parts of the Gulf of St
Lawrence (cf. above) they may well have encountered the Micmacs (cf.
Br, VI863), probably the largest and most important tribe in the area and

' A Dorset soapstone lamp has been found at L’ Anse aux Meadows although
its presence there is problematic in certain respects; cf. VN, 216.
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capable canoeists (cf. the hiidokeipar of the Skrelingar in Gr and Eir).
And there was probably also contact with members of other tribes. There
has, of course, been much discussion concerning the depiction of the
Skrezelingar in Gr and Eir and about how far it can be based on genuine
observations of the native peoples of North America (cf. the somewhat
differing approaches of Bo Almqvist and Sverrir Jakobsson in AV), and
the topic is probably not exhausted. But when the two sagas represent
dealings between Norseman and Skralingar as mainly taking the form
of trade on the one hand and hostilities on the other, this may reflect
reality. For example, chapter 11 of Eir gives this picture of trade with the
Skreelingar (IF IV, 428-29):

... ok vildi pat f6lk helzt kaupa rautt kledi. Peir vildu ok kaupa sverd ok spjot,
en pat bonnudu peir Karlsefni ok Snorri. Peir hofSu 6fglvan belg fyrir kledit
ok téku spannarlangt klaedi fyrir belg ok bundu um hofud sér, ok fér svd um
stund. En er minnka t6k kledit, pa skdru peir { sundr svd at eigi var breidara en
pvers fingrar breitt; gdfu p6 Skrelingar jafnmikit fyrir eda meira.

Whatever its misrepresentations, this passage possibly gives some idea
of how trade between the two peoples may actually have taken place.
(And we think here, perhaps, of the predilection of the Beothuks of
Newfoundland for the colour red which may have made them the origi-
nal ‘Red’ Indians; cf. Br, I 989). Certainly both Vinland Sagas make
much of the hostility of the Skrelingar. And Porvaldr Eiriksson’s death
from an Indian arrow in chapter 4 of Gr, if it actually took place, would
not be untypical of the fate of many Europeans at the hands of the native
population in America.'

The possibility of sexual liaisons between the Norsemen and the
natives of Greenland and America is discussed by Jenny Jochens in her
paper in AV (78-87). She reasonably expresses scepticism that any such
took place.

As noted above, in chapter 12 of Eir Porfinnr karlsefni and his
companions are said to have captured two Skreling boys in Markland
and appear to take them back to Greenland with them. The episode may
reflect some sort of reality: Cartier, for example, returned to France after
his first voyage with two captured Indians (cf. Br, I 599).

"2 In this context, the quarzite arrowhead found in or near the cemetery at
Sandnes in Greenland’s Western Settlement is of interest. It is (according to VN,
239) ‘of a type of stone unknown in Greenland but common to Labrador and
Newfoundland Indian cultures of A.p.1000’. It reminds us graphically of Porvaldr’s
fate as recounted in the Vinland Sagas. Cf. Jones 1986, 132.



62 Saga-Book

H. Why did the Norsemen fail to establish permanent settlements in
North America?

Certainly Gr and Eir give the impression that the Norsemen intended to
establish some sort of permanent settlement in Vinland. For example,
chapter 6 of Gr says of Porfinnr’s expedition that Peir hofou meod sér alls
konar fénad, pvi at peir @tluou at byggja landit, ef peir meetti pat. There
is further reference to livestock taken by the Norse to Vinland (e.g. the
mention of a Norse bull there in Gr, 545, line 5; Eir, no. 348). But the
archaeological evidence of L’ Anse aux Meadows, at least, presents little
or no sign of permanent agrarian settlement and, as far as I understand it,
there is no unequivocal sign (e.g. in the zooarchaeology) of domestic
livestock there. As has been suggested, L’ Anse aux Meadows probably
had more the function of an out-station for voyages to other places. The
Norsemen could conceivably have taken livestock to other places in
North America but there is, as far as I know, little or no archaeological
evidence for this. It is probably safest to be sceptical of the sagas’
testimony on this matter and indeed to wonder how far agrarian settle-
ment west of Greenland was ever seriously contemplated by the Norsemen
at all. Atall events it never took place in any permanent form, and we are
left to speculate on the reasons. Again, the impression given by the
sagas is that the hostility of the Skralingar played a major part in
discouraging settlement by the Norse. Eir (nos 370-371) is more or less
explicit on this point: Peir [Porfinnr karlsefni and his band] péttusk nii
sjd, pott par veeri landskostir godir, at par myndi jafnan otti ok ofrior d
liggja af peim, er fyrir bjuggu. Sioan bjuggusk peir a brottu ok ztludu
til sins lands (so i IV, 230). This may certainly have been a factor. But
one might ask oneself whether it was of overriding importance and
whether it would not have been possible for the Norsemen and the natives
to have lived side by side in relatively peaceful coexistence in at least
some places in the area in question. Nor is it likely that gender imbalance
amongst Norse groups in America was of any decisive significance (cf.
Jenny Jochens’s rather different view in AV, 78—87). But some of the
suggestions made on this matter by, for example, Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson
and Birgitta Wallace Ferguson in AV probably come closest to the truth.
Relevant remarks by Porsteinn Vilhjdlmsson have already been cited on
page 40 above. BWF concludes her article as follows (AV, 144-45):

Even with all the resources of Vinland, the Greenlanders still had to maintain
trade with Europe for those necessities unobtainable in Vinland. The colony
was too small to sustain expeditions to two such distant areas, in opposite
directions. After all, just because we are able to fly to the moon today, we are
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not yet establishing bases there. It was the same with Vinland and L’ Anse aux
Meadows. Their time had not yet come.

One can only accept the general tenor of this. Lines of communication
were long and tenuous, journeys were hazardous. According to BWF
(AV, 143-44), the distance from eastern New Brunswick (where she
suggests Vinland may have lain) to Brattahlid in Greenland was about
3550 kilometres, the same as that from Brattahlid to Bergen in Norway.
Along long stretches of these routes there was the danger of sea-ice, and
navigation was out of the question at certain times of the year. Just as
voyages from Iceland to Norway and back in a single summer were often
impossible, so too would have been the return voyage from Greenland
to the North American coast (cf. Perkins 2001, 157; AV, 139). And the
majority of expeditions to Markland and Vinland would, doubtless,
have had their starting point in Greenland. But the Greenland colony
was, as BWF suggests, small and quite probably lacked the resources in
manpower to sustain regular sailings. The deteriorating climate cannot
have helped (cf. AV, 185). And as the Greenland colony itself went into
terminal decline in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, it stands to
reason that expeditions to North America (as well as to, say, Nordrseta)
would have decreased in number and eventually ceased. The unhappy
outcome of the Greenland expedition to Markland mentioned in Ann
1347 would scarcely have encouraged further such ventures.

(D Did the Norsemen discover America in the Middle Ages?

Inga Doéra Bjornsdéttir remarks in her article in AV (224) that there is
now general consensus that Native Americans discovered America and
had been living on the American continent for thousands of years before
the arrival of the Europeans. Although this is more or less a truism, it is
appropriate that the point is acknowledged in AV. We know that modern
human beings (Homo sapiens sapiens) must have arrived in what is now
Alaska from Siberia by at least 20,000 sc at the very latest and perhaps
by 35,000 Bc or even earlier. Over long periods of time they moved
eastwards and southwards and dispersed themselves to practically every
part of the North American continent. Passing through the Isthmus of
Panama, they entered South America. By approximately 6000 sc at the
latest, some of them, quite possibly gratefully or with relief, had left the
South American continent at its southern end and one wonders what the
first human beings to reach Tierra del Fuego might have made of claims
that the continental mainland they had just quitted was discovered
several millennia later by Leifr Eiriksson or Christopher Columbus or
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anyone else. At all events, there were many developments in both the
Americas between this time and the appearance of the Norsemen in
medieval Canada. A few examples: The potato was first cultivated, as
were the tomato, avocado, maize, cocoa and tobacco. The llama was
domesticated and the dog-sled probably developed. Rubber began to be
used in clothing and footwear. There was urbanisation and in Meso-
America such towns were built as Monte Alban, Teotihuacan (with
perhaps some 100,000 inhabitants in ap 500) and Palenque. Between
about ap 250 and 950, Mayan civilisation flourished with considerable
achievements in architecture and sculpture, mathematics and astronomy,
and significant literary activity. All these things happened in the Ameri-
cas before ap 1000. Whether the Norsemen were the first Europeans to
get to North America is perhaps not entirely certain. Seafarers of other
nations (e.g. the Irish) might have been storm-driven there before the
Scandinavians arrived. At all events, the proposition that Snorri
Porfinnsson (who, as suggested, was quite possibly a historical person)
was the first European to be born in America (cf. e.g. Wahlgren 1969, 23;
Wawn in AV, 197, note 8) may need qualification. Snorri might have
been born at L’ Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland, an island which is
really no more a part of the North American mainland than is Greenland;
priority on this not very important issue might, then, belong to some
person born in the Norse colony in Greenland (cf. p. 46 above). Intelli-
gence of Markland and Vinland would doubtless have faded in detail
and become distorted the further east from Greenland and Iceland it was
received. In mainland Europe and the British Isles, it may often have
assumed a more or less legendary character and perhaps become indistin-
guishable from other mariners’ tales about lands west across the Atlantic.
It is true that, as Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pélsson (1965, 43)
suggest, stories about Vinland could have been current in the seaports of
Europe, for example, Bristol, in the fifteenth century. But the idea that
Columbus got wind of them from whatever source (e.g. on a visit to
Iceland, even during a sojourn on Snafellsnes) is conjectural. If he had
thoughts in his mind of lands which lay beyond Iceland when he set out
from Palos de la Frontera in Spain on his first voyage of 1492, these were
scarcely reflected in the course he took: he headed south-westwards
straight for the Canary Islands, whence he sailed to make his landfall on
San Salvador in the Bahamas on 12th October of that year.

Any claim that the Norsemen discovered America in the Middle Ages
would have to be accompanied by a clear definition of what is meant by
the word ‘discover’ (cf. on this matter Kaufhold 2001, 62-63).



Medieval Norse visits to America 65

III Future approaches

I return to the book reviewed above, Approaches to Vinland. In Section
I, Thave here and there expressed reservations about opinions put forward
by various authors or advanced views which differ from theirs. This is
only to be expected. But taken as a whole, the articles in AV present us
with a useful contribution to the study of the Norsemen in America and
in the North-Atlantic region in general. The overall perspective of the
papers is broad and open-minded and the range of expertise behind
them impressive. Andrew Wawn and Pérunn Sigurdardéttir are to be
thanked for their careful work as editors. And the Sigurdur Nordal Insti-
tute is to be congratulated for arranging what was clearly a very successful
and productive conference and for bringing together such a diverse
array of competent scholars.

What then of research in the next millennium? What more is to be
said, and what new approaches might we take to Vinland? I have
remarked above on the nationalism that has beset this subject. But we
are now in the twenty-first century and there is clearly no room for such
parochial attitudes. I have also grumbled about the fact that Vinland
research has, at times, been rather uncoordinated. I offer a specific
example: in a Festschrift for Jonna Louis-Jensen, Ian McDougall (1997)
published a short article entitled ‘The enigmatic einfeetingr of Eiriks
saga rauda’. In this, he argues that the anonymous kvidlingr about the
uniped in chapter 12 of Eir (no. 388; IF 1V, 232, 432: Eltu seggir, etc.)
is based on a riddle for a pen. He produces persuasive parallels not only
from amongst Icelandic riddles but also from those of Old English.
He argues that the verse was inserted into Eir by its author to support
the saga’s reference to the exotic place-name Einfetingaland and that it
was ‘introduced in keeping with the learned tradition that Vinland
extended to Africa, an area of the world believed to be populated by
fantastic creatures such as unipeds’. Tentative although he is about them
himself, I find McDougall’s conclusions entirely convincing. And their
implications for the use of Eir as a source for history are important: they
show how fast and loose the author of Eir was prepared to play with any
reliable evidence he had about voyages to Vinland and thus the com-
plete lack of historical trustworthiness of parts of his saga. Now,
McDougall’s article is not referred to in any of the millennial publica-
tions about the Norse in America (e.g. in VN 2000, or LE 2001, or AV
2001). And it appeared too late for inclusion in Bergersen 1997. Had
Gisli Sigurdsson taken account of it, he might have thought twice before
presenting a map with ‘Land of the One-Legged People’ marked on the



66 Saga-Book

Gaspé Peninsula (VN, 237; cf. pp. 31-32 above). And it might have
given Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson (AV, 120) pause in praising the reliability
of Eir’s account of Porfinnr karlsefni’s voyage (cf. p. 40 above). In
mentioning these things here, I do not for one moment imply criticism of
these two scholars. (As I have said, it is easy, with the huge literature on
this subject, to overlook a relevant contribution by a predecessor and I
have been as much at fault as others in this.) I draw attention to
McDougall’s article here rather because it shows that there are still
discoveries to be made in the field. The kvidlingr in Eir has puzzled or
ought to have puzzled scholars for at least 150 years. And as recently as
1997 it has been possible to find a solution to the problem. This suggests,
then, that on the philological side the subject is far from exhausted.

Here are one or two suggestions for fut