
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Leif Eriksson

			Key information

			
					Born: circa 970, probably in Iceland

					Died: circa 1020, probably in Greenland

					Expedition aims:	Founding a new colony

	Finding new wealth and resources




					Regions of the world explored: the Labrador and Newfoundland coasts, Canada

					Most notable discovery: the Americas, almost 500 years before Christopher Columbus 

			

			Leif Eriksson (sometimes spelled Leif Ericson or Leif Erikkson) was a Viking navigator who made a name for himself in both Iceland and Greenland. He is thought to have discovered the Americas at the turn of first millennium AD, almost 500 years before Christopher Columbus (Genoese navigator, 1450/1451-1506). 

			The Vikings were first and foremost great explorers and merchants, contrary to popular belief which portrays them as warlords who looted and pillaged wherever they went. They established colonies in Europe, around the Mediterranean, all along the coast of the Black Sea and even as far afield as North America. As explorers, they were centuries ahead the rest of Europe due to their technologically superior ships capable of sailing the oceans and not just the seas, along with their acute sense of direction, developed and passed down through the generations. Through this, the Vikings were able to venture into undiscovered and unexplored lands. 

			Along with his crew, Leif Eriksson discovered Vinland, a fertile land rich in natural resources in North-East Canada on Newfoundland Island. The Vikings settled there for several years before being forced to give up their land and wealth due to conflict with the Native American population. Despite how extraordinary this discovery was given the era in which it occurred, it was largely forgotten for almost nine centuries until historians and archaeologists took new interest in Norse sagas, which tell the impressive tale of Eriksson, the great explorer. 

		


		
			Biography
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			Statue of Leif Eriksson in Qassiarsuk, in the South of Greeland.

			Leif Eriksson: a life told through Norse sagas

			Our only source on Leif Eriksson’s life and career are the Norse sagas. These texts are written in prose and relay the highlights and great events in the lives of some of the great figures of Vikingdom. For several generations, the stories were passed down orally and transformed before being recorded in written form around 1250. Two of these sagas give us an insight into Leif Eriksson’s life and discoveries:

			
					the Saga of Erik the Red

					the Greenland Saga

			

			These two texts contain vital information, despite the fact that their accounts of events occasionally differ and contradict one another. 

			Childhood in exile

			It is thought that Leif Eriksson was born around 970 in Iceland. His parents were Thjodhild and Erik the Red (Erik Thorvaldsson, circa 930-1003), a man who owes this title to his red hair. Erik the Red’s father was exiled from Norway for the violent crimes committed by his own father Thorvald Asvaldsson, and the family settled in Iceland. 

			Ten years later, history repeated itself when Erik the Red killed a group of Icelandic people in the wake of a dispute between them. The family was once again banished and headed westward to try their luck further afield. This led Erik the Red to discover the South of Greenland, and he established the first European colony there. Hoping to attract more settlers, Erik the Red named the island Greenland, despite its Arctic climate. The young Leif Eriksson therefore became the son of the richest and most feared man in the small Greenland colony. 

			Discovering Christianity

			As a young man, Leif Eriksson set out on a voyage which took him to the Scottish Hebrides, a group of islands situated to the north west of mainland Scotland, and to Norway, his homeland. During his journey, he met a noblewoman named Thorgunna and had a son with her, whom they named Thorgils. 

			He then went to the court of the Norwegian King Olaf I (circa 963-1000) and became one of his closest knights. Eriksson was strongly influenced by the King, who had taken it upon himself to spread Christianity to the whole of Norway. He renounced the Pagan gods he had previously worshipped and became a Christian convert. 

			At King Olaf’s request, Eriksson agreed to take a team of Christian missionaries to Greenland to spread their beliefs. In Greenland, he led construction on the country’s first church. This was much to his father’s dissatisfaction, as Greenland was still largely attached to ancient gods and beliefs. 

			The rumour at the heart of Eriksson’s expedition

			Around the year 1000, Leif Eriksson learned of a rumour which was circulating among the little Greenland colony. A man named Bjarni Herjolfsson (Icelandic explorer, circa 965-1000) had apparently lost his way at sea while fishing somewhere between Greenland and Iceland. His ship had been blown off course and, rumour had it, this had led him to catch sight of unfamiliar land on the horizon. Eriksson was intrigued and decided to set off in search of this new territory himself, with the help of information from Herjolfsson who had eventually made it safely home. 

			Eriksson set off towards the west with a crew of 35 men and quickly came across the land in question which he proceeded to name Vinland, part of modern day Newfoundland, Canada. Eriksson therefore became the first European to set foot on the American continent, long before Columbus did so in 1492. Despite this new land being fertile and abundant in resources, Eriksson only spent a few months there before going back to Greenland. This is perhaps because he was to take over as head of the colony from his father. 
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			Painting showing Leif Eriksson just as he discovers Vinland.

			A few years later in around 1020, Eriksson died in the company of family and friends. It is thought that he left everything to his second son Thorkell. 

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			Eriksson’s remarkable discovery, almost half a century before Christopher Columbus would take credit for the same feat, was only made possible by the highly developed Norse navigation technology. This expertise and prowess in the area of exploration, with which the rest of Europe could not compete at the time, departs markedly from the place Vikings often hold in the collective imagination. 

			Did you say Viking?

			The Vikings, also known as Norse people (which literally means men of the North), were populations of explorers, merchants and pirates who lived between the 9th and 11th centuries. They were originally from Scandinavia (Denmark, Norway and Sweden) but colonised large parts of Europe, the Mediterranean, the Black Sea coastline and even North America. 

			The word Viking has its origin in Old Norse, the ancient language of Scandinavia and Iceland, and links to the maritime expeditions undertaken by these well-seasoned navigators. 

			Historians class the Viking Age as the centuries (circa 700 to 1100 AD) during which many Vikings left Scandinavia in search of their fortune and new lands. The Viking Age came to an end when centralised Christian monarchies were established in Scandinavia. The Vikings began to leave behind their traditions and customs in favour of a lifestyle much more similar to the rest of medieval Europe. 

			The Vikings as merchants

			The life of a typical Viking followed the pattern of the seasons; agriculture in winter, travelling merchant in summer when the weather was more forgiving. For these Nordic populations, trade was essential to allow them to acquire goods which could not be found in Scandinavia such as silk, spices, wine or silver. In turn, the Vikings exported goods such as wood, wool, iron, honey, fish, tin and walrus ivory. 

			As such, the Vikings engaged in trade with Europeans, Arabs and the Slavic populations in Russia. However, in mainland Europe, some Christian merchants were reluctant to trade with them due to their Pagan beliefs. Nevertheless, the Vikings were not afraid to use force to obtain what they needed. Raids were an integral part of Norse customs; the Pagan pirates were happy to attack churches, convents, monasteries and other religious buildings which held great treasures and wealth. These raids also spread terror among the civilian populations who were not spared from this violence. 

			Viking trade was not always so bloody, with some Viking groups setting up more permanently in certain regions. Trading posts and farms were established in England, Scotland, Ireland and the Faroe Islands (a group of islands situated between Norway and the Northern Atlantic Ocean). This taste for travel and adventure became a Viking family tradition, with entire generations moving from country to country. Leif Eriksson’s family was no different; in fact, they went further than most in this area. 

			The Vikings as explorers

			While the rest of Europe’s exploration ambitions lay in simply sailing away from the coastline to explore the oceans, the Vikings were travelling far and wide thanks to their excellent ships and unrivalled knowledge of the seas, built up throughout generations. 

			The Vikings are well-known for their drakkars, their legendary ships with dragon’s heads carved into the wood at the bow and stern. Their technological prowess was largely due to a sound understanding of how their ships worked and an ability to maximise the potential of their equipment. They had two completely different types of boat which they employed at different times according to the goal at hand - either trade or war - and where the expedition was being led - either on rivers or the ocean: 

			
					The Longboat: the warship, long and thin in its structure, was designed to sail on rivers. Its slim design made it more aerodynamic than most ships and helped it reach considerable speeds which aided the Vikings in their dawn raids and attacks.

					The Knarr: this seafaring vessel was completely different from the longboat. It was broader and heavier, more robust and capable of sailing the oceans. Its detachable sail helped it catch good winds and travel at a high speed for the era. This was the type of ship used by Eriksson and his crew to reach North America. 

			

			Other than their superior equipment, the Vikings were also masters of observation and orientation. They examined the heavens in minute detail, using the positions of the stars and the colour of the water and the sun to navigate the high seas. They were also known to release birds while at sea and follow them to the closest land. The Vikings were miles ahead of the rest of Europe; it was not until Henry the Navigator (Portuguese prince, 1394-1460) came along in the 15th century that Europeans would develop the technology and knowledge to allow them move away from the coasts and head for new lands. 
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