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Did the Medieval Norse Society in Greenland
Really Fail?

Joel Berglund®

The most famous “archacologist” of owr time, Indiana Jones, said
it succinctly: “IF yon are scarching for oruth, vou mnst consult the
Department of Philosophy; in Archacology we deal in facts.” Probably
unintentionally, the lihn's seript writer singled out the central issue in
all rescarch. Realities arve manifest in archiacological digs, for example,
bt responsible interpretations of these discoveries depend on the filters
they must pass through. One such filter is the knowledge at the archae-
ologist’s current disposal, not the least of which are the scientific ools
available. I must be clearly imderstood that archacology and history
are continuous processes, constantly revised as new inlornmation comes
in. Except for the fact that we shall all die sometime, there are few nld-

mate certainties in the world, inchwding in archacology and history.

COLLAPSE IN THE PAST AND PRESENT

This essay will foens on archacology and history, on linding a grand
design in details, on the velevance of nsing the past o draw conclu-
stons intended for our own time, on human responses (o environmen-
tal challenges, and on the possibility that these responses may lead o
environmental and social change. In considering these questions, we
need to keep in mind that major contowrs or themes are made up of
many small factors, and that oversimplilying those connections and
factors will inevitably produce results that at best are inadequate and

at worst wrong and misleading,



|t /m//ior::/‘um/

LG o e

FIGURE 9.1 Asimple trowel in the band ol anavchacologist is nsed to discover
facts and conditions of Tong-forgotten human lives. (Photo by J. Berglund)

Throughout history, from antiquity until the present, numerous
writers have tried o fit past events into easily nnderstood narra-
tives. However, the past differs from the present in that learned
people of the past had Hmited knowledge of the world: the world
known at the time was ondy asmall part of the globe. Imagination
filled in ¢he gaps, When venluring bevond the known world, a
traveler might encounter monsters with two heads, a one-legged
creature with a foot so large it protected its owner from the su,
cyclops, and other monstrous beings. In the words of the Swedish
histovian Dick Harrison, such stories were the equivadent of today's
comic strips and science fiction about creatnres inouter space. The
perspective has changed, but the fack of knowledge involved s the
same,

For examples from the twentieth century, one may point 10 works
such as the German philosopher Oswald Spengler’s Untergaorg des
Abendlandes (Decline of the Westy, published right alter World War |
and notable for a cuttural pessimism that predicted the western
world’s decav,! After thoronghly analvzing the various greac culuures

in world history, Spengler reached the conclusion that all cultures

go through cycles of rise, Howering, and decay. Such a philosophy of

history had already been heralded by the eighteenth-century histo-
rian Edward Gibbon in e Declive and Fall of the Roman Empire? Tn six
volumes, which constituted his life’s work, Gibbon covered thirteen

centuries of history.
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FIGURE 3.2 “Odd persons.” (Cosmographine Universalis 15,4 courtesy of
Skapelsens Geograli)

Inspired by Spengler, the English historian Arnold Toynbece wrote
A Study of History in twelve volumes, published between 1934 and
19613 His work points out that the dynamics ac work in any kind of
change are determined by the nanwre of the environmental challenge
and by the human cultiral response to i,

These works have subsequently been joined by others, with pop-
ular histories in particular published practically on an assembly
Hne, which in some respects is @ welcome development because it
reftects a broad public interest in history and in the past. Among
recently published books in this genre one might mention Mark
Kurlansky’s Salt, which secks to understand world history by focus-
ing on one of the smallest of macroscopic molecules, namely,
sodium chloride.t Tt is a splendid example of using a tiny com-
ponent as a window on a large picture. Another example of this
approach is Jared Diamond’s Collapse, his grand attenmipt to explain
why civilizatons have disappeared and why conditions here on
earth developed as they did.s
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However, as professional historians nd arehacologists, we mus
wsist that, aca mintmum, our labors in the licld, i archives, and in
laboratories be respected and the results of our work correctly ren-
dered. Certain works that fail to mect these eriteria mnst be con-
signed o the wwilight zone between fiction and science. Discovering
factual mistakes in one’s own subject of professional expertise is a
major problem, becaunse it produces distrust of statements made
about other topics outside one’s own arca of expertise.

Returning to Spengler and Toynbee, we may recall that Spengler’s
analysis ends with his conviction that ruin is the inevitable ontcome
of a civilization’s cyclical movenient, while Toynbec believed that
finding the right belief system might maintain the proper balance
between envirommental challenges and culture,

We all know the expression (hat trees do not grow to heaven, and
scholars must certainly take care that “something” does not become
“too much.” Il we go to the Old Testament, the story about the Tower
of Babel may be nnderstood as saying that “something became too
much.” The writer of Feclesiastes cantions that “there is a time for
everything.” In short, the ancient cultures of the Near East already
had an eye for the problems that Spengler and Toynbee encountered
i their work.

Why do we occupy ourselves with historical researcl, and what
drives our interest in past events? In his book Collapse, Dianmond
repeatedly claims that archacological vescarch has value today, and
to some degree this is true. For instance, a Danish archacological
work about Iskunic water-lifting wheels lad a decisive influence on
the present ability to supply water within a developing country in
Afvica. Ianght also mention that studies of the Medieval vegetation
in southern Greenland have singled ont problems that one would
want to avoid in modern farming ~ a topic to which P veturn later
in this chapter.

By focusing o many conerete practicalities, however, Diamond
overlooks an important detail, namely, that archacological rescarch
offers more than demonstrable utility. All people have an urge (o
know about the past, where one comes [rom and what sort of events
have brought us to the present. How did people think in the past, what
made Paleolithic huimans paint representations of their world in inac-

~
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cessible caves in France, Spain, and central Europe? As Homo sapions
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we are related 1o them, and although the message they painted has
been lost to us, we share (heir yearning for explanations, for under-
standing. The human memory is short; it does not take many genera-
tions o forget even major events unless these have been anchored in
pictures or texts. An archacological excavation is both a picture and

@

a text, but it is only a part of the “past present” that we attempt Lo
approach and to understand.

Archacologists primarily uncover objects that depend on appropri-
ate conditions for their preservation, but our most important concern
is usually with the context in which the objects are found. One might
say that an excavation always has both a contents side and an interpre-
tive sicle, which may be roughly divided into a quantitative part and a
qualitative one. One could also distinguish that which can be measured
and weighed and that which may “only” be interpreted. However, there
is good reason to be aware of the danger that as soon as somnething
niay be expressed munerically, it becomes truth — what one might call
conjnring with nmhers, The oversimplification that is apt to follow
is often whalt is most offensive about popular weiting. One example off
thisis the attemptin Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Stevl to quuintify food
production in terms ol the number of kilometers of farmland added
per year! It is important to bear in mind that numbers, (0o, must be
interpreied. Huuans are fickle ereatures, and the world in which
their actions take place is equally napredictable. One ol owr duties as
archacologists and historians is nevertheless to try to explain change,
cause, and cflect. Some people claim that there is no such thing as his-
tory and future, that strictly speaking there is only an eternal present.
As investigators, we bring the former presentinto our own present, and
the question is whether we can understand the former present without
basing too mnch ol vur interpretation on our own present.

11 archacology is regarded as having practical value today, (he
implication is that the past 1o a large exient resembles the present.
However, a number of circumstances tell ns that this is not the case.
For instance, it might be pointed out that the world’s demography
has changed and that we now face climarte clianges that, probubly lor
the lirst time in history, are partly the result of human activity. We
have it in our power to destroy lile here on carth several times over
by means of nuclear weapons, but it is also in our power to alter this
situation — if the will is rhere. But do we have that will?
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FIGURE 3.5 Saltsprinkler. (Photo by |. Berglund)

A SHORT ARCHAEREOLOGY AND HISTORY OF GREENLAND

I have almost thivty years of experience with archucology in
Greenband and have, as the former associate head of Greenbund’s
National Muscum and Arvchives, worked for a number of years (o
promote the preservation of open-air historical monuments. My spe-
cialty is the study of Norse Greenland, which applies to the period
between 982 c.e.and the last part of the fifteenth century, when
southern Greenland was populated by Norvdic people, primarily from
leeland. This new socicty consisted of two settlements: the northerly
and smaller Western Settlement, located in the aren tut tocay consti-
tutes Nouk Manicipality, and the Fastern Settdement, which was (he
Frgest aad mose sontherly community. Both sculements were posi-
tioned between 6o and 65 degrees north ladude and were separated
by a distance of morve than Goo kilometers.

With many ruins frontan almost intact Medieval society, Greenland
has from the cighteenth century (0 the present been a focus of
archacologists, particularly by Danish investigators, but lately includ-
g rescarchers from other nations as well, Together with Norway
and leeland, Greentand cane under Danish hegemony in 1387, The
Norse community lay deserted by the end of the filteenth century.

There was no contact with either Norway or Denmark from then until
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The North Atlantic World of the Norse
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FIGURE 3.4 The Norse sphere of interest in the Nosth Adantic covered an
area from Scandimiawvia through England, Ireland, Ovkney, the Hebrides, the
Faroy Isles, Ieeland, Greenland, and the arcas around Newloundland, This
is the western world of the Vikings within which they traveled and domi-
nated. (Prepared by Pablo Robles)

1721, when the Danish-Norwegian missionary Hans Egede stepped
ashore on Greenland’s west coast, in the istand-studded region just
outside the present capital of Nouk. He canie to convert the Catholic
Norse he expected to find there, but as they had long since vanished,
hie tarmed his atention (o the Innit.

Faint as it appears to have been, the memory of Norse Greenland
never vanished completely. During the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries @ number of expeditions were sent to the waters ol
Greenland, especially from Denmark, England, and Holland. Those
who succeeded in getting ashore met only Inwit people. In the sev-
enteenth and cighteenth centuries the hunt lor whales switched
from the waters around Spitshergen to Greenland, and lively con-

tact and barter ensued between Greenland’s Inuit people and the
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foveign whalers: this Eested into the cighteenth cennmyc What we can
conclude from testimonies rom these tinelers and whalers s dud
the Inuit hunting people, known as the Thule culture, had spread
over Greenland in the interval between the exodus of the Norse peo-

ple in the last part of the fifteenth century and the arvival of the mis-

stonary i 721, Further, we can conclude that the Greenlanders off

today are descendants of the Thule cultire that in the (European)
Middie Ages came (o Greenfand.

From the end of the cighteenth century, Greenland had colonial
status, a position it maintaied until 1953, when it hecame a county
within Denneak. That status asted undl 1979, when Greenland
obtained home rule as aseparate nation, just like the Facrvoes Islands.
(Iceland had declared its independence in 1g.gq.) The population of
Greenland today is around 57.000.

Lintil 1479 Greenland’s archacology was handled by the Danish
Nutional Muscum, afterwhich the Greentand Home Rule Government
assumed responsibility for historic resources. This change led (o the
creation of local muscumns i all of Greenland’s cighteen municipali-
ties as well as of aomam muscum in Nuuk, and to legislation for mon-
ument protection and muscums. This was of considerable benefit 1o
archacological work and also meant that the Greenlanders began to
take an active part in these efforts. A milestone in Danish-Greenland
muscun cooperation was reached with the vepatriation of museum
objects from the Danish National Museum 1o its Greenland counter-
part. This work was completed in 2zoorn, when the fast object was trans-
[erred. By that time more than gr,000 picces had made the return
trip across the Atlante to Greenland,

WIHAT HIAPPENED TO GREENLAND'S NORSE?

As 1 said belore, the Norse scutdement of southern Greenland has
been the subject of intensive rescarch. The chiel questions occu-
pying scholars and others [rom far and near are what happened
toward (the end of the commumiury’s existence and what ultimadtely
became of its inhabitants. Attempted answers have involved specu-
lations as diverse as degencration, pivate attacks and subsequent
abductions {¢.g., to the Canary Islands to serve as slaves), emigra-

tion to America, extermination by the Inud, intermarriage with and
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absorption by thie Inutt ])npulutinn, veduced conact with the rest of

the Norse world, and emigration as a respouse o climatic changes.
This last hypothesis s (he one that most scholars are currently

addressing. A ‘

Other important questions have been raised concerning the set-
gers” adjustment to their new cnwvironment and, last hu’l nnl’ least,
about their ability o influence their physical surroundings in the
long run, inchuding whether environmental events may have h(‘(‘l.l
beyond their control Current research also concentrades on 1!1(* SOCT-
01\;’3 strocture, its possible trading contacts with the Innit, its rela-
litA)nship with the Church, and its apparent conservatism as reflected
in archacological finds and in the ruins themselves, ‘

1 is possible 1o gain o comprehiensive view of both l?l(‘ size ;mfl
reach of this Norse society established i a small part of the world’s
biggest islkind. The literary sourees about the (‘(Tl(mifts ;1\1‘(* SpArse,
but in comparison with other nmigram pupul;\lmnﬁ in Greenland,
such as the people from the Saqqaq, Dorset, and Thule cultures
who arrived from Canada, the Norse are not ANOUYINIOUS = We are
practically on a first-name basis with many ol them. Norse Greenland
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society s a tangible phenomenon begmming and ending within
a period of abont foo years. While Tovnbee called it "an abortive
Scandinavian civilization.™ it has frequently been pointed ont that it
lasted longer than the United States has existed as a polity, to give an
example. Itis not correct to regard the Norse society in Greenland as
a failure, because it endured for as long as its inhabitants could man-

age the conditions they were given.

INUIT-NORSE RELATIONS

I is @ vecurring theme in several popular works that hostile it
contributed in a major way to the depopitation of the Norse settie-
ments. The Western Setdement closed down livst, toward the end of
the fonrteenth centiry, and the Eastern Setdement abont century
later. Sources {rom the time tetling about hostle it ave few: the
most famons conflice with native peoples is the altercation with (he
inhabitants, probably Beothuk, in the new kands 1o the west (hamely,
Novth America) — MavkLand, Hellaband, and Vinland = as reported
i HFlateyarbik, composed around 1200 and thus penned more than
200 years after the events themselves took place. These lands are also
described in the “Saga of Erik the Red.” Despite those conflicts, the
Norse maintained contact with the lands to the west. Although we
don’t know for how long, they even built a base camp - scarveely a dis-
missive gestine —at EAnse anx Meadows on the tip of Newloundland's
northern peninsala.

One may wonder if the resources at the disposal of the Norse sim-
ply did not suffice for yet another colonizing venture, Continning
contact with the New World is indicated by archacological finds, such
as the discovery of hair from bison and brown bear during the exca-
vation of “The Farm bheneath the Sand” at the heart of the Western
Sctdement. s likely that people from Greenland sailed 1o Canada
lor hmmber and other products for as long as they possessed ships that
could negotiate the Davis Strait. One might add that these voyages
to the other side ol the Davis Strait, as well as hunting expeditions
to North Greenland, emphasize dynamic that was driven by the
wish to improve (heir society’s economy and probably also by a good

degree of curiosity.,
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Anuther description appears 1 the teport about the situation
in Greentand that the Novwegian priest lvar Bardarson gave (o the
Bishop of Bergen around the middle of the fourteenth century.
According 10 this story, the Western Settlement was now deserted,
and the Inuit occupied the entire area. The original document is
lost, but, judging Irom the surviving accounts, Bardarson had told
his story to someone who then wrote it down, perhaps a long time
later. This leaves room for possible misunderstandings. Au leelandic
annal from 1379 notes that the Inuit had been atacking the Norse,
killing eighteen men and capturing two boys.

Greenland myths and tales collected in the nincteenth century
also tell about conllicts between tie two peoples. In this case, how-
ever, we are dealing with an oral tradition in which those who passed
the stories down through time may have added a lidle here and sub-
tracted alitde there. For example, there is astory about how the Tnuit
overran the farm at Hvalsey and burned the Norse alive in their
honses. When the farm was excavated in 1935, however, there was no
carbonized layer or any other indication of a fierce five, from which
one nast conclnde that in this case the story or myth was not tied to
actital events.

A differvent and rather more fanciful tale of violence appears in
1421: The Year China Discovered the World by Gavin Menzies.® Among
other accounts, Menzies tells about a visit by a large Chinesce teet o
the Hvalsey Fjord, where the Chinese not only distributed their DNA
among the local population, but threatened it with cannons. That
story takes us far into the aforementioned twilight zonce.

We are, so to speak, laced with two different ways of reconstruct-
ing an event: from parchmenc and from memory and storytelling.
While we cannol say that the Inuit story is mistaken, it probably
ough( not (o be interpreted literally. A similar event may have taken
place that, for the benelit of later generations, was then associated
with a well-recognized location where Norse people were known Lo
have lived. The story’s metamorphosis may come (rona storyteller’s
device we also know from the leelandic sagas about Greenland, in
which (he story’s setting might be merely a product of the mind,
but garnished with familiar place names (o make listeners feel at

home.
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ricure 8.6 Ruain of the church of Hvalsey seen from the west through the

entrance of the festival hall that helonged to the surrounding farm complex,
The churel probably was erected at the beginning of the (l’mn'w(*nlh een-
taryand is the best-preserved medieval building in the Norse North Atlantic
area. (Phowo by L Berglund)

The long and the short of i is that we must take the few sparse
reports to be evidence of contact between the two groups of peo-
ple. The problems are with interpreting the stories, which give rise
to a mnuber of unanswered questions. Aceepting the stories at lace
value means accepting that enconnters hetween the two peaples
were invariably hostile. 'The Norse name for the Inuit, shielings (a
sick, weak personj. also seems to suggest a somewhat arrogant, con-
descending atiitnde. Contact need not always have been confronta-
tional, however; a look at the dissemination of news in our own time
shows a parallelin that it 1s most often the dramatic events that make
the headlines, ravely or never astory about peacelul coexistence. The
Norse attitude toward the Inait probably had its root in the differ-
ence between Christiaus and non-Christians, but thae civcumstance
woutld not necessarily fead to contlict,

Normally contact between two parties is manifested archaco-
logically by finds of objects from both sides of o velationship. Such

objects are extwremely scaree in material from (he Norse rins in
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Both the Western and Fastern settloments, while, ¢ onversely, thevare
comewhat more munerons in Thule Tnuit rains, In both cases the
artifacts give the impression of having served as a kind of souvenin.
Norse items have been found in Thale culuve vuins in High Arctic
Greenland and Canada, which reflects a meeting of some kind, at
least an encounter with objects from an alien cultre. These artifacts
unty, of coursc, have come from an actual enconnter, but they may

Jjust as well have been obtained by trade or by plundering abundoned

Norse home sites. Until new archacological ov historical discoveries
shed further light on this question, the answer must remain open.
We do sce that the Thule cultive Inuit spread down along
Greenland’s west coast during the fourtecnth centnry, possibly veach-
ing the mouth of the Nunk Fjord - the Western Settlement’s outer
limit toward the Davis Strait — as carly as the beginning of that cen-
tury. 'seen in conjunction with an ongoing Norse exodus, the Thule
people’s advance could be interpreted as possibly having contribnted

to a decision by the Norse to abandon their farms and go clsewhere.

ADAPTATION AND SUBSISTENCE IN GREENLAND'S
MEDIEVAL PERIOD

I is interesting that in recent popular works concerning the
Greenland Norse, their society s often descvibed as being at the
point ol collapse, as il thelr resourees were fully consumed cvery
year. 11 the sitation had been that terrible, they wonlkd snvely not
have hesitated o reemigrate. Descriptions ol that kind most likely
reflect modern preoccenpations. Social and material collapse is dra-
matic and can be made to serve as a parallel 1o worries of everything
in our own day. 1Uis far more rewarding, however, (0 examine how
the Norse adjusted to the conditions in their new land. Were there
great differences between Greenland and their homeland? Did they
gain anything by moving (o Greenland? The immediate answer nust
be both Yes and No.

Back home in leetand, e had been growing scavce, and a shortage
of farm property and a growing population must be considered a pow-
erful incentive to seek new laud in the west. Although that may scem
Jike a momentons decision, if we view the Norse North Atlantic vegion

as a whole = from the entire Norwegian coast (o the Facroes, Shetland,
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rreure 47 Sheep grazing on asmountain pasture in the Qollortog Valley

in the core area ol what was once the Eastern Scttlement. (Photo by
1. Berglund)

the Orkneys, and leeland = it takes on (he character of a large “fjord
systent” where people moved avound [reely, and where Greenland sim-
ply represented o westward expansion. With this image in wmind, itis
not difficult (o comprehend o moving away [rom Greenland again,
because that, (oo, would have taken place within the “local region.”

One of the numediate advantages the seulers found was an unoc-
cnpied countyy with plentiful resources. Fine pastures could be
exploited up to boo meters above sca level, and there was game of
every sort from ptarmigans (@ medinm-sized game bird in the grouse
family) to reindecer, fish, and seal, as well as prestge game such ag
polar bear and walrus. At fivse, the elimate was relatively mild, but it
was to cool down beginming in the mid-thirceenth century undil the
Norse population Ieft at the end of the fifteenth centuary.

The settders brought widh them a mental and physical farming cul-
ture that they now needed to repot in new soil. For the first time,
domestic animals were imposed on Greenland; for the first time,
Greenbind’s environment was indirectly exploited by farm animals
such as cows, sheep, and goats. So far, so good. In time, it turned
out that cows required too many resources, and to comnteract this

——— e e
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situation, the cow population was reduced in favor of smatler aninals
like sheep and goats, s Tikely thaconly the farge and medinme-sized
farms continued o keep a few cows.

It we look at the buildings, we see that large common rooms
retflecting the concepts setters had brought with them from Iceland
cventally hecome smaller, and one may suppose that this develop-
ment wais a response (o gradually cooling condlitions. Next, we may
(urn to the pastres that provided the basis for keeping domestic
animals. Near the farms we find fenced-in home fields, while arcas
farther away provided mountain pastures for sunmuer farming. An
example is known from the Western Settlement of soil improvement
done by spreading mixed farm waste. The Norse also developed a
unique watering system based on adjustable canals, laced across
their home fields and connected (o water reservoirs at higher eleva-
tions. Similar arvangements arce not known from Ieeland in the same
period, and it may well be that the theoretical background for these
engineering works came from educated men in the service of the
Greenland Church,

Of lesser nuagnitide are the examples we have of the inhabianty’
skill in replacing metal with bone and horn in a number of every-
day objects. From both of the settlements we have examples such as
arrows made front reindeer anders, a lock and an axe blade made
from whale bone, and belt buckles and sewing needles made of bone.
Rather than regard these articles as a sign ol want, one might con-
sider them proof of imaginative use of the raw materials at hand.

It has long been a mystery why so few fish bones have been found
in Greenland archiacological excavations. Some anthors have sug-
gested that there was a taboo about cating fish, an explanation that
naturally offers an immediate solution to the problem. However, fish
remains have always heen presentin excavated material, only in small
quantities. Of course the Norse Greenlanders ate fish. The {jords and
the ocean constitinted a limitless resource, and cating lish was @ tra-
dition all over the Norse world. A recent excavation in the Western
Settdenment uncovered parts of a net made of baleen (whalebone),
which may well have been the remains ol a fishing net. Radho-isotope
analyses performed in the last few years on luman bones (rom Norse
graveyards, in both settlements, tell a clear story about what people
ate and in what quantities. Here there is no possible doubt: they ate
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FiGurE 3.8 Artifacts made of reindecr antlers as a substituie for or a supple-
ment 1o aron: {Lop} a door hinge and (hottom) a collection of arrows for
hunting,

lish. These analyses also show that, as time progressed, a greater pro-
portion of the food consumed was marine, cspecially fish and seal.
This can only mean that stipplics of food canght or grown on land
decreased and were compensated for by increasing the proportion of
food Irom the sea.

I connection with the mystery ol the missing fish bones, 1 miglt
add a story about an older Norwegian biologist | enconntered during
the excavation of the well-known “Farm beneath the Sand.” We had
Just finished digging out a quite large vessel made of steatite, and
when the biologist saw it, he said that he was familiar with that type

of vessel from his childhood in northern Norway. His grandparents
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had collecred the scraps from fish dinners in just such a vessel, and
when it was fitled, they boiled the fish bones into a nutritious mass
that they fed to their handful of cows during the winter. Perhaps the
explanation for the missing Norse Greenland fish bones is that the
animals were fed the scraps, which had been rendered completely

unrecognizable 1o archacologists and osteologists.

CONSIDERING SUCCESS AND FAILURE OF THE
GREENLAND NORSE

Even this briel overview shondd demonstrate that the Norse Green-
landers without a doubt were competent farmers who knew how o
adjust 10 changing circumstances in their subsistence, o the extent
that it was within their power to do so. Diamond claims in Guns,
Cerms, and Steel that the Novse community was unable to maintain a
[ood-producing socicty, and that the society itself was (0o small and
too impoverished o survive in the long vun, However, this must be

B

regarded as a "truth”™ in need of strong modilications. As noted ear-
licr, the Norse Greenlanders had no problem with changing from a
mainly terrestrial diet to a predominantly marine one. Their society
survived for precisely as long as that was possible without sinking below
what was considered an acceptable statns, The Norse felt the Western
Setdement toward the end of the fourteenth centnry, while the Eastern
Scettdement was abandoned at the end of the lifteenth century, having
ontlasted the Western Settlement by a century. That is a long time,
long enough to produce up o four additional generations, and lon-
gor than several twenticth-century European states have lasted. With
regard 1o food production, it s a matter of record that during the five
yeurs that Greenland was cut off from Danish supplies as a result of
World War 11, sheep farming in Greenland, combined with hunting
and trapping, to a high degree sustained the population,
Greenland’s population in 1g45 numbered 21,412 — more than
four times that ol the maximum population estimate for the Norse
period. Morceover, neither stories nor archacological excavations
indicate any panic or social unrest of the sort Diamond imagines
drove the Eastern Settlement toward collapse. On the contrary,
everything points (o a gradualand leisurely depopulation, asituation
that also seems to apply to the Western Settlement. Archaeological
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FIGURE 9. Ruin of the charch “Undir HOEGT built around 1300 ¢ The

facing gable was a wooden constructon that has now disappeared. During
the centuries following abandonment, the ruin was buried under drift sand
that still covers the surrounding area. The creck 1o the leftis now hardly
navigable because of drifting sand; the buildings in the background belong
to a modern sheep farmer. (Photo by . Berglund)

investigations of several Norse Farm sites in the Western Settlement
have uncovered nothing to snggest that the last inhabitants starved
or [roze to death, which is the interpretation Diamond has chosen
1o read o the archacological reports. It is also impossible that
Ivar Bardarson traveled from farm to farm to gather corpses in dil-
ferent stages of decomposition and carry them many miles to the
nearest churchyard.

I is quite telling that during our Greenland Norse excavations we
mostly come upon deliberately discarded objects. Furthermore, as
already noted, there is no great wealth of Norse objects in Thule house
ruins. The Norse wok with them whatever they could carry when
they left. Nor have archaecological discoveries included anything sug-
gesting conflict, such as fires or bodies leftin the Norse ruins. Inone
instance only was a body found at a farm in the Fastern Scttlement,

and the circumstances surrounding that find are unclear.
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ricury .10 Ruinof the church of Herjolfsnaes situated at the southermmost
part of the Fastern Settlements the fivst port of call when arviving from the
cast. The church probably was crected i the thirteenth cemtury as one ol
the biggest in the Fastern Senlement. Today only the foundation is leftand
parts ol the collapsed surrounding wall. Around the chureh was (he burial
ground, excavated in gt Because of the permanently Irozen ground, the
Largest known collection of medicval clothing was discovered here, By 1921
a large part of the churehward had disappeared into the sea. To the right,
the sea is continuously croding the shore, aprocess that began in the Middle
Ages annd now has reached the chureh isell {(Photo by J. Berglund)

Survival in Greenland’s communities was naturally contingent upon
selsulficieney in food production. It has alvcady been noted that atwo-
pronged economic approach was used, relying on hunting and fishing
on the one land and on domestic aninial produets on the other. Flesh-
based protein came mostly from hunting and fishing, while farm ani-
mals such as cows, sheep, and goats primarily supplicd fresh milk for
various dairy products. In addition, sheep and goats yiclded waool for
the cloth production that took place on alt the farms. Briefly stated,
cach farm was a production unit, and is products were both exchanged
among the farms and used as payment in kind for chureh taxes.

All this activity naturally depended on the availability of enongh

Jand and water to permit domestic animals as well as 1o supply all
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the wild game and fish the population needed. {twas quite a differ-
ent matter o make sure (hat the farm animmals had sufticient fodder
to see them through a winter, and that a farm was properly situated
to provide a good hay harvest from fields surrounding farms and (o
give the animals an opportunity to graze somewhat farther away, us
late into the year as possible. That takes us (o a different discussion,
namely, about whether the farmers contributed to a deterioration of
their physical environment with their activities.

SLOUCHING TOWARD “COLLAPSE”

Particularly in the Eastern Scttlement’s central region, a number of
investigations of sotl and sedimentary conditions have been made,
with core samples taken from lakes, wetlands, and arcas near farm
houses. The results of these analyses show that soil erosion speeded
up after settlement began in 985, Additional analyses of teeth from
domestic animals demonstrate increased wear from the presence
of sand in their food. One may draw (wo possible conclusions from
this: either the pastiure areas had become so worn down that the
animals’ [ood inevitably became mixed with grains of sand, or else
strong winds had carried in sand from other arcas in the region,
The destruction of vegetation meant that scrub, which normally
acted as windbreaks, no longer prevented the upper soil layers from
becoming exposed o wind and (o subscequent erosion, which accel-
erated as an inereasing number of plants were removed by grazing,

This scenario may have been initiated by the farmers’ burning off
the serub vegetation, followed by trampling and grazing by domestic
animals, bntsuch an interpretation is notwithout ambignities, Recent
climate rescarch suggests that strong winds characterized the warm
period before the cooling trend that culminated in the Litle lee
Age, about 1430-1850, and that this windy period peaked just betore
the cooling began in the fifteenth century. That means that the con-
ditions lor erosion were present during the entire period of Norse
tenure, rom which we might conclude that there were two dilferent
contributory causes, both pointing in the same unfortunate direc-
tion. Examples of crosion and increasing sand deposits are known
from many locations in the Eastern Settlement, including (rom the
vicinity of a big farm and a church constructed around 1300. The

Nuvaerende
temperature
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FIGURE 3.1 Historical clinate changes (rom 606 o 1900 ¢ The Norse
period in Greenkud, roughly 1000 10 1100 Gi. took place during a rel-
atively warm period, while the retraction of settiement occurved @ cold
period. The predominating cold in the fourteenth century can be scen as a
Factor contributing to the abandonment of Novse scittfements. (Courtesy ol
Grgnlands Forhistorie, Copenhagen, 200.4)

implication is that growing deposits of wind-blown sand began in this
part of the community sometime in the fourteenth century, because
itis unlikely that anyone would have established a farm with a church
in an area that was already plagued by sand deposits.

The next inevitable question mustaddress the number of domes-
tic animals that may have been roaming the outdoors. Although
there is evidence of stables and folds with voom for quite a number
of animals, it is difficnlt to know how many at any time were actaally
out grazing and contributing to the ongoing evosion. Modern sheep
farmers in southern Greenland lave learned to alternate between
resting and active pasturage, but we have no way of knowing if the
Norse farmers used the sanme approach. However, the mumber of
sheep in southern Greenland today is far greater than it ever was
during the Middle Ages, in 1991 about 40,000, and that brings with
it a much greater threat of erosion. The likeliest explanation {or the
Medieval situation is probably that it was chictly caused by burned-
ofl vegetation cover followed by the effects of wind and weather.
However that may be, blowing sand and erosion must have been det-
rimental 1o farming.

Oue factor over which humans had absolutely no control was the
rising sca level This developmentis seen most markedly at the south-
crnmost Norse Greenland church, Herjolfsnies, where the ocean
today reaches all the way to the actual ruin, and most of the church-
yard has been eroded by the sea. Another example is Sandnes church
in (he Western Setdement, where both chureh and churchyard today
are entirely covered by water and sand. The situation was not thatdire
in the Middle Ages, although it has nevertheless been estimated that
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FIGURE .12 A fight scene between two fighters equipped with swords and
shiclds and therelore unlikely (o have been a Norse fighting with an Inuk.
The seene is carved into a weaver's sword of hone. (Courtesy of Meddelelser
om Gronland)

the sea fevel rose at least one meter while the two Norse settlements
were still viable, In fact, sedimentation cores obtained from the two
main fjords in the Fastern Sewdement show “submerged land,” in the
sense that shoreline favms innermost in the fjords may have lost as
much as 2o hectares @abont 618 acres) of pasture. Thomans conld o
nothing (o stop it.

Itis thus possible o identily two direet threats against the Norse
farming socicty's subsistence: one that the farmers (hemselves niay
have inercased, the other one completely beyond their control.
Apart from those developments, there is the unspecified menace of
the advancing Thule people. It has been suggested that the Norse
were powerless agaiust this menace becanse they Tacked military
training and weapons. No weapons have been found, howevers it is
surcly obvious that the Norse would have taken sach belongings with
them when they left the country. They were nevertheless no stra ng-
ers (o armed conflice. A battle scene was carved on a small piece
ol bone, hut, significantly, the scene does not depict a Norseman
against an Inuk.

Paaed the Meofoeoad Nosrse Sesesedy 110 Coesieleonid Beally Feadl? t

GREFNLAND IN TilE NORSE WORLD

t have notyettouched onanotherimportaitaspectof Norse Greenland
society, munely, its connection with the rest of the North Atlantic
world and with Farope. We know that at least for the first centuries
the settlers maintained a lively contact with the east, not the least after
the establishment of the Greenland bishopric in 1124, Their clothing
styles, ools, runic inscriptions, and religion also show clearly that they
remained a part ol the wider Norse cultural orbit. Objects loand dor-
ing archacological excavations do notindicate any effort o learn new
ways from the Thule people they may have encountered, nor did any
Eskimo words find their way into the Old Norse vocabulary.

The Norse preterveed the familiar, and their orientation was exclu-
sively (o the Nordice world, Their society was strongly hierarchical,
with powerful farmers or chicftains as its decision makers and with
thieir Chinreh as part of the power structure. Stories and archaeologi-
cal finds alike show (hat this was a4 community with distinet social
strata, and the impression is confirmed by radio-isotope analyses
demonstrating that those in the top stratum were better fed than
the rest. Finds of keys and locks on several farms further underline
social stratification o1 a microplane - some people had the power 1o
exclude others. From its top to its bottom, this society was essentially
constructed like those elsewhere in the Norse world.,

Relations with Furope were connected to the Clanch and o trade,
and the most valiable Greentand product was ivory from the tusks of
the walrus canghe Lrther north in western Greenland —a commaodity
seen as i particularty weighty argument for maitaining a trade con-
nection with Enrope. This trade appears to have ceased in the fowr-
teenth century. There arve two differing views on why this happened.
One says that, by the fourteenth century, Europeans had easier access
(o Afvican ivory, which meant dwindling interest in fetching ivory in
Greenland by means of a Tong and dangerous voyage. The other view
holds that although Arab merchants and middlemen had never been
able to satisfy (the European demand for ivory, interest in Greenland
vrade and contact eventuatly diminished. So on top of internal diffi-
cultics we might add external problems.

The Greenland Chineh province had never been a pardcularly
desirable one; the hishops were often absent from the country for
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years, and once appointed, bishops mighttake along time to show up,
In 1370 the last resident bishop died and was not replaced, although
bishaps for Greenland continued 1o be appomited for some time.

We may add yet another danger (o the several already discussed as
threats 1o the Norse Greenlanders, and that is the problem of main-
taining status and an acceptable Hifestyle. While they had successfully
managed the switeh from terrestrial to amarine diet, they might have
had some difficulty with accepting a lifestyle that was not primarily
based on traditional Farming, il'it camie to that. This was not a prob-
fem for the Inuit people becanse their lifestyle was solely based upon
hunting, and the consequences of the changing climatic conditions
did not disturb that.

1t is probable that cmigration went on for some time, but we don't
know exactly where the settlers went. As the conditions for their con-
tinued existence were altered, however, leaving their farms became
the only alternative. One may therelore with some justification claim
that their emigration was a rational response to a challenge with
unaceeptable alternatives.

Nobaody deliberately chooses o fail, and neither did the Norse
Greenlanders, Their choice was the right one for several hundred
years. What happened later could not have been foreseen, and is not

the consequence of choosing to fidl.
Translated [rom Danish into English by Kirsten Scaver.

Notes

¥ Twas born in Copenhagen in a8 and gradaated [rom the University
of Copenhagen in 1976 with an MLAL in Furopean prehistoric archacol-
ogy. As astudent 1 joined archacological expeditions in the Middle East,
Denmark, Sweden, and Greenband. After participating in several expe-
ditions to Greenland for the Danish National Muscuni, Laccepted a posi-
tion as head of a provincial museum in southern Greenband in 181,

Eleven years later 1 moved to Nuauk, the capital of Greentand, and
was cmploved as an archacologist at the Greenland National Muscam
and Archives. In 198 1 becae vice-director of the institution, a posi-
tion 1 held anthmy retivement in 2004, Apart from fieldwork, my main
accupation was o administer the law of protection of monuments in
the open landscape: that is, ruins or reninants from the It and Norse
past. 1 alse ook part in muscum exhibitions and public outreach.

My own vesearch s focused on Norse culture and andseape.
Throughout my years in Nuuk 1 gave courses on these subjects at the
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Universits of Greenbind, Histmatusarfik, Forome the relation hetween
cultinre and Landscape is one of the most fascinating areas inarchacol-
ogv. In the diekd it is o matter of looking and listening and having the
paticnce to let the landscape open ap.
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Calamities without Collapse

Lnvironment, Economy, and Sociely in China,
ca. 1800-1949

Kenneth Pomeran '/,4

PROLOGUE: WHA'T CHINESE COLLAPSE?

China raises problems for anyone tving o divide societies into
“winners” and *losers.” For most ol histovy, it would have to be consid-
cred an unusually “successtul” society il we use cither the eviterion of
power or that of average material living standavds. But dunng much
of the nincteenth awd carly twentieth centuries — a blip in human
history, but «w eritical formative moment for Western social science —
Chinawas in turmoil, and the assimption that China had “altimately”
“failed” became commonplace in Western histories. Today any such
failure looks much fess “sdtimate™ although China remains much less
prosperous thian most of Europe and Novth America, it has caughi up
considerably in living standavds {(espectally life expectancey), and it is
certainly among the world’s great political powers. Consequently we
have aseries of narratives about Chinese “failure,” which e products
of avery particular moment.

Javed Diamond, who certainly takes the long view, avoids treating
China as simply a “loser™ — for the most part, it figares as part of the
agricultural, litevate, state-building “Fuvasia” that emerges as the win-
ner over the fisst go pereent of Guns, Germs, and Steel.” But in his final
chapter Diamond does use Chinaas a foil for Furopean success —aned
does so by adopting an outdated and Largely discredited variety of
conventional wisdom. His argument takes a [ifteenth-century ineident
that was actmatly of mited significance and makes it emblematic of an
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