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1- FIRST FRENCH PRESENCES IN THE GOLF OF SAINT LAWRENCE  

Indigenous peoples had settled in the Americas for over 5,000 years before Europeans 

set foot on the shores of North America.  

During primary schooling we were thought that Christopher Columbus discovered 
America in 1492 and Jacques Cartier discovered Canada in 1534. In reality, there is the 
possibility that Irish monks set foot in Newfoundland in the 6th century.  

 

In addition, well before the first great explorers landed in North America, the whale and 
cod fishers were practicing their trade on the Grand Banks of N.L. During the years 
around 1,000 A.D., the Vikings were regularly coming to Newfoundland. The discovery 
of their campsites at Anse-aux-Meadows is a solid proof of their presence. It has been 
recognised by UNESCO as a protected historical site. It has also become a major 
touristic attraction in Newfoundland. The Vikings were hunting whales and catching cod. 

The Viking Leif Eriksson was the first sailor to set foot in Newfoundland in year 1000. 
He was surnamed Leif the happy and he was the son of Erik the Red. Archaeologists 
have long known that Viking seafarers set sail for the New World around A.D. 1000. A 
popular Icelandic saga tells of the exploits of Leif Eriksson, a Viking chieftain from 
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Greenland who sailed westward to seek his fortune. According to the saga, Eriksson 
stopped long enough on Baffin Island to walk the coastðnamed Helluland, an Old 
Norse word meaning "stone-slab land"ðbefore heading south to a place he called 
Vinland (todayôs Newfoundland). 

In the 1960s two Norwegian researchers, Helge Ingstad and Anne Stine Ingstad 
discovered and excavated the Viking base camp at L'Anse aux Meadows on the 
northern tip of Newfoundlandðthe first confirmed Viking outpost in the Americas. Dated 
to between 989 and 1020, the camp boasted three Viking halls, as well as an 
assortment of huts for weaving, ironworking, and ship repair. 

Leif Erikson himself did not have any problems, but hostilities eventually arose between 
Indigenous groups (possibly the Beothuks, Dorset, or Algonquins) and his siblings. The 
Viking term for Indigenous people was ñSkraelingsò.  According to Greenlanders, the 
first negative encounter came in year 1005 when Vikings attacked nine Indigenous 
people who were just chilling by their boats one day. One of them managed to escape 
and that individual came back with a lot of friends. Armed with bows and arrows, they 
attacked the Vikings and killed Eriksonôs brother Thorvald. Although the relations 
between both sides were not always violent as trading supposedly happened between 
the two, the Saga of Eric the Red says, the Vikings ñrealized that even though this was 
good land, their lives here would always be dominated by battle and fear.ò They lacked 
the numbers required for defending a long-lasting settlement and so they decided it 
would be best to abandon the settlement. 
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Initially, we were under the impression that the Viking adventure in Canada was over 
after Thorvaldôs murder but more recent research allows us to conclude that the Vikings 
came fishing in Newfoundland without permanent settlements. This lasted to about year 
1,300 (note 36). Historians are also questioning on the exact location of Vineland. Who 
can imagine vines growing at lôAnse-aux-Meadows? One possible explanation is The 
Medieval Warm Period (MWP) note 37. This anomaly was a time of warm climate in the 
North Atlantic region lasting from year 950 to year 1250. It is interesting to note that this 
period coincides almost perfectly with the presence of the Vikings in Newfoundland.   

 


