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Leif Erikson: Folklore and Fact
Leif Erikson (c. 970 – c. 1020), the second son of Erik the Red, was a Norse 

explorer whose family was originally from from Iceland. He is widely credited 
with being the first known European to visit the North American continent--and 
he did it approximately half a millennium before Christopher Columbus.

Leif Erikson’s name is traditionally pronounced “Layf”, rhyming with safe, in 
Iceland. However, the pronunciation and spelling of his name often differs--Leiv 
Eiriksson and Leif Ericson are also perfectly acceptable spellings.

As a historical figure, Leif Erikson is shrouded in mystery because we don’t 
have accounts of his life documented at that time. Most of what we know about 
him is derived from the Sagas of the Icelanders, texts which were written over 
300 years after Erikson’s death. The Icelandic Sagas are a group of about 40 
historical narratives about the then bygone Age of the Vikings. To this day, no 
one knows for certain who authored them. It is believed that the stories were 
passed along verbally for many years as pieces of the rich oral tradition of 
Iceland before anyone wrote them down.

Although some parts of the texts are more fantastical than others, there is still historic significance to some of the 
claims they make. Leif Erikson’s adventures are told in two different sagas, The Saga of Erik the Red and The Saga of the 
Greenlanders. Both sagas claim that Erikson traveled west of Greenland around 1000 CE, and founded a settlement when 
he landed on the North American shore. But exactly where was the settlement?

It is said in the sagas that Erikson arrived at a place with many grape vines, which reminded him of wine--a delicacy 
and high status symbol in Norse Culture. So, he named the place “Land of Wine” or “Vinland.” He also named a few 
other places that he found based on what they looked like, which makes an archaeologist’s job of locating these places 
a bit easier. For example, he named an area with many flat rocks “Helluland”, or--you guessed it-- “Land of Flat Rocks.” 
There is still much debate to this day about where exactly Vinland or any of the other places that Leif reportedly visited 
actually are, but we can make some educated guesses.

Evidence of the Norse in North America

The sagas aren’t just myths with no historical 
significance--we have archaeological evidence of Nordic 
activity in the Americas about 1000 CE. In the 1960s, 
archaeological artifacts of Norse presence were found at 
L’Anse aux Meadows. Items like oil lamps and whetstones 
were found that were common in Nordic life, but not in 
the lives of America’s native inhabitants. This evidence not 
only showed that the Norse set foot on North American 
soil years before Christopher Columbus, but also that the 
tales of the sagas aren’t necessarily all myth. Located in 

modern-day Newfoundland, L’Anse aux Meadows is the 
only confirmed Norse site in North America, not counting 
Greenland. Along with examples of Norse culture found at 
the site were other interesting pieces of evidence, such as 
butternuts which only grew south of the settlement (implying 
that the Norse traveled even further south than L’Anse aux 
Meadows before returning north).

The map above shows some different sites that Leif 
Erikson might have visited and named. The red pin shows 
L’Anse aux Meadows (the confirmed Nordic settlement)
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