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Abstract - Multidisciplinary approaches are used to exangossible changes in North
Atlantic sea-ice cover, in the context of seal mmtduring the period of the Norse
occupation of Greenland (ca. 985-1500). Informafrom Iceland is also used in order to
amplify and illuminate the situation in GreenlanData are drawn mainly from
zooarchaeological analyses, but written recorddiofate and sea-ice variations, as well
as palaeoclimatic data sets are also discussdtbugh it should be noted that any use of
seal bones from excavated archaeofauna (animal tolfextions from archaeological
sites) must recognize the filtering effects of pdmtman economic organization,
technology, and seal-hunting strategies, it is eaggl that differing biological
requirements of the six seal species most commémind in Arctic/North Atlantic
regions may provide a potential proxy for past eliey in particular sea-ice conditions. It
is concluded that an increase in the taking of Isagds, as opposed to common seals, in
the Norse Greenland “Eastern Settlement” in the-flatirteenth century, may reflect an
increase in summer drift ice.
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Introduction: Transitions and Thresholds

It is claimed that there are all sorts of seals),tn those seas, and that they have
a habit of following the ice, as if abundant fooduld never be wanting there
(Larsen trans. 1917The King's Mirror-Speculum Regale-Konungs Skuggsja:
139)

Both humans and marine mammals have an intricatecamplex relationship with sea
ice. For people living in the Arctic and Subarctite presence of the ice can appear as a
friend, facilitating, for example, hunting or trg@st, or as an enemy, disrupting fisheries
and navigation (see e.g. Meldgaard 1995, Ogilvik Jmsdottir 2000, Ogilvie 2008). For
certain marine mammals, the ice is a vital compboétheir life cycle and habitat. With
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the current rapidly diminishing Arctic sea-ice cove@ number of studies are underway to
consider the impacts of this major change on Arp@oples and animals in the present
and future (see e.g. Gearheard et al. 2006, Isypifle.colorado.eduHuntington and
Moore 2008 and papers therein). With a view to ipacsuch developments in the
context of changes in the past, the focus of thigep is an interdisciplinary study of the
interaction of different seal species in Arctic/MoAtlantic regions with sea ice, and,
more specifically, the implications for the Norssttiements in Greenland in medieval
times. Although it is not until the 1970s, with tdevelopment of satellite imagery, that
truly accurate sea-ice monitoring becomes posdifeexistence of a number of data sets
documenting past sea-ice variations in the NorttarAic region make it feasible to
consider past impacts on both humans and seals.

One hypothesis that will be considered here is ¥aatations in climate played a part in
changes and shifts in the seal-hunting patternth@fNorse Greenlanders. Certainly, a
transition from less to more ice would be a maweshold shift with serious implications
for both marine biology and human society. The saador the presence of more or less
ice must also taken be into account. Studies ointidence of sea ice reaching the coasts
of Iceland have established a close correlatioh vamperatures on land (Bergthorsson
1969, Ogilvie 1984t seq), but the reasons for the presence of sea iceamplex. A
large quantity of ice in a certain location couldan colder sea temperatures, and hence a
colder climate, or it could also indicate calvirnglergs from glaciers during a warmer
climatic phase.

Data Sources: Interdisciplinary Evidence

Although the major focus of this paper draws orhaeological data concerning Norse
Greenland, it is possible to use evidence, bothamalogical and documentary, from
Iceland, in order to cast light on conditions ire@mland. The history of the two countries
became intertwined when settlers left Iceland adocen AD 985 (Benediktsson 1968) to
form two colonies. One, the larger, was known as ‘thastern Settlement”, and was
located in the area now occupied by the new muailitypof Kujalleq (comprising the
former municipalities of Nanortalik, Narsag and Qdqq) in the far southwest.
(Qagortog was previously known as Julianehdb.) @tier, much smaller “Western
Settlement”, was located close to the area of vilhatow Greenland’s capital, Nuuk
(formerly Godthab) a little further to the north the west coast. For a location map see
Fig. 1.While it is difficult to estimate the exgmbpulation of the Greenland Norse, it has
been suggested that, at the height of the settlsmidnere may have been around 4000 to
5000 inhabitants in the Eastern Settlement, and 16@500 in the Western Settlement
(McGovern 1981). However, more recent calculatismggest a smaller peak population
of about 1000 to 1200 in the Eastern Settlemend, 500 to 800 in the Western
Settlement, with a cumulative population over thieole settlement period of around
25,000 individuals (Lynnerup 1996.)
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Figure 1. This map of the North Atlantic regionwis the location of the Norse Eastern and Western
Settlements as well as the Northern Hunting GrouiNtsdursetu) around the Disko Bay area. Map
drawn by Kerry-Anne Mairs.
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A rich archaeological record is available for b@heenland and Iceland; however, the
historical documentary evidence for Norse Greenlancelatively sparse (Halldérsson
1978, Ogilvie 1998) and most of what exists wasttemi in Iceland or Norway.
Nevertheless, this latter evidence may help to logist on conditions in Greenland in the
past. Of particular interest is the historical @ide concerning sea-ice variations off the
coasts of Iceland (Bergthdrsson 1969, Ogilvie 194105, Ogilvie and Jénsson 2001).
See Fig. 2 and discussion below. Proxy climate roecgsee e.g. Jennings and Weiner
1996, Dietrich et al. 2004, 2005, Jensen et al.42@oncaglia and Kuijpers 2004,
KristjAnsdottir 2005, Moros et al. 2006, Andrews at 2009) also give valuable
information regarding past variations in climatanditions and sea-ice cover. Although
lack of space precludes any detailed methodologisalussion regarding the use of the
data presented here, it may be noted that all tirpeoxy data sets, whether from natural
archives, or in the form of written documentaryarels must be analyzed in the manner
appropriate to themFor further information see, e.g. Bell and Ogil\i@78, Ogilvie
1984, 1991, 1997, regarding documentary evidennd, the references cited above
regarding proxy climate data from natural archiveshould also be noted that any use of
seal bones from excavated archaeofauna (animal tolfextions from archaeological
sites) must recognize the filtering effects of pdmwtman economic organization,
technology, and seal-hunting strategies (see eagllétt 2007).

Sea Ice
Ice on the sea, “sea ice”, essentially has two ipleserigins: i) it is frozen seawater

which forms directly on the surface of the oceard &) icebergs which have broken off
from calving glaciers. It is one of the most import and variable components of the
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planetary surface and is thus the key to understgndany basic questions concerning
the energy balance of the Earth. The ice-coverad sgpresent the cold end of the vast
heat engine that enables the Earth to have tempesasuitable for human life over most
of its surface. Sea ice also helps drive the ocetlnm@rmohaline circulation through salt
rejected by ice formation in critical regions, atticectly affects climate through its high
albedo, which causes sea-ice retreat to have &vosifect on global warming (see e.g.
Wadhams 2000). The causes of the drift of seasaeot simply a question of colder
climate; it is, among other things, a complex araalgof variations in ocean currents,
and surface winds. The most interesting featurArofic sea ice at present is the rate at
which it is melting, and the projection by moddisttthere is likely to be an even more
rapid reduction in the extent and seasonal duraifasea ice in the future (Stroeve et al.
2007, 2008). The implications of these changesaamgjor cause for concern, for both
humans and marine fauna and flora.
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Figure 2. Although the diagram above shows thalemte of sea ice off the coasts of Iceland duritegea
period than that under consideration here, ittithtes the great variability of the ice from yeatykar and
decade to decade. See Ogilvie 1992, 2005.

The sea-ice record from Iceland based on historeah (Fig. 2) does not become
continuous until AD 1600 but fascinating descripsoof sea ice in the North Atlantic
also exist for earlier periods (Ogilvie 1991, 199%9me of these may be mentioned here.
The earliest detailed account of sea ice is founthé Konungs Skuggsjar “The Kings’
Mirror” (Larsen trans. 1917, Jonsson ed. 1920)atructional handbook on behavior for
all classes of society, but especially kings, coseloin Norway most probably around
AD 1250 (Holtsmark 1956-78, Ogilvie 1991, 2005).isSThemarkable work also gives
illuminating information on a variety of subjectset®mpassing human societies and also
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the natural world. The description is clear andatiet,, unlike many other medieval
writings. The unknown author clearly had first-hantbrmation from someone familiar
with Norse Greenland and the surrounding seas.atbeunt of known seal species is of
particular interest (see below). Some 100 yearsr,lah ca. 1350, a geographical
description given in the IcelandiGudmundur saga biskups ArasongiThe Saga of
Bishop Gudmundur Arason”) by Abbot Arngrimur Brasols contains a description of
Iceland which notes the presence of much sea ic¢hefcoasts. Although historical
sources need to be subjected to careful analyssatcount of the ice is judged to be
reliable, as are the accounts referring to seamckeseal species in “The King’'s Mirror”
(Ogilvie 1991, 1997). The same may not be said mbee problematic account, possibly
originating from ca. 1360. This is termed in modécelandic Greenlandslying ivar
Bardarsonar* or, translated into English, “The Description Gfeenland according to
ivar Bardarson”, (Jonsson 1930, Halldérsson 19 8yas first written in the language of
“middle Norwegian” and the original form of itslétis likely to have beelifver Bardsen
Gronlaender(pers.comm Christian Keller). This work poses interpretatigigficulties
primarily because the original text is no longetagx. Furthermore, the transmission of
the existing version is complex. It is likely thats a compilation of several manuscripts
which were probably first collected and copied ergen in the early 1500s (pers. comm.
Christian Keller. See also Ogilvie 1991, 1997, @giland Jénsson 2001). Included in its
brief account are sailing directions from IcelandGreenland, and the information that
the old route has become difficult due to the preseof sea ice. Although it is possible
that the greater part of the work may be reliatile,mention of sea ice is almost certainly
not part of the original account, but a later iptdation. The interesting description is
tantalizing because is not known precisely whenitisert on sea ice was written or,
indeed, if it is accurate (Ogilvie 1991, Ogilviedaidnsson 2001).

Figure 3. Aniceberg in Eiriksfjord, near Bratté&hlPhotograph A.E.J. Ogilvie, 2008.

Two remarkable examples of reliable early geogreadtireatises were written in Iceland
in the late 1500s. These are BrevisCommentarius de Islandi@A Brief Commentary

on Iceland”) by Arngrimur Jonsson (1568-1648) whaswnicknamed “the learned”
(published by Benediktsson in 1950, and in Hakkiyyages in 1928). This work was
compiled in an attempt to refute erroneous accoohtseland which suggested that hell
itself was to be found in Mount Hekla or on the sea (see Ogilvie 2005). The
Qualiscunque descriptio Islandig®A Draft Description of Iceland”) was first pulhed
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in an Icelandic translation in 1971. In the introtlon to his edition of this latter work,
Benediktsson argues convincingly that the authos valdur Einarsson, Bishop of
Skélholt (1559-1630). However, for a different vigint, see also Sigmarsson 2002.
Written in Latin in the early 1590s, these two wodre the earliest Icelandic accounts
which give accurate and detailed descriptions afise (see Ogilvie 2005). After around
AD 1600 there are numerous sources which desceléce (Ogilvie 1984t seq). Both
early and later sources refer to the hunting ofssea sea ice, as well as to the taking of
seals and other marine mammals, such as whales, tndpged in ice close to the shore
(Ogilvie 2008).

North Atlantic Seal Biogeography and Behaviour

Six species of seals are found in the modern Natintic (Ridgway and Harrison 1981,
King 1983, Riedman 1990). For their distribution  ese
http://nlbif.eti.uva.nl/bis/marine_mammals.php?stdd=bekijken&menuentry=atlas&id
=116 The most widespread is the common (also calletbdnp seal,Phoca vitulina
which is found in both Atlantic and Pacific watéBigg 1981). These terms, “common”,
and “harbor”, seal are used interchangeably hareaktern and western Atlantic waters,
the common seal is found in two sub-specific gro{gasternP. v. vitulina,western:P.

v. concolor)with a range extending from warm temperate wateis Arctic regions, for
example Baffin Bay. In Arctic/Atlantic regions tleeseals do not generally haul out on
the ice. Pupping takes place later in the year thamarp, ringed, and bearded seals, in
areas with open water. The seals form small conagons at favored hauling-out spots
on sandy beaches, sandbars, and skerries, wheseapeiporn and raised in early spring.
These regularly-used pupping and hauling-out paimke this species vulnerable to on-
shore human hunters, and common seal populatiangaticularly subject to local
extinction or dispersal by over-hunting. While adecbmmon seals are at home in ice-
filled waters, their pups are much more vulnerahte] common seal populations do not
thrive in areas with substantial summer drift iseq Woollett 1997, Woollett et al. 2000).

The grey seaHalichoerus grypuss far less common, and is a much larger and more
aggressive seal, found in three distinct populationCanada, the Eastern North Atlantic
(Iceland, Faroes, British Isles, Norway, North $easts) and the Baltic. While capable
of breeding on ice floes, the grey seal is maimdstimtemperate in distribution, and is not
regularly found in Greenland. Grey seals also faarmual breeding and pupping
concentrations, generally in smaller groups onhaffe rocks less accessible from land
than the common seal haul-outs, and are thus soatdegs immediately vulnerable to
human predation. Highly visible in coastal areasnmon and grey seals have been taken
by human hunters in the eastern North Atlantic esitise Mesolithic, and are still
regularly killed by fishermen seeking to limit coetpion. Neither common seals nor
grey seals are migratory, and thus local groupsboth species are subject to
overexploitation or extirpation.

Ringed sealsPusa hispida are true arctic seals, capable of making and taiaing
breathing holes in fast ice. They have an earledirgy season, pup on fast ice, and
regularly maintain ice dens in which pups are b&inged seals have a wide circumpolar
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distribution, and are also found in the northeriitiBawith related species occurring in

the Caspian Sea and Lake Baikal. This seal is nignatory and does not form

substantial seasonal concentrations, but is comwiitin its distribution area, forming a

major food source for both polar bears and humantensi across both low and high arctic
regions. It has been hunted since prehistoric tifhksray 2005).

Bearded sealErignathus barbatuysare very large seals with a circumpolar distidt
also capable of maintaining breathing holes andigng in high arctic conditions. Like
the ringed seals, they are not migratory, and aeisipecies is regularly encountered in
southern Norway, the British Isles, the Faroes,joatand. Complex, species-diverse
patches of populations exist in areas with heteregaes environments in close contact
with outside “core” populations which are sources recruitment to other populations.
While there is some overlap between the rangefi@fbrth temperate non-migratory
seals (common and grey seals) and the arctic ngratory seals (ringed and bearded
seals), year-round ice conditions strongly favoe #rctic-adapted species in range-
margin competition (as in Labrador; Woollett 19983, Woollett et al. 2000).

In addition to these pairs of non-migratory nomfmperate and arctic seals, the North
Atlantic is also home to two species of ice-ridmggratory seals. The harp seBhoca
groenlandica has three distinct populations: one northwesamtt population breeding
on the early spring ice in the Gulf of St. Lawrenard off Newfoundland and southern
Labrador, and then migrating up the coast of Gerehl another East Greenland sea
population breeding near Jan Mayen Island in theheast Atlantic; and a third
population breeding in the Barents Sea/White Sea. dn spite of human predation, harp
seals are probably the most numerous seals on, e@atthcurrent population estimates
for the northwest Atlantic group ranging between- 4 million. Individual seals are
occasionally encountered as far south as New Yanbdr, but most harp seals are
normally closely associated with movements of dic in the North Atlantic. The
migratory pattern of the northwest Atlantic popidatbrings them to the southwest coast
of Greenland regularly each spring in immense nusband they travel northwards
along the west coast to north of Disko Bay bef@&teiming to the Canadian coast. The
northwest Atlantic harp seal population thus repnés a major resource for human
hunters on both sides of Davis Strait.

The other migratory ice-riding seal species is tiwoded or bladder-nosed seal,
Cystophora cristataa larger animal with a smaller population sizer{imwvest Atlantic
modern population estimated at around 400,000)r Bmtinct hooded seal populations
(their range often overlapping with harp seals) banfound on the pack ice near Jan
Mayen Island, off Labrador and northeastern Newditamd, in the Gulf of St. Lawrence,
and in Davis Strait southwest of Greenland. Thesgel migratory seals follow a
somewhat different path from the harp seals, cayadieg with the harps off the fjords of
southwest Greenland in the spring, but then mamiyving up the east coast of
Greenland in summer. Inhabiting pack-ice massesffahore, they are not accessible to
human hunters in much of west Greenland, apart frenextreme southwest.
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The six species of North Atlantic seals may thusshiel to form three pairs: a north
temperate group (common and grey seals); a higlt goup (ringed and bearded seals);
and an ice-riding migratory group (harp and hoosdedls). In each case, the smaller of
the pair is the more numerous, and harp seals biplgaeatly outnumber all other
species combined. These three pairs of speciesd® fartially overlapping ranges, but
have very different associations with summer anatevidrift and fast ice. Their behavior
also produces quite different vulnerabilities tartan hunting. The common and grey
seal populations most familiar to Celtic and NorHimters prior to the trans-Atlantic
expansion of the Viking age form predictable seabaroncentrations at recurring
locations — excellent hunting targets but subjecti¢pletion and local extinction. The
dispersed but abundant arctic ringed and bearddd kave long provided a key resource
for North American arctic hunters, but require sakzed harpoon technology and ice-
hunting skills for their regular capture. The migrg seals (especially harp seals)
provide a virtually inexhaustible abundance foretatively short period of time over
most of their range, requiring a highly focused patentially very productive hunting
effort. The differing biological requirements ofefe six seal species thus provide a
potential set of proxies for past climate, espécsga-ice conditions.

Norse Seal Hunting in the North Atlantic

Seal hunting in the Baltic and North Atlantic exded into the Mesolithic era, and,
through the centuries, different cultures have mase of a wide variety of hunting
techniques (Harkonen et al. 2005, Stora 2002, At9@6, Clark 1946). The Viking-age
settlers of the North Atlantic islands thus hadrgl heritage of sealing, but by the ninth
century AD, seal hunting had become a very limpedtion of a subsistence economy
centered on fishing, barley growing, and herdingdoimestic mammals in most of
western Scandinavia and the British Isles. Archaawod from both Pictish and Norse
contexts in Shetland, Orkney, Caithness, and therites, usually produce some
common and grey seal bones, but these compriskedarthan 10% of each collection
(Perdikaris and McGovern 2008). Similar patterns esflected in Viking-medieval
archaeofauna from Sandoy in the Faroe Islands @heiral. 2005) and in most Viking
age Icelandic sites (McGovern et al. 2001). In dastern North Atlantic during the
Viking Age and early medieval period seals (aln®atlusively common and grey seals)
thus tended to represent a locally useful supplérmesubsistence, an occasional source
of good quality fat and skins, and a product tlmatld sometimes find its way far inland,
but not a critical staple for either regular sutesise or large-scale external trade. The
situation was somewhat different in Greenland, hexe For a comparison of the
frequency of seal bones versus mammal bones fauredsampling of sites across the
North Atlantic see Fig 4.
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Figure 4. This graph shows the frequency of seakbdall species) as a percentage of all mammad bon
(%NISP) in a sampling of sites across the Nortra#tik. Seals present uniformly minor parts (<5%) of
mammals from farm sites in the Faroes and coastdhern Iceland, independent of period. Seals arehm
more commonly observed in some coastal northeriande sites, with seals comprising the majority of
mammals in the early modern assemblage of Svallbar@reenland, seals comprise more than 30% of
mammal bones in almost all farm sites shown heitly several sites having seals as the majorityhef t
mammal assemblage. V48, in particular, shows aqgstigm of seals which parallels that of Thule andit
winter sites in West Greenland and Labrador, wheresistence economies were built almost entirely
around seal hunting.

Seal Hunting in Iceland

The practice and history of seal hunting in Icelaad been documented in great detail by
Ludvik KristjAnsson (1980) and is clearly as oldtlaes first settlement. Seals appear to
have been an extremely important addition to thiéy dhet, especially at times when
other traditional food sources failed. Several prbg testify to this fact, including
Selurinn er seela i bA seal means contentment in the home”. The maalssthat were
hunted werdandselur (common seal)utselur (grey seal) and alsedduselur(the harp
seal). Ludvik Kristjansson states that tHédruselur(hooded seal)kampselur(bearded
seal), anchringanori (ringed seal), in particular the latter, were aksken. Kristjansson
describes the ways in which the seals were huimetiyding the varied uses of netting
and clubbing. Seal hunting appears to have beectiggd all around the coasts of
Iceland, although he notes that harp seals wereaanight on the north and west coasts,
and that the usual method was harpooning, althaugfting was also used in the
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. KristjAnsdsem @escribes a variety of additional
methods used in seal hunting, including the diggihgits, and the placing of iron spikes
on rocks where the seals would be caught fastuSbeof harpoons ceased in 1875.

In the seventeenth century, there were 364 cofastak that had sealing rights. However,
according to the land registers of 1702-12 only 8a&h farms were recorded. In 1932,
the total number of such farms was 264 (Kristjansk®30). The reason for the apparent
decline in sealing in the early eighteenth cenigryot clear. Seal-hunting rights were
considered highly valuable. The skins do not apgeanave been exported until the
eighteenth century, but were in great demand withim country, especially for the

making of shoes. Sealskin shoes were consideregrisuio shoes made of leather as
they were more durable in wet conditions (Ingi Ueissson, pers.comm.). Seal meat
was also an important food source, and was uset,fealted and smoked.

The hunting of seals is described in many of la#kwaried historical records, including
the Sagas of Icelanderdn Egil's Saga for example, it is said of Skallagrim, an early
settler, that “He had a farmstead built on Alftaaes ran another farm there, and rowed
out from it to catch fish and cull seals..The Complete Sagas of Icelanddr66). An
example of a description of seal hunting on sean@®y be taken from th8revis
Commentarius de Islandiaritten in 1592 by Arngrimur Jonsson (noted abo@garly,
seal hunting was an “ancient custom”. Because beafs are associated with sea ice, and
were one of the most frequent seals taken, itkislyli that the seals in Arngrimur’s
description below refer to this species.

Why; it is an ancient custome of the Island thayttwvhich inhabite neare the sea
shoare do usually go betimes in a morning to c&elles, even upon the very
same ise which the historiographers make to be halll in the evening returne

home safe and soundFrom Arngrimur Jonsson’'8revis Commentarius de

Islandiatranslated irHakluyts Voyage$904 vol. 1V:123.)

Although the presence of sea ice off the coastsaénd had primarily negative effects
such as: the lowering of temperatures on land whichurn, could adversely affect the
all-important grass crop; the prevention of fishiagd the hindrance of trading vessels
from landing, the marine mammals that were ofteaught with the ice were an
important addition to the food supply (Ogilvie ad@hsdottir 2000). Arngrimur Jonsson
also notes that harp seal and ringed-seal pups seenetimes carried inshore by drift ice
and were then clubbed, often in great numbers. Wehgeneral decline of sea ice off the
coasts of Iceland from the early-twentieth centamyards, the harp and ringed seal have
been less in evidence recently than in former tiRestjansson 1980, Sergeant 1991).

The documentary evidence regarding seal huntingcéhand is corroborated by the
archaeological record. Here it may be noted thextetls regional variability in seal-bone
abundance, with archaeofauna from the West Fjasdsdl in the northwest, bistilfjérour
in the northeast, and the island of Flatey in Bagd@dur showing the greatest abundance
of seal bones (Amorosi 1992, Amundsen 2003, Edgardand McGovern 2005). A few
seal bones have also been recovered from inlaraniie sites dating to both the ninth
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and tenth centuries, and to early modern contexiggesting at least a local pattern of
movement of seal products from coast to inland aomess (Amorosi 1996, McGovern et

al. 2006). The regular recovery of newborn (hedha&i@mmon seal bones in all these

Icelandic sites indicates a spring hunt focused nupmpping beaches, probably

supplemented by net hunting of adults in other@@asKristjansson (1980) notes that as
the common seal has its pups in the spring or eartymer, and the grey seal in the
autumn or early winter, the two species were adferred to as spring and autumn seals,
respectively.

The pattern of recovery of seal products is redlédn, for example, the post-medieval
layers of the deeply stratified farm midden at #iee of Svalbard in Pistilfjordur in
northeastern Iceland (Amorosi 1992). In this arolf@ena, harp seal bones are present in
substantial numbers by the seventeenth centuryteay outnumbering cattle bones.
This pattern seems to reflect the sort of localtgmsive hunting activities on the sea ice
described in the passage from Arngrimur Jonss@u @bove. Other finds of harp seal
bones in fourteenth-century contexts at Gasir ijaftyrour (Harrison 2007, Harrison et
al. 2008a), from early modern contexts at Vatndfj@talsdottir et al. 2008) from Eyri in
the West Fjords (Taylor et al. 2005, Harrison et 2008b) and from Hofstadir in
Myvatnssveit (McGovern et al. 2007) may also reflperiodic use of harp seals.
However, at present, only the Svalbard archaeofaud&ates intensive harp-seal
hunting, thus reflecting a major dietary supplenterfarming and fishing.

Figure 5. Statue of Seemundur and the seal in fibtite University of Iceland, Reykjavik. Sculptubog
Asmundur Sveinsson. Photograph A.E.J. Ogilvie, 2008

It may be noted that seals also feature greatlyatandic folklore, perhaps a reflection of
their importance for subsistence. A well-known epérconcerns the scholar, historian,
and priest, Seemundur fr6di, or Seemundur the Learwbd lived from 1056-1133.
According to the folk tales collected by Jon Armagh956) it is said of Seemundur that
he tricked the devil into assuming the shape c#a so that he could swim with him to
Iceland on his back. The context of the story iat tBeemundur covets a desirable
property in the south of Iceland, named Oddi, butde others. The King of Norway
decides that the man who gets there first, fromndgr shall have it. The story goes that
Seemundur tells the devil that if he can be broagihibre without him getting his cloak
wet, the devil may have his soul. When they areecto shore, Seemundur hits the seal on
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the head with a psalter, causing him to sink, et tswims to shore by himself. He gets
Oddi. A statue, completed in 1926 by the Icelarsdiglptor Asmundur Sveinsson, which
shows Seemundur smiting the devil/seal is to bedonriront of the main building of the
University of Iceland in Reykjavik (see Fig.5).

Seal Hunting in Norse Greenland

When Norse settlers arrived in West Greenland énldlte-tenth century, the Viking Age
Icelandic pattern of small-scale low-intensity spaddation was changed dramatically in
this new location. The zooarchaeological recordcaigs that the Norse Greenlanders
immediately recognized the tremendous potentiathef newly-encountered migratory
harp and hooded seal populations, as the earliesa@ological contexts dating to the
late-ninth century produce great quantities of dmale from these species. Stratified
archaeofauna tend to show a steady increase irbeaak through time, with seal-bone
relative percentages ranging from 30 to over 80%hef total archaeofauna, on both
coastal and far inland farms (McGovern 1985a, 198%dikaris and McGovern 2008).
Clearly, seals were a critical subsistence stapl&reenland, and the thirteenth-century
source noted abov@he King’'s Mirror, lists seal skins and fat among Greenlandic trade
exports. This work also contains a fascinating dpsan of known seal species, given
below:

In those waters there are also many of those spamiavhales which we have
already described. It is claimed that there arestts of seals, too, in those seas,
and that they have a habit of following the iceifagundant food would never be
wanting there. These are the species of sealsatiatound there. Once is called
the “corse” seal; its length is never more than faells. There is another sort
called the “erken” seal, which grows to a length fofe ells or six at the very
longest. Then there is a third kind which is called “flett” seal, which grows to
about the same length as those mentioned abovee Thestill a fourth kind,
called the bearded seal, which occasionally grows tength of six ells or even
seven. In addition there are various smaller specane of which is called the
saddleback; it has this name because it does niot s the belly like other seals
but on the back or side; its length is never mbwantfour ells. There remains the
smallest kind, which is called the “short seal” arginot more than two ells in
length. It has a peculiar nature; for it is repodi¢hat these seals can pass under
flat ice masses four or even five ells thick aneh ¢&dow up through them;
consequently they can have large openings wherthesr want them(Larsen
trans. 1917The King’s Mirror-Speculum Regale-Konungs Skugdsia-140.)

It may be noted that an “ell” is approximately 58eB. The last seal mentioned, the
“short” seal, sounds very much like the ringed séakording to the notes in Larsen’s

translation ofThe King’s Mirror, the “saddleback” corresponds to the harp seat Th
same source suggests that the “erken-seal” isahme @s the grey seal. The “bearded”
seal is clearlyErignathus barbatusit may be conjectured that the “corse” seal i th
common seal, and the “flett” seal is the hooded sea
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The biogeography of seal-migration patterns seenmave affected the Norse seal catch,
since hooded seals were commonly taken in the EaSkttlement in the far southwest
but are rare in Western Settlement archaeofauraHige 6 showing later phases of mean
seal catches). Sealing technology and hunting tqaba as well as seal biogeography
also affected the seal species taken regularlydrgéhunters. Medieval to Early Modern
Scandinavian sealing techniques seem to have ediutie use of seal nets, and
fragments of nets made from whale baleen have beesvered fromGarden under
Sandet(GUS) “The Farm Beneath the Sand” in the WesteettléSnent (Arneborg
pers.com.). Interestingly, a recent study of artciglrt” DNA from this farm also
corroborates the pattern seen elsewhere of a dener@ase in the ratio of seal bones to
other domestic mammals over time (Hebsgaard e2@09). Clubbing on land and on sea
ice certainly occurred, and possibly also the u$ebaat drives into net barriers
(McGovern 1985a, 1985b, KristjAnsson 1980:317-4BBnton 1978). The use of
harpoons or barbed spears so characteristic df$eal hunting technology do not appear
to have been used. However, seal harpoons areanedtin thirteenth-century sources in
Iceland, and were used in western and northerrandeivhere harp and hooded seals
were available (Orri Vésteinsson, pers.comm.).

Figure 6 Mean of identified seal species from Bastand Western Settlement archaeofauna datingdo la
phases (older collections are probably all post9]l2&nly the latest phases of stratified collections
included).

The Greenland Norse apparently did not make smamtfi use of harpoons or ice-hunting
techniques, but concentrated instead upon madagaettd clubbing of seals on land, or
on drift ice, by coordinated groups of hunters. Mhmhuch remains to be learned about
Norse sealing in Greenland, the presence of langguats of seal bone in inland farms
may suggest the special communal nature of Noraknge(McGovern 1985a, 1985b,
McGovern et al. 2006; Smiarowski et al. 2007, Duggmet al. 2008). Analysis of
available seal dental annuli suggests a hunt cérated in spring/summer (McGovern et
al. 1996). The Norse sealing methods in Greenlaednsto have been directly adapted
from methods used to hunt common seal coloniehéneastern North Atlantic, and
stressed communal collaboration and coordinatettkston groups of seals rather than
individual hunters stalking and killing individuanimals. These strategies were well
suited to taking many of the seasonally-concerdratgratory harp and hooded seals, as
well as taking large quantities of the familiar coon seals, and probably worked quite
effectively to provision the settlements (Dugmotele 2007). However, the communal
sealing strategies employed by the Norse were so¢ffective in taking substantial
numbers of ringed or bearded seals, which nineteetd twentieth-century catch
statistics, as well as scattered paleoeskimo aothaea, suggest were present in both
Norse settlement areas in substantial numbersdfseassion in McGovern et al. 19923,
1992hb). Any climatic cooling that would promote #aohal fast-ice formation in winter
or longer periods of stable ice in spring woulddti¢én favor these species, so the shortage
of ringed and bearded seal bones in the later Narsbaeofauna probably reflects
hunting technology rather than species abundamceshort, it is likely that the high
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Arctic seal species were present in large numlme¥éking times. Certainly the complex
indented shoreline and exposure to pack ice shwaitd created mosaic ice environments
on a generalized scale within the region (McGover®35a, 1985b, Gotfredsen and
Moberg 2004).

Comprehensive Greenlandic seal-catch records {rigrovide a useful picture of recent
hunting patterns by modern Greenlanders in thefornmoer Norse settlement areas (Vibe
1967, McGovern 1991). These recent sealing patteonsrast with the patterns in the
Norse archaeofauna in the far larger number of edngeals taken by modern
Greenlanders, but provide a consistent biogeogecappattern in the absence of hooded
seals from the Nuuk/Western Settlement area. ToQagortoq and Narsaq districts are
heavily affected by summer drift ice carried aro@ape Farewell from East Greenland
and Denmark Strait, and as a result, common sealgesy rarely seen or hunted in these
districts. Further north, common seals are regultaken in the inner fjords of Nuuk
district (around modern Kapisillit) which are ndtezted by summer drift ice.

Figure 7. Modern catch records for Qagortoq andsalardistricts (covering the former Norse Eastern
Settlement) and the village of Kapisillit (a smaéittiement in Nuuk Fjord) in the middle of the fanm
Western Settlement.

Archaeological Evidence: What the Bones Tell Us

Archaeological evidence highlighted here includeanges in the relative proportion of
seal bones from sites in the Eastern Settlemeant(ae® Fig. 8) as well as stratified seal-
bone collections from both the Eastern and WesSattlement areas (see Fig. 9). Data
are also available on the ratio of seal bonesaathin domestic mammals (cattle, sheep,
and goats) from the major chieftain’s farm at Baali® (E29a) in the Eastern Settlement,
and what is probably the second-ranking chieftaiisn at Sandnes (W51) in the
Western Settlement (see Fig. 10). The discussitowbeonsiders whether the changes
shown are due to changes in culture, technologyliorate. Another approach to the
same question may be to compare the changingofibones of the major domesticates
for the two same sites (Fig. 11).

Fig. 8 presents the identified seal bones recovémd the quantifiable Phases IlI-V

from the 2005-06 excavations at Brattahlid (Edveodsand McGovern 2005). Harbor
seal bones are far more prolific in the lower lgy#tan the modern catch data would
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predict, and early-thirteenth century Norse hunselsm to have taken these seals in some
numbers. Harbor seals appear to have then decéihaply in abundance between the
early- and late-thirteenth century in the substmrattahlid N farm archaeofauna.

Figure 8. Relative proportions of identified seahbs. Phase V n= 41, Phase IV n = 44, Phase 14n=

While the scarcity of ringed seal bones in thesesbBlaleposits is almost certainly the
product of a very different seal-hunting technol@nd social organization from that of
modern Inuit Greenlanders, the presence of sulstamimbers of common seals in
earlier phases, and their reduction in later phasesnot readily explained by
technological or social differences in the seal tetsa The observed change occurs
entirely within the Norse cultural context duringeriod of apparent cultural stability.

Common seal populations tend to be localized, airgldertainly possible that particular
pods could have been wiped out or forced to reéotatless accessible hauling-out
locations by over-exploitation. However, it would bxpected that such impacts would
have occurred earlier in the settlement processarBynd AD 1250, the Norse had been
hunting in this part of Greenland for about ninenlan generations. Understanding of
Norse natural-resource management capabilitiesepiaa by archaeologists such as
Degerbgl (1934, 1941) has been expanded by recerit m Iceland and the Faroes,
where there is growing evidence for successful camtylevel management of
seabirds, waterfowl, freshwater fishing, and comngazing (Church et al. 2005,
McGovern et al. 2006, Simpson et al. 2002, 2003)420As more has been learned
regarding Viking-Medieval Norse economy in the MoAtlantic, previous theories of
widespread heedless depletion of all forms of rmtcapital (e.g. McGovern et al. 1988)
are being replaced by evidence of more sophisticat@d successful resource
management (Dugmore et al. 2008). Common seal pbpos are still sustainably
hunted in several parts of Iceland today on a sewale. However, Icelandic sealing has
clearly been very different in scope from the farger Greenlandic effort, and
unanticipated consequences or unavoidable circmerssa can certainly overtake
management strategies on the local scale. A braagler the data set to include more
sites in both settlement areas may be helpfulsessng the two hypotheses (see Fig. 9).

Fig. 9 compares available stratified seal-boneectithns in both settlement areas. These
collections may be roughly sorted temporally, bgiwaarbon and stratigraphy before
versusafter the late thirteenth/early fourteenth century. he Eastern Settlement area,
both the older archaeofauna from E17a at Narsab{hen2005-06 Brattahlido North Farm
(E29a) phased collections show similar patternalafndant common seal bones in the
earlier layers, and a sharp reduction in the latgzrs. The two sites are far enough apart
that it is unlikely that both would have hunted tk@me local common seal pods,
suggesting a wide impact rather than a local depletin the Western Settlement,
collections fromGarden under Sand¢GUS), W51 Sandnes, and the small site W48 alll
continue to contain varied, but always substanéiaipunts of common seal bones both
before and after the late-thirteenth century (EfigR003, McGovern et al. 1996). The
W51 Sandnes site is close to what was the largestmon seal hauling-out and pupping
ground in this portion of Nuuk district in the eatlventieth century, and the continued
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availability of common seals throughout the Norseupation at Sandnes may be another
argument in favor of successful management of comseal resources.

Figure 9. Identified seal species from stratifi@@ssin both the Eastern and Western SettlementsadB
vertical lines roughly divide archaeofauna from dvef and after the later thirteenth century in both
settlement areas. Data: Enghoff (2003); McGowtral (1993); McGoverret al (1996).

Zooarchaeological evidence for such sea-ice impguodg farming systems is inevitably
indirect, and is complicated by local social andremic factors. However, a comparison
of two comparably-excavated midden deposits froghdi-status farms spanning the
thirteenth century sea-ice transition may suggastesdirections for further investigation.

Figure 10. A direct ratio of seal bones to the Isookthe major Norse domestic mammals (cattle, ghee
goats). Taller bar indicates more seal bones.

Fig. 10 compares the ratio of seal bones to th@mdgmestic mammals (cattle, sheep,
and goats) from the major chieftain’s farm at Bahli® (E29a) in the Eastern Settlement
and from what is likely to have been the secondiran chieftain’s farm at Sandnes
(W51) in the Western Settlement (McGovern et a@6l Smiarowski et al. 2007). While
there is some controversy regarding the securdifdation of the archaeological site
E29a with the top-ranking chieftain’s farm at Bahiid as mentioned in the written
sources (Guldager, 2002), E29 was clearly a majanan with buildings as large as
Sandnes. The E29 hall floor area was approxim&itelsg meters, and the cattle byre was
127 sq meters. The hall of Sandnes W51 was appatiyn72 sq meters and the cattle
byre was 84 sq meters (data from McGovern 199Xg kil other stratified archaeofauna
known thus far, both site collections show an iaseeof seal bones relative to domestic
mammals with time, but there would appear to beesomarked differences in the rate
and amount of increase in seal bones relative toedic mammals at the two sites. The
Western Settlement chieftain’s farm shows a ratigmg from just over 1:1 to just under
1:2 , while the Eastern Settlement collection shawsift from around 2.5 seal bones per
domesticate bone to just over 4:1 between the dairtlgenth and the fourteenth century.
If models which see seals as a secondary resogext to fill provisioning gaps left by
the farming economy and the caribou hunt are cor(BtcGovern 1985a, 1985b,
Perdikaris and McGovern 2007), these ratios mayesigdiverging solutions to the
ongoing problem of provisioning large high statesiteholds. Were the managers of the
Eastern Settlement manor facing drift-ice problems shared by their contemporaries
further north?

Another approach to the same question may be tpamerthe changing ratio of bones of
the major domesticates for the same two sitesKgpd 1).

Figure 11. The ratio of cattle bones to both shaeg goat (caprines) bones at Brattahlid in the dfast
Settlement and Sandnes in the Western Settlement.

The proportion of high-status cattle bones to lestatus caprines (sheep and goats
together) has often been used as a site statustodin North Atlantic zooarchaeology.
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There certainly tends to be a close associatiowdset larger farms with richer pastures
and a higher proportion of cattle bones in the sitddens (McGovern 1985a, 1985b,
1992a, 1992b, Enghoff 2003). As Fig. 11 indicatesth Sandnes W51 and Brattahlid
E29 maintained a virtually identical “high statu§€reenlandic profile through the
thirteenth century, but after ca. 1300 there app&ahave been a significant shift at the
Eastern Settlement site towards sheep and goatseT8pecies may have been culturally
less prestigious but required about a sixth ofwirder fodder consumed by a cow, and
could be maintained on lower quality pastures. Whilther research needs to be done, it
appears that the challenges posed to EasternrBettleesidents at all status levels by the
sea-ice changes of the thirteenth century may $iblgiin the archaeological recofivo
hypotheses may be advanced to explain the markedition in the archaeofauna noted
above: either the stocks of common seals have tegleted in the Eastern Settlement
area due to over-hunting by Norse sealers, or; ttienate changed from warmer
conditions with little or no summer drift ice tachmatic regime with more sea ice during
the later thirteenth centurfvidence for changes in sea-ice regimes is coresideelow.

Proxy Climate Data: What the Natural and Human Archives Tell Us

North Atlantic palaeoclimate data and documentatga dthe latter mainly from Iceland)
help to cast light on past sea-ice conditions. Féwy earliest mention of sea ice in the
Icelandic annals is for the year AD 1145, but as ith an isolated account, it is difficult
to evaluate (Ogilvie, 1991). There is some furtteidence from Iceland that the latter
part of the twelfth century experienced a relagiehrsh climate. These kinds of records
also suggest relatively cold conditions in the [E280s (Ogilvie 1991).

The King's Mirror, noted above, and possibly written around AD 12f&cribes sea ice
in Denmark Strait, but the account is tantalizimgdwse it is unclear if this is perceived
as a new or a persistent threat to navigation:

As soon as one has passed over the deepest pie otean, he will encounter
such masses of ice in the seas, that | know ofgnalef it anywhere else in all
the earth. Sometimes these ice fields are as $lat they were frozen on the sea
itself...There is more ice to the northeast andimai the land than to the south,
southwest, and west; consequently, whoever wishesake the land should sail
around it to the southwest and west, till he hamegast all those places where
ice may be looked for, and approach the land ort thde. It has frequently
happened that men have sought to make the landdoo and, as a result, have
been caught in the ice floes. Some of those whe been caught have perished;
but others have got out again, and we have met suintikese and have heard
their accounts and tales. But all those who havenbeaught in these ice drifts
have adopted the same plan: they have taken theitl oats and have dragged
them up on the ice with them, and in this way haowgght to reach land; but the
ship and everything else of value had to be abaed@nd was lost. Some have
had to spend four days or five upon the ice befeaehing land, and some even
longer. (Larsen trans. 1917The King's Mirror-Speculum Regale-Konungs
Skuggsjél38-139.)
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The Icelandic annals and certain sagas suggesiad360s and 1370s were cold on the
whole, but the time span 1395 to 1430 was probabiyiparatively mild. However, the
paucity of the data makes it very difficult to drdnard and fast conclusions based on
them. Information from these annals and sagas, et ag other written records, is
described in detail in Ogilvie (1991).

Relevant palaeoclimatic data include evidence ftanmn high-resolution marine sediment
cores from Nansen Fjord, off eastern Greenland¢chvhiere collected in 1991 (Jennings
and Weiner 1996). Analyses of the cores taken slewdence of changes in
oceanographic and sea-ice conditions from c. AD t3€he present. The changes are
inferred primarily from two independent lines ofogy evidence for environmental
change. These are variations in ice-transportedigi@nd foraminifera Both types of
evidence suggest that the interval from AD 73016QLwas one of relatively warm and
stable conditions, and that there were also twd auervals that culminated in c. AD
1150 and c. AD 1370 (Jennings and Weiner 1996,v2gdt al. 2000). Ice-core records
from Greenland suggest a period of relatively l@mperatures (when normalized to a
700-year mean) ca. 1343-62 (Barlow 1994, Barloal.€1997).

Other examples of palaeoclimatic data are drawmnfr@ location in the Eastern
Settlement site, in the Igaliku fjord close to tNerse site of Gardar. Using sediment
cores collected in 1998 from both the inner andeoytart of the fjord, Jensen et al.
(2004) undertook analyses of hydrographic changdssaa-ice conditions over the past
1500 years. Currently, sea ice carried by the Easenland Current is present in the
outer part of this fjord for several months perryesoutheast of the fjord, in the Cape
Farewell (Uummannarsuaq) area, the concentratiatriftfice has usually been greatest
between February and June (Buch 2000). Jensen E08l4) focus on the analysis of
different species of diatoms (aquatic microorgasisfiound in the core material. As
different species flourish under different prevaglitemperature and sea-ice conditions, it
is possible to deduce changes in these parameyemoting the numbers of different
types of diatoms in different sections of the corése analysis suggests a cold and
presumably moist climatic regime prevailing from @D 535 to 770. From then to
around AD 1245 hydrographic conditions were chammtd by limited sea ice and the
influence of Atlantic (warmer) water. This was ptuated by episodes of in-flow of
colder water around AD 960 and 1080. Marked hydaphic changes began around AD
1300 and culminated around 1500. Specifically, duld appear that advection of ice-
loaded Polar water by the East Greenland Curreat the fjord entrance markedly
increased after c. AD 1300, while the ice coverafythe inner part of the fjord became
more extensive (Jensen et al. 2004). These ausiiggest that their results support the
hypothesis that one of the reasons for the losth@fNorse settlements was climatic
deterioration (Jensen et al. 2004).

A further study of the core taken at the entrantdgaliku fjord used palynofacies
analysis (changes in the abundance of various tgpesedimentary organic matter —
SOM) with the aim of reconstructing late Holoceraapo-oceanographic changes in the
North Atlantic and in Greenland coastal waters @gtia and Kuijpers, 2004). In
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particular, the presence of a variety of dinofltajel assemblages present in the core were
used to assess the palaeohydrographic conditionsgddeposition of the sediments.
Based on this evidence, it is suggested that coliditons with extensive sea ice
prevailed from 3300-1180 BP, i.e. prior to arounB® &A70. Subsequently, a period of
climatic amelioration is suggested to AD 960. Thedence of “sea-ice” diatoms
prevailing during ca. AD 1245-1680 noted in Jenséral. (2004) is paralleled by the
cooling trend from AD 1285 noted by Roncaglia andjpers (2004). On the basis of this
evidence, more than 6 months of sea-ice cover @arwould be expected in the Igaliku
fjord area after c. AD 1300 (Roncaglia and Kuijpe&2804). In a parallel study to that of
Jensen et al (2004) and Roncaglia and Kuijpers4R00assen et al. (2004) analysed
foraminiferafauna from the outer part of Igaliku fjord. Thegncluded that intensified
wind stress and overall environmental changes neae ltontributed to the loss of the
Norse settlement in Greenland. It is interestingdte a comment in the Icelandic Annals
for the year 1287: “At this time, many severe wiateame at once, and following them
people died of hunger” (Ogilvie 1991).

A study of Holocene environmental changes in ara a@mewhat to the north of the
Eastern settlement area, in central west Greenlaas,begun in the year 2000 with the
aim of understanding their relationship to largakscNorth Atlantic atmosphere and
ocean circulation changes (Moros et al. 2006). thaz study, diatom and lithological
analyses were carried out on two sediment cores filee Disko Bugt area and the
adjacent Kangersuneq Fjord. The authors found ndeege for a marked warming
during the traditionally dated “Medieval Warm Pefian the Disko Bugt core. Indeed,
the period of 1.7 to 0.7 kyr BP appeared to inclidecoldest period overall of the entire
investigated period. Clearly, in the Greenland orgias elsewhere, climatic anomalies
are characterized by complex patterns (Moros €0l6). However, evidence was found
for a possible link between hydrographic (sea-idednges and human settlement and
hunting history. In particular, it is suggestedtttize period of the Saqgag settlement
(4.4.-3.4 kyr BP) was characterized by relativelghhsea-surface temperature (SST)
conditions, which was favorable for these peoplapwere preferentially open-water
hunters (Meldgaard 2004). In contrast, the Dorgstpfe (2.8-2.1. kyr BP) were more
adapted to sea-ice hunting. The oldest era ofdhiire is suggested to be coincident
with low SST conditions and a more extended se&ower in Disko Bay.

Two marine-based proxy records from northern lagléfristjansdottir 2005) and from
northwestern Iceland (Dietrich et al. 2004, 200%)vg great variability in the sea-ice and
climate record, with a general gradual cooling otrex past 1000 years to the present
(northern Iceland ) and a mild period peaking acod 850 with gradual cooling to
around AD 1600 (northwestern Iceland) respectivElyr a longer-term perspective on
sea-ice variations see Andrews et al. (2009).

Discussion: Potential Impacts of Summer Drift Icem Greenland
The most immediate impacts of the onset of regslanmer drift ice adjacent to the

Eastern settlement area would have been on thetimarcomponents of the Norse
economy; local and international seafaring and tnaei subsistence activities. Norse
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sealing parties would clearly have been affectethbydisruption of established common
seal colonies. By around the mid-thirteenth centthigse may well have been formally
owned and communally regulated. The “DescriptionGeeenland” according to Ivar
Béardarson, noted above, although problematic amrdedts sea-ice description, may well
give an accurate picture of conditions in NorseeBland in the second half of the
fourteenth century when it is written that the tggko fishing and hunting grounds were
owned by the large land owners (Jonsson 1930, étskdn 1978). The multiple
problems and hazards imposed on small boat traffilmcreasingly ice-filled waters
would also have impacted hunting activities. Afgerytn seasonal sealing expeditions and
the long-distance voyaging to the northern hunggngunds around modern Disko Bay
(McGovern 1984, Perdikaris and McGovern 2007), moicthe daily travels of farmers
along the steep-sided fjords within the core seitiet areas would have been carried out
by boat, and some farms are extremely difficultetach on foot. As a comparison it may
be noted that, in the present day, summer drift&ecompletely block access to coastal
settlements even by modern steel-hulled ships éenfthmer Eastern Settlement area,
cutting off communities for weeks at a time.

It is not certain if the Norse Greenlanders evesspssed locally-owned ocean going
ships. However, if they did, there certainly wolldve been none in existence by the
thirteenth century, as local wood and driftwood Idoniot support the construction of a
vessel larger than the “six-oared boats” describgtle written sources as being used for
voyages within Greenland (probably similar in sérel cargo capacity to the Shetlandic
sixern discussed in McGovern (1984). It has also begunet by Kristjansson (1965)
that the settlers could have made the initial vegagn 10- and 12-oared boats. These are
“ocean going” in the sense that they were usedstodff the east coast of Greenland in
early modern times. They were comparatively thifida) clinker-built, open wooden
boats, and were probably some of the most valualie difficult to replace) possessions
of the Norse Greenlanders. Trans-Atlantic trade wasied by larger cargo ships and
was organized by the Norwegian kings who maintaiaecbmmercial monopolyThe
Kings Mirror describes the trade:

But in Greenland it is this way, as you probablywknthat whatever comes from
other lands is high in price, for this land lies distant from other countries that
men seldom visit it. And everything that is neeetnprove the land must be
purchased abroad, both iron and all the timber useduilding houses. In return

for their wares the merchants bring back the folloyvproducts: buckskin, or

hides, sealskins, and rope of the kind that weethiibout earlier which is called

leather rope and is cut from the fish called wajrasd also the teeth of the
walrus. (Larsen trans. 1917The King's Mirror-Speculum Regale-Konungs
Skuggsjél4?2).

Summer drift ice in the eighteenth and nineteemhturies greatly affected European
contacts with Greenland, with whalers and earlylengps generally avoiding the ice-
filled fjords of the southwest coast. The relatiaek of summer drift ice in the former
Western Settlement area facilitated the establishnoé a mission in 1721 by the
Norwegian Hans Egede (1686-1758). Egede had hapédd the lost Norse colonies.
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When he did not, he began to work among the IrAnt.interesting aside is that, in

translating the Lord’s Prayer he judged that “Gisethis day our daily bread” was best
rendered as “Give us this day our daily common "seafjede also founded the

administrative capital of colonial and modern Gtaed in the outer fjords of the former

Western Settlement at Godthab (now Nuuk) well noftthe summer sea-ice limit.

For the Norse Greenlanders, the religious, admatigse, and economic heart of their
settlement was established early in the BrattaHlidisey-Gardar area, where the
Bishop’s manor and major chiefly farms were locatedone today often impacted by
the summer ice. The marine impacts of the onseegidlar summer drift ice were not
fatal; the last contemporary written record recoegdoverseas contact dates to 1408 (see
Fig. 12) and radiocarbon evidence suggests theBaSettlement survived into the mid-
fifteenth century (Arneborg, 1996, 2000). Howewerchange in summer ice conditions
certainly would have imposed additional costs aadahds on both local and trans-
Atlantic travel as well as displacing common seagyations.

Figure 12. The ruin of Hvalsey church in the Easteettiement (located near modern-day Qaqortod. Th
last written record giving contemporary informatiooncerning the Greenland Norse is to be foundin a
entry in thelcelandic Annalsfor 1408. This documents the wedding of SigridyorBsdéttir and
Thorsteinn Olafsson, both from Iceland, on 16 Smpir 1408 at Hvalsey. Photograph A.E.J. Ogilvie,
2008.

Since grain growing was probably never economicaijple in Norse Greenland, the
pastoral farming economy based upon herding ofecatheep, goats, horses, and (a few)
pigs (the latter fed with marine food — Arneborgrg comm.) ultimately depended upon
the productivity of pasture vegetation (Amorosiadt 1998). Pasture productivity is
affected by multiple variables, including soil nent levels and exposure, but
temperature (both annual and within the summer grgveeason) and soil moisture
levels have been demonstrated to be the mostatrfactors (Jakobsen 1987, Jakobsen
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1991, Adderley and Simpson 2006). For further dismn of soils in southwestern

Greenland, see also Rutherford 1995. The terregicasystem would also have been
significantly affected by summer drift ice. The égpaphy of much of the Eastern
Settlement is marked by steep-sided fjord systeiitis most level pasture areas often
close to the shore, creating special vulneratslitie drift ice cooling effects. Sea ice
reduces ground-level temperature on shore wherppeas in significant amounts,

depressing pasture growth and productivity wheapjpears during the short summer
growing season. Such impacts have been widespreadrihern Iceland when summer
sea ice has arrived close in to the shore (Fri8oksl969, Ogilvie 2005, 2008). The late-
sixteenth century account by Oddur Einarsson, nabede, makes this point eloquently.

It makes a great difference at what time of yearite comes. In the autumn, and
at the time of winter solstice, when the frost Alsady got into the ground and
there is snow cover, its presence does less daniBageduring the spring and
summer, when the weather is becoming milder, teneariably brings disaster
with it, because that is when it has the greatestgr and the grass is most
adversely affected. The northerners are thus farse®ff than the southerners
who never see this ice..(Oddur EinarssoQualiscunque descriptio Islandiae
1593, trans. Ogilvie 2005:272).

Summary

Research currently underway in the Eastern Settlerae=a by interdisciplinary teams
coordinated by the Danish National Museum in coafp@n with the National Greenland
Museum and Archives (Nuuk) will soon expand ourenstinding of patterns of Norse
settlement and subsistence, human impacts, anclatsate impacts, in this region in the
near future. In the meantime, the data currentijlable suggest that something occurred
to change Norse hunters’ access to common sedlseidatter half of the thirteenth
century in several parts of the Eastern Settlentmritnot in the Western Settlement area.
On the whole, the palaeoclimatic records noted aliewnd to support a mid- to late-
thirteenth century transition point from a largefyen water summer marine environment
in Denmark Strait. Thus, at present, the most yikKeypothesis for changes in seal-
hunting patterns seems to be the influence of ¢émehange and a transition to
conditions of increased summer drift ice.
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