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Being put ashore at Bartlett River on the inner part of Pistolet Bay, July 23rd, Meldgaard evidently felt 
he was very close to the Viking settlement. He wrote in the diary that Bartlett River “has the best hay of 
the whole Pistolet Bay area (…) much wild wheat (…) It is the best salmon river in Pistolet Bay”. However, 
Meldgaard also noted that: “the pristine forest is so dense and impenetrable that the chances of finding 
old ruins here are very slim. The former hayfields are covered with 1-2½m shrubberies which are equally 
hard to “search” in”. Concluding his remarks on Bartlett River, Meldgaard wrote: “Beautiful place – and 
the most fertile I have yet seen. This would be a good place to erect ones home, if not mosquitoes and, 
foremost, flies were worse here than anywhere in the arctic”.
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One of the reasons Meldgaard seems to have been so convinced that Bartlett River was the right place, 
was a narrowing in the innermost part of Pistolet Bay, Milan Arm, just one kilometer west of the river. 
Across this narrowing ran a sandbank, which was submerged during high tide, which seemed to fit well 
with a mooring incident described in the sagas. Meldgaard proposed that this: “ (…) would be an obvious 
place for one unfamiliar with the local waters to moor. And it fits well with Leifs ship..”, whereas he also 
noted that; “At high tide a Viking ship would have been able to sail only c.50m up Bartlett River, i.e. only 
into the mouth” (photo).
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On July 24th, Meldgaard sailed to St. Anthony, seen in the picture. Here he was offered a flight to 
Cartwright on the 26th, but was reluctant to do so, arguing: “(…) I must have some Dorset from here 
(St. Anthony, ed.)”. Instead he used July 26th to revisit Bartlett River, this time going from the land 
side. Between July 27th-29th, Meldgaard was stuck in St. Anthony, and had to settle with making daily 
excursions from the town. From here on, Meldgaard’s journey was solely determined by opportunities 
of transportation; between July 30th to August 4th, he visited Roddickton, Englee, and Conche on the east 
coast of Newfoundland, making a few small scale excavations, finally returning to St. Anthony on Aug. 5th.
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Revisiting Bartlett River on July 26th, in the company of Melvin H. McNeil, Meldgaard encountered 
Squash berries (picture), which he thought to have “ (…) an astonishing resemblance with wine (…) 
growing in small bunches of up to 10-12 berries, now green and the size of blue berries. (…) The local 
people of Raleigh and Cook Harbour pick them great quantity and make them into jelly or good “wine”. 
(…) Squash berries is a better suggestion than Dog-berries (dog-wood-berries (…) if there is any grain of 
truth in the mention of wine in Vínland”.



42

On August 6th, Meldgaard departed St. Anthony for Cartwright, and after a short 
stop here, returned to Goose Bay on August 10. He briefly revisited North West 
River and Brinco’s Camp before flying to Montreal on August 16th, finally on his way 
back home. On his journey homewards, Meldgaard continued his observations of 
the landscape; for instance, when stopping briefly on Belle Isle, he wrote: “ (…) has 
a very unapproachable coast, 50-100 meter high, steep cliffs which rise straight from 
the sea, not a single harbor or landing site on the east coast”.
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As an unfortunate parallel to the experiences of 
the Vikings in the Vínland sagas, Meldgaard’s own 
Vínland journey also ended in a conflict, though by 
no means of his own design or intent. Being tied 
up by fieldwork in Greenland and the Canadian 
Arctic, Meldgaard was not able to follow up on his 
conviction that he had ventured very close to the 
Norse settlement in Newfoundland. However, it is 
clear that he was indeed hoping to return to con-
duct archaeological investigations in Pistolet Bay. 
This is plainly expressed in a letter to Dr. Jacque 
Rousseau, then Director of the Canadian Museum 
of Human History, dated Apr. 26th, 1957:

“ (…) In northernmost Newfoundland was Vínland, 
probably in Pistolet Bay and possibly in the mouth 
of Bartlett River was Hóp with the houses of Leif 
(Eiriksson, ed.). I did not make any excavations, but 
I hope once to make use of spade and shovel at 
Bartlett R. (…)”.

Whatever Meldgaard’s future excavation plans 
were, they were rendered obsolete in 1961 when 
Norwegian adventurer and explorer Helge Ing-
stad announced that he had discovered and was 
excavating the remains of the now-famous Viking 
houses at L’Anse aux Meadows, just to the west of 
Cape Bauld. The first short statements, such as this 
one in the New York Times, were released in early 
October. 

“A Norwegian explorer, Helge Ingestad, has dis-
covered ruins on the northern tip of Newfoundland 
where he believes Vikings under Leif Ericson came 
to the North American Continent 500 years before 
Columbus.

Mr. Ingestad said the nearly buried ruins of Sev-
en “European-type” structures included one with a 
great hall in the Viking style. He said he believed 
Ericson, son of Eric the Red, had used this building 
as his home and headquarters in the period when 
he explored Vinland”
(John C. Devlin in New York Times October 10th 
1961)

When Ingstad published a series of articles, enti-
tled “In the Wake of Leif Eriksson”, which outlined 
the expedition and the first excavation in Danish 
and Norwegian newspapers, the dark clouds of 
an impending conflict began to gather. By the end 
of October, this had progressed to a media storm, 
when the full results of the excavations were re-
vealed. This coincided with the Ingstads’ pass-
ing through Copenhagen on their way back from 
North America to Norway, which allowed Helge to 
give several interviews to Danish reporters.

Since the early 1920’s the Danish National Muse-
um had been the exclusive proprietors of the ar-
chaeology of the Norse settlements in Greenland. 
Therefore, the Norwegian discovery of the Viking 

Another Vínland journey ends… in conflict
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settlement in the Americas aroused strong feel-
ings on both sides; indeed, many unresolved sen-
timents lingered from the Danish-Norwegian dis-
pute of territorial rights to Greenland between the 
years 1921-33. Some Danish newspapers accused 
the Danish National Museum of lacking initiative 
in allowing the Norwegians to discover the first 
tangible evidence that Vínland was indeed New-
foundland. By November 9th 1961, the pressure 
from the media had become so great that Dr. Aage 
Roussell sent out a public statement on behalf of 
the National Museum that outlined Meldgaard’s 
Vínland journey of 1956. Roussell explained how 
Meldgaard already undertaken his archaeological 
reconnaissance in Labrador and Newfoundland, 
though he did not actually claim that Meldgaard 
had found any Norse ruins in the area. Nonethe-
less, Rousell’s statement was misinterpreted by 
some Danish newspapers to the extent that they 
reported Meldgaard had already discovered the ru-
ins at L’Anse aux Meadows during his Vínland jour-
ney. From this point, the Danish and Norwegian 
media had enough information to conjure a debate 
as to who should be credited with proving that the 
Norse had actually travelled to the Americas. In re-
ality, both Ingstad and Meldgaard were unwillingly 
forced into a feud propelled by nationalistic feel-
ings that were deliberately provoked and sensa-
tionalized by the Danish and Norwegian press.

When Canadian authorities and institutions were 
asked to clarify their involvement in the matter and 
vouch for either Instad or Meldgaard, they could 
do nothing to calm the media storm. Canadian 
institutions were themselves treading the waters 
of larger politics, trying to not to stir up a conflict 

between federal authorities and the newly joined 
province of Newfoundland. As William E. Taylor of 
the Canadian National Museum wrote Meldgaard 
in a confidential letter dated Oct. 17th 1961:

“ (…) the provincial government (of Newfoundland, 
ed.) is of different political persuasion than the fed-
eral and loves to embarrass Ottawa (the Canadian 
National Museum, ed.)(…)”.

The conflict peaked in the winter of 1961-62, but 
the national feelings that the Vínland dispute 
evoked allowed the Danish and Norwegian media 
carry the feud for the next couple of years. In the 
midst of this media storm were the two explorers 
that had shared the dream of reliving the Viking 
voyages along with an attitude of collegial open-
ness, placing scientific discovery as the prime ob-
jective. For example, on August 25th 1955, Ingstad 
had written to Meldgaard from a tent near Edin-
burgh, Scotland:

“ (...) My heartfelt congratulations on the econom-
ics of your Vínland journey being resolved so that 
you can start in 1956. When my own journey is tak-
ing off, I cannot say with certainty at the moment. 
By all probability, it will be after you. But that is of 
little consequence. Between the two of us there is 
no competition. It is simply a matter of locating the 
traces of the Norse, which can be difficult enough 
in that vast area. I wish you the best of luck. More 
than most people, you have the prerequisites of 
succeeding in this endeavor. (…)” (Auth. Trans.).

Considering the vigor and often harsh rhetoric that 
characterized the media conflict, it is little wonder 
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that the collegial relationship between Meldgaard 
and Ingstad cooled after 1961. Yet even at the 
height of the conflict, both men seem to have 
wanted to refrain from any personal assaults or 
accusations. For instance, Ingstad, in an otherwise 
heated and forceful response to the misinterpre-
tations of Danish newspapers Nov. 13th 1961, took 
care to underline that none of his statements “car-
ried any animosity towards the Danish scientist 
Jørgen Meldgaard” (Auth. Trans.). Meldgaard, on 
his part, obviously did his best to stay completely 
out of the conflict and when forced to a reply had 
told the Norwegian radio on Nov. 11th 1961:

“ (…) It is very possible that Ingstad has had the luck 
of finding the houses of Leif (“the lucky”, ed.) and 
when the definitive evidence from the excavations 
have been presented, Ingstad will, and should, be 
accredited as the real discoverer of the fabled Vín-
land. I wish Helge Ingstad congratulations, if he 
has really found the ruins. Other than that, I, for 
my part, have nothing else or more to add to the 
standing discussion of Vínland” (Auth. trans.).

Throughout the media storm, Meldgaard main-
tained such a sober and professional tone of voice 
that in 1967, one Danish newspaper, with just a 
slight hint of frustrated pride, proclaimed that 
had the Vikings themselves met Meldgaard, they 
would have dubbed him “Jørgen the Modest”. This 
modesty did evidently not reflect any kind of sub-
mission to media pressure or indifference towards 
the subject, but rather the attitude of a profession-
al archaeologist that thought the whole debate 
was utterly misplaced. This attitude was clearly 
expressed by Meldgaard in a 1966 article, where 

he commented on a new Vínland debate that had 
started in 1965; this time the feud was between 
historians in Spain and Yale, and had been insti-
gated by the disclosure of a medieval map, alleg-
edly from 1440, and marked with the location of 
Vínland – some 52 years before the voyage of Co-
lumbus. To this discussion Meldgaard, with an all-
embracing cultural view, bluntly pointed out that 
both Native Americans and Inuit had been in the 
continent for thousands of years prior to European 
colonization, whether by Vikings or Conquistado-
res. The question of who discovered the Americas 
was, therefore, essentially pointless and to that 
question, Meldgaard further surmised, an Inuit 
might ask the counter-question “who discovered 
Denmark”?

Beyond l’Anse aux Meadows
The last couple of decades have seen a renewed 
academic interest in the Norse voyages to North 
America. It continues to be a painstaking task to 
produce new evidence, as nothing matching the 
magnitude of L’Anse aux Meadows has been dis-
covered. All of the new evidence that has been 
produced is not easily interpreted, and is often 
controversial. However, the emerging image seems 
to suggest that there was a complex and regionally 
diverse history of encounters between the Norse 
and Inuit, as well as a much older culture known as 
the Dorset who disappeared from the Arctic after 
1200 A.D.

The nature of these meetings was probably brief 
and revolved around trade, but there are some in-
dications that it led to transference of technology, 
at least from the Norse to the Dorset in Baffin Is-
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land. It seems that after the 11th Century attempts 
to settle the Americas, as recounted in the Vínland 
sagas, Norse interaction with North America was 
focused on obtaining various raw materials that 
were either in short supply in Greenland (such as 
wood), or commodities that could be used in sus-
taining contact with Norway and other parts of 
Europe, i.e. pelts, narwhal and walrus ivory, and 
walrus hide ropes.

Whether or not L’Anse aux Meadows is, in fact, the 
actual Leifsbuðir mentioned in the Saga texts, one 
might still speculate, as many have done, if this re-
ally is the only archaeological trace left of Norse 
ventures into North America? Both the Sagas and 
the growing body of evidence for contact in the 
Canadian Arctic would seem to suggest otherwise. 
Considering how close Meldgaard came to finding 
L’Anse aux Meadows, one might also emphasize 
that his and Tanner’s other ideas could be the per-
fect point of departure for a new Vínland explora-
tion; if Thorfinn Karlsefni’s expedition involved 160 
persons as the Saga informs us, could there not be 
other Norse houses at Bartlett River in Pistolet Bay, 
as Meldgaard was convinced? If Kjalarnes really 
was the most important landmark on the Labra-
dor coast, might the Vikings have left some kind of 
marking or structure on Cape Porcupine? If Thor-
vald Eiriksson really was killed and buried at Kros-
sanes north of the English River, could his grave be 
found somewhere on Reed Point? Although such 
questions might appear to be the dreams of hope-

ful archaeologists, the story of Meldgaard’s Vínland 
odyssey demonstrates that it is occasionally worth-
while to make such daring journeys, not only across 
physical landscapes, but also in the creativity that 
we use to perceive and explore the past.
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