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LEIF ERIKSSON
Leif Eriksson is arguably the best known of all 
those fierce, seafaring adventurers known as 
Vikings. His renown eclipses even that of his 
father, Erik the Red, the founder of Greenland. In 
1000 CE, Leif seized fame and an enduring place 
in history as the first European to land in North 
America—almost 500 years before Columbus 
discovered the New World.

On his historic voyage, Erik’s son backtracked 
on a course followed by another Viking fifteen 
years earlier. In a frail, all-purpose merchant 
vessel known as a knörr, Leif sailed northward 
along Greenland’s west coast, crossed the frigid 
waters of present-day Baffin Bay, and turned 
southward to what is generally believed to 
be Newfoundland. There, Leif established the 
first European colony on the North American 
continent. Find out about his family’s murderous 
history, and what it took to brave the icy waters 
and stormy lands of the North Atlantic during the 
Viking Age.
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THE LONG WAIT

CHAPTER

ONE

�

More than a millennium ago, probably sometime in the 940s CE, a son 
was born to Herjolf and his wife, Thorgerd, at their farm in Drepstokk, 
Iceland. They named their son Bjarni. He was a fourth-generation 
Icelander who could trace his ancestry back to his great-grandfather 
Herjolf, his father’s namesake. The original Herjolf was a kinsman and 
friend of Ingolf Arnarson, Iceland’s founder. In the mid-870s, Ingolf 
had allotted the land between Vog and Reykjanes to him. It was a good 
parcel of land, and it gave Herjolf the “settler” a solid start in a new 
and challenging land. Bjarni’s great-grandfather prospered and passed 
along his wealth to his son, Bard Herjolfsson. Bard maintained his 
inheritance and in time passed it to his son, the second Herjolf, who 
could do no less.

From first breath, Herjolf’s son Bjarni did not want for life’s 
necessities. But he was not content to sit back in comfort and leisurely 
await a rich inheritance. Harnessing the power of ambition and hard 
work, Bjarni quickly developed into a self-made trader with unlimited 
potential. “He soon earned himself both a good deal of wealth and a 
good name,” according to the Saga of the Greenlanders, “and spent his 
winters alternately abroad and with his father.”1 (The Saga of the 
Greenlanders and Erik the Red’s Saga make up the Vinland Sagas, which 
tell the story of the Norse discovery and exploration of North 
America.)
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THE LONG WAITChapter ONE

At a young age, Bjarni established himself as a merchant of 
considerable means, voyaging back and forth across the treacherous 
waters between Iceland and Norway. “During the last winter Bjarni 
spent in Norway,” the Saga goes on, “Herjolf [Bjarni’s father] decided 
to accompany Eirik [Erik] the Red to Greenland and left his farm.”2 
Erik the Red, a Viking explorer and settler, had led a party of between 
400 and 500 Icelanders to form the first European settlements in 
Greenland in 986.

When Bjarni returned to Eyrar, Iceland, in the summer of that 
same year, he learned of his father’s departure for the first time. 
Stunned by the news of his father’s decision to emigrate to a land he 
knew almost nothing about, Bjarni refused to unload his cargo. His 
crew asked him why. He told them that he intended to continue his 
custom of spending alternate winters with his father. “I will take the 
ship to Greenland,” he said, “if you will bear me company.”3 They 
agreed to abide by his decision.

Bjarni then cautioned them: “Our voyage must be regarded as 
foolhardy, seeing that no one of us has ever been in the Greenland 
Sea.”4 His warning did not alter their decision. They fitted out their 
ship—probably a knörr—for the voyage and put out to sea. A knörr is 
generally described as a Viking merchant ship, modeled along the lines 
of a traditional longship (warship). It differed from the oar-propelled 
longship in that it depended largely—if not entirely—on a single 
square sail set on a yard for propulsion. Bjarni and his crew sailed for 
three days before the land disappeared below the horizon.

Then, suddenly, the accompanying wind fell off. A dense fog fell 
upon them like a cold wet shroud. A fierce wind from the north seized 
their tiny ship and tossed it from wave to mountainous wave. Yet on 
they sailed, navigating without seeing, never knowing where they 
were or where they were going. They drifted aimlessly for many days.

Finally, the fog lifted and they could see the sun again. With the 
sun in view, they could now reestablish the quarters of the heavens: 
north, south, east, and west. By guess and instinct, they reshaped their 
course, hoisted their square sail, and sailed on for the rest of the day. At 
day’s end, they sighted land—but just what land it was they knew not.
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Bjarni and his crew speculated among themselves as to the land’s 
identity. As for Bjarni, he strongly suspected it was not Greenland. His 
crew looked to him for direction. “It is my counsel,” he said, “to sail 
close to the land.”5 They took his advice and sailed in toward the 
shore. Closer in, they could see a land of low hills and thick forests. 
This land did not match descriptions of Greenland that Bjarni had 
heard earlier. Deciding against landing, he told his crew to keep 
sailing. Keeping the shoreline to their port (left) side, they turned their 
sail landward and put out to sea again. Bjarni ordered them to sail 
north.

Catching a southerly wind, they left the unknown land behind. 
They sailed for two more days, then another land appeared on the port 
horizon. Was this Greenland at last? Bjarni’s crew asked. He replied 
that he did not think so, because “there are said to be many large 
glaciers in Greenland.”6 Sailing in closer, they could see that the land 
was flat and wooded. The crew asked to go ashore to take on wood and 
water. Bjarni said no. “Ye have no lack of either of these,”7 he said. He 
did not wish to risk the safety of his men in what might be a hostile 
land. His decision occasioned a round of complaints from his sea-weary 
men. When their grumblings subsided, they hoisted sail and headed 
north again.

Three days later, a third land came into view. It was high and 
mountainous and covered with glaciers. This land also did not match 
Bjarni’s conception of Greenland. His crew again asked if he would 
land there. He said he would not, “because this land does not appear 
to me to offer any attractions.”8 Again his hardy Viking crew grumbled, 
but in fairness to Bjarni, he probably acted with their well-being at 
heart. They continued north along the coastline without lowering their 
sail and soon learned that the third land was an island. Leaving it 
astern, they returned to the open sea and sailed for another four days 
on the same accompanying wind.

On the fourth day, Bjarni and his wet and weary companions 
sighted yet a fourth large landmass dead ahead of them. Could this at 
long last be Greenland? the crew asked their master. Bjarni replied, 
“This land is most like what I have been told of Greenland, and we’ll 
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head for shore here.”9 As 
the sun slipped below the 
horizon, the weary 
voyagers landed along a 
headland where they had 
sighted a boat. By some 
odd stroke of luck, after 
sailing for hundreds of 
miles, Bjarni and the 
others had finally made 
land at precisely the 
location of his father’s 
home. Herjolf had made 
his home on a small cape 
that was named for him. It 
was then (and still is) 
called Herjolfsnes 
(Herjolf’s point).

Bjarni Herjolfsson 
did not know it then, but 

he and his Viking crew had sailed along the coast of a great continent. 
The world would someday come to know it as North America. Beyond 
question, it was the greatest voyage of his life. It was also his last. 
Bjarni had become the first positively identified European to sight 
North America. Thereafter, he quit his merchant voyages and joined 
his father at Herjolfsnes. They worked the farm together until Herjolf 
died. Bjarni then took over the farm and lived out his life there.

A little farther up the southwest coast of Greenland from 
Herjolfsnes, at a farmstead called Brattahlid, dwelled Erik the Red, 
founder of the island’s first European settlements. Erik had 
established a reputation early on as something of a rollicking misfit, 
but he had since settled down to raise a family. At the time of Bjarni’s 
circuitous voyage, Erik’s second son was about six years old. The first 
European exploration and settlement of North America would have to 
wait for him to come of age. His name was Leif Eriksson.

In 986, Erik the Red founded Greenland 
with about 500 Viking settlers. Their two 
main settlements are shown here. Erik 
lived at Brattahlid; Bjarni Herjolf lived at 
Herjolfnes.

Chapter ONE
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