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A Viking Story…

In this issue:
The announcement some weeks ago
that a Viking site had been discovered
in Newfoundland made big news. This
new discovery, if verified, will be the
second known Viking site in North
America, the other, too, being in Newfoundland. James Watson Curran
would have understood the great interest in these sites, he himself having set
out in the 1930s to prove that the Vikings had traveled as far inland as the
Great Lakes region; Curran’s research
papers on this subject,
located at Trent University Archives, are the focus
of this issue of Archives
News.
Our Trent Treasures column is about a
guide book in our Special Collections,
The British American Guide-Book…
(1859). This book is one of many nineteenth-century publications in our holdings which offers detailed information
about North America for British emigrants.

T

he Vikings have long held a place in the imaginations of
people around the world. For James Watson Curran, newspaper editor of the Sault Daily Star, it was the 1931 discovery of
the Beardmore Relics - a sword, an axe head, and an iron bar - in
the Beardmore region of northwestern Ontario that caught his attention and captivated his interest in the years that followed. Trent
University Archives holds Curran's Viking research papers which
he accumulated in his quest to prove the existence of a VikingNorth America connection.
In the years 1938 and 1939, Curran wrote a series of articles about
"The Norse Case" for the Sault Daily Star and soon after put the
evidence together in his book, Here Was Vinland, which was published by the Star in 1939. Curran would have been fascinated to
know that it is now agreed upon that the Vikings did, indeed, visit
North America. Having died in 1952, he would have missed knowing of the remarkable discovery made in 1960 of a 1000-year old
Norse settlement in L'Anse Aux Meadows, Newfoundland, and, of
course, the second discovery (as yet unconfirmed), announced
just some weeks ago, at Point Rosee, Newfoundland.
The Beardmore Relics discovery,
made by prospector James Edward
Dodd,
was
eventually
deemed to be a hoax; it is believed, however, that the artifacts
themselves, which were sold in
1936 by Dodd to the Royal Ontario
Museum, are authentic. Curran
may have visited the contrived
discovery site. He writes: This is a
view of the trench where the Relics
were found. Me and my partner Gill
standing in the trench. (1938)
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:
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Where was Vinland?
James Watson Curran
(ca. 1930s, photographer unknown)
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“Where a folk tale lives for ages it may be well to consider
that there may have been a human experience behind it…”
James Watson Curran, Here Was Vinland (p.16)

The Curran papers, donated to the Archives in 1968, consist of 60 research
files and reviews of Here Was Vinland. In 1986, as part of a three-way negotiation, the original material was sent through special arrangement to the
Public Archives of Canada (now Library and Archives Canada) where it was
microfilmed and then returned to Trent. LAC retained microfilm copies, and
as a public service, distributed others to the City of Sault Ste. Marie, Lakehead University, and to Trent University Archives.

I

James Watson Curran, newspaper editor
and author, was born in Armagh, Ireland, in
1865. When he was eight years old, his
family emigrated to Canada, eventually settling in Orillia, Ontario. The Curran family
was in the newspaper business; Curran's
father owned two newspapers, the Essex
Chronicle and the Orillia News-Letter. In
1901, James purchased the Sault Ste. Marie Star after first working as city editor for
the Toronto Empire and the Montreal Herald; under Curran’s leadership, the weekly
Star became the Sault Daily Star in 1912.
Curran published two books related to the
Sault Ste. Marie area, Here Was Vinland
(1939) and Wolves Don't Bite (1940). He
married Edith Pratt and had several children; Curran died in 1952 at the age of 87.
One of Curran's children, Jane (1914-1993),
married Peterborough County Court Judge
Harry Deyman (1912-1975). Jane was a
long-time member of the Peterborough Historical Society and served as chair of the
Peterborough Centennial Museum and Archives (now Peterborough Museum and
Archives) and the Peterborough Historical
Atlas Foundation.

n his research on the Vikings, Curran corresponded with numerous
people and sought out personal stories from individuals who claimed to
have discovered Viking relics. Convinced that the Norse had visited the New
World at least long enough to interact with the local inhabitants, Curran spent a
great deal of time looking for Norse elements in Cree, Abnaki, and Montagnais
languages and researching relics which he believed to have a Viking origin.
While Curran’s work on the Vikings was often dismissed by academics, his
1939 proposal for a migration travel route from Greenland into the Americas
was given serious attention by some. In his book, Here is Vinland, he hypothesized that the Vikings traveled from Greenland across into the Hudson Strait
and then south into Hudson Bay and James Bay. From there they could use
the river systems to reach west, south and east into the continent, and from the
Albany River travel to Lake Nipigon, then to Lake Superior, and, from there,
south into Minnesota and Wisconsin in the northern U.S.A.

James Curran published the above map in his 1939 publication Here Was Vinland.
The map shows locations “where Norse relics have been found.” (p. xi).
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J

ames Curran’s research material includes correspondence with officials in museums, libraries,
and government departments, and with explorers,
prospectors, and private landowners. The letters are
significant in that they provide evidence of historical
understandings of pre-Columbian Norse migration
patterns and activities and, as such, are an important
contribution to the Viking literature:
Vilhjalmur Stefansson (explorer) to James Curran,
24 October 1938:
...Friends in Canada write me that you have been publishing
a most interesting series on the Norsemen in America. On
the chance that I can trick you into an exchange, I am asking my publishers to send you a book [Unsolved Mysteries
of the Arctic?], my hope being that you will send me a complete series of your articles in return—and any “letters to the
Editor” which may have resulted from your series…

Wm. J. Rumley (Lightkeeper, Department of
Transport [Ontario]) to James Curran, 5 November 1938:
...I might say that I was talking to a Sheshigwaning Indian
this summer, and there is an old Legend among the Indians
of White men having been seen away back God knows how
long ago. According to the Legend they were big Red haired
Men, and the Indians were afraid of them…

Vilhjalmur Stefansson (explorer) to James Curran,
9 December 1938:
...You know that the Viking conception of Helluland (I believe Baffin Island), Markland (I believe southern Labrador,
perhaps including Newfoundland) and Vinland (most probably the coast westward from Nova Scotia) was that they
were three islands. There is some dispute as to whether
they thought of Vinland as an island, but they certainly considered Baffin Island and Labrador to be islands. Thinking
them islands, they would naturally try to sail in between
them and that way they would discover Hudson Strait and
the Bay…

Diamond Jenness (Canada. Department of Mines
and Resources) to James Curran, 5 April 1939,
commenting on a series of photographs:
...I myself would have considered No. 1 an axe made for the
Indian trade since the French colonization, not a Norse one;
but Mr. Wintemberg’s knowledge on this subject is much
greater than my own. I wonder if the Norsemen ever suspected how much excitement they would cause nine centuries later!!!...

Arthur Woodward (Los Angeles Museum) to
James Curran, 13 April 1939:
…Concerning the axe, does it have a poll? Is the eye round
or elliptical? Judging by the sketch I would say that it is an
example of the 18th century European trade axe… Hundreds of these trade axes went to all parts of the continent
and the travel via the Sault Ste. Marie, as you know, was
constant…

Trent University has a connection to a 1991 event commemorating
the Newfoundland Viking story. In 2015, Trent alumnus James B.
Hamilton donated to the Archives a copy of "Vinland Revisited", a sixpage typed account by Hamilton of his experience as a Parks Canada
official who assisted in organizing the event, a key feature of which
was the trans-Atlantic voyage of a Viking ship from Norway to North
America. Trent’s Founding President, Professor T.H.B. Symons, presided at the commemoration in his role as Chair of the Historic Sites
and Monuments Board of Canada. Hamilton also donated a copy of a
folio he was presented with at the event, The Viking Discovery of
America, edited by Finn Hødnebø and Jónas Kristjánsson (J.M. Stenersens, Norway, 1991) and inscribed by the Norwegian discoverers of
the L’Anse aux Meadows Viking settlement, Helge Ingstad and Anne
Stine Ingstad; this item is located in Special Collections.
Drawings by James Curran, such as the
one below of an axe head, are included in the Curran papers.
NORSE (?) Axe found on Bachewana Island Lake Superior...badly pitted & rusted. Very poor
iron, rough job, slight evidence of head being used as hammer. All Tomahawks I have seen
have solid blade, show no weld & no heads like this one.
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Books written to guide British emigrants to North America proliferated in the nineteenth century. The most famous local effort was supplied by Catharine Parr Traill as The Female Emigrant's Guide, published in 1854. Some accounts of life in the New World were sociological studies and involved critical analysis of society and government such as de Tocqueville's two-volume Democracy in America
(1835; 1840). Many more manuals were purely practical and attempted to guide emigrants as they struggled with land acquisition,
some sense of North American geography, monetary systems, food
allotment, agricultural conditions, and unfamiliar customs and mores.
Some guides were quite subject-specific: The Shoe and Canoe, or,
Pictures of Travel in Canada...with facts and opinions on emigration...(1850). Or, Ottawa, the Future Capital of Canada: a description
of the country; its resources, trade, population, etc; who are wanted;
how to get there. Hints to emigrants. With an Excellent View of the
City (1858).
A most intriguing book was written by James Fraser and published in
1853: The Emigrant's Medical Guide. Indeed, many newcomers to
Canada did succumb to swamp fever, cholera and a plethora of other ills which resulted from the rigorous ocean voyage, varying degrees of malnutrition, and a totally foreign environment. Still, in retrospect, one can't help but think that a medical guide for the indigenous populations infiltrated by the new settlers might have been in
order. As the poet Paul Muldoon writes with respect to Iroquois
meeting the British: They gave us six fishhooks and two blankets
embroidered with smallpox.
One typical guide located in Trent University Special Collections is
entitled, The British American guide-book: being a condensed gazetteer, directory and guide, to Canada, the western states and principal
cities on the seaboard.... Illustrated With Upwards of One Hundred
and Twenty Engravings (New York: H. Bailliere, 1859). In some 393
pages, the guide book describes all the major eastern cities of the
United States and most of the major Canadian cities. The topics covered are wide-ranging, from railway rates, to horse racing, to drinking
customs. In the Canadian section, it defines all the free land available along the Opeongo, Hastings and Addington roads. It assures
the settler that wild beasts are not troublesome to new settlers - that
wolves and bears very infrequently harass the livestock. The brief
section on Peterborough describes it as a flourishing town with lumber as the principal trade but notes that there is also some business
in wheat and flour. There were five grocers, a wine merchant, a cabinet maker, and a coroner. There was also only one barrister in Peterborough listed: the original owner of this book, "Charles Weller" being inscribed on the frontispiece.

The British American guide-book includes images of
major buildings and cities, as well as several advertisements, such as those shown below:

William Notman (1826-1891), a flourishing Scottish-Canadian
photographer who lived in Montreal... The Notman Photographic
Archives is held by the McCord Museum in Montreal.

Phelan’s billiard tables, “combining speed with truth…”

“Improved school furniture”, manufactured by W. Chase & Son.
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