What If the Vikings Stayed?
Take-home guide | What If? Rewrite History and Make AI Prove It
What you will see
The professor will demonstrate the activity on a shared screen. You do not need a device or written answers. Imagine your own outcome as you watch; we will discuss ideas at the end.
The historical challenge
Suppose the Norse settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows survives from 1021 to 1221 and remains in contact with Greenland. That survival is the only fact we change. What might follow after 10, 50, 100, and 200 years?
Be imaginative. You might envision a trading center, alliances with Indigenous communities, or even a flourishing new society. Bold scenarios are welcome—but distinguish what the evidence establishes from the additional events your scenario would require.
Five evidence summaries
Source 1. Eight Norse buildings stood at L’Anse aux Meadows in northern Newfoundland. They included dwellings, workshops, and a forge.
Source 2. Parks Canada estimates the camp could have held about 90 people. This is capacity, not a census. Finds indicate woodworking, ironworking, and ship repair. Parks Canada describes a brief occupation as a base for exploration and resource gathering.
Source 3. Researchers dated metal-tool-cut wood to 1021. This establishes a year of Norse activity, not the founding year or the full length of occupation.
Source 4. The Vinland sagas describe western voyages, resources, settlement attempts, and encounters with Indigenous people. Written down later, they require comparison with archaeology.
Source 5. Indigenous peoples lived in the region long before the Norse. Distance, limited manpower in Greenland, and possible conflict help explain the difficulty of staying. No single reason for departure is certain.
How to judge a scenario
LIKELY: good reasons to expect it. POSSIBLE: could happen if further conditions hold. UNLIKELY: imaginable, but requires major changes or has little supporting evidence.
Ask: Which source supports the starting point? What would have to happen next? What remains uncertain? A source can support a starting point without proving the outcome.
Why this matters
You practice creative thinking, evidence-based argument, recognizing uncertainty, questioning AI, and revising ideas—skills useful in research, coursework, and decisions beyond the classroom.
Evidence references
Sources 1–2: UNESCO, L’Anse aux Meadows National Historic Site, https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/4/; Parks Canada, Management Plan 2019, section 2.0, https://parks.canada.ca/lhn-nhs/nl/meadows/info/gestion-management-2019.
Source 3: Margot Kuitems et al., “Evidence for European Presence in the Americas in AD 1021,” Nature 601 (2022): 388–391, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03972-8.
Sources 4–5: Parks Canada, The Saga of Vinland, transcript, https://parks.canada.ca/lhn-nhs/nl/meadows/culture/retrouver-recollections.


Try the activity yourself
First, imagine your own version of the next 200 years. Then use ChatGPT to test it against the five sources. You can also ask AI for a more adventurous scenario and challenge its assumptions.
Step 1 — Ask AI
Open ChatGPT, start a new chat, and copy the entire message below, including all five sources. Paste it into the message box and send it.
BEGIN MESSAGE
Use only the five evidence summaries below. Imagine that the Norse settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows survives from 1021 to 1221 and keeps contact with Greenland. This survival is the one changed outcome. What might happen 10, 50, 100, and 200 years later? Give one idea for each time. Label it likely, possible, or unlikely. Name the source number supporting your starting point and explain what else would have to happen. Do not invent population figures, voyage schedules, technology, or sources. Keep your answer under 180 words.
Source 1: Eight Norse buildings stood at L’Anse aux Meadows in northern Newfoundland. They included dwellings, workshops, and a forge.
Source 2: Parks Canada estimates that the camp could hold up to about 90 people. This is capacity, not a census. Finds indicate woodworking, ironworking, and ship repair. Parks Canada describes a brief occupation as a base for exploration and resource gathering.
Source 3: Researchers dated metal-tool-cut wood to 1021. This establishes a year of Norse activity, not the founding year or the full length of occupation.
Source 4: The Vinland sagas describe western voyages, resources, settlement attempts, and encounters with Indigenous people. Written down later, they require comparison with archaeology.
Source 5: Indigenous peoples lived in the region long before the Norse. Distance, limited manpower in Greenland, and possible conflict help explain the difficulty of staying. No single reason for departure is certain.
END MESSAGE
Step 2 — Check the answer
For each prediction, identify its evidence, missing conditions, and likelihood. Do not confuse the camp’s estimated capacity with its actual population, or the date 1021 with a founding date.
Step 3 — Ask for a better explanation
In the same chat, send: “Look at your idea for 50 years later. Which supplied source supports it? What does that source actually tell us? What else would have to happen? Rewrite the idea so its uncertainty is clear. Use no more than 80 words.”
Step 4 — Try a creative alternative
Ask: “Now imagine that the settlement grows into a large, thriving community by 1221. Give four imaginative milestones at 10, 50, 100, and 200 years. Label each as likely, possible, or unlikely; cite the supplied sources for starting points and explain the extra conditions required. Do not invent facts or sources.”
Step 5 — Make your judgment
Compare the cautious and ambitious versions. Which is more imaginative? Which is better supported? Can you improve either one? The goal is not to let AI decide—it is to strengthen your own reasoning.
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