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PREFACE

TO ONE who in 1933 made a similar journey and who has
always regretted the loss of his own diary from that time,
it has given some pleasure to prepare the manuscript of
Miss Alice Selby’s journal for publication. I have tried to
identify some of the people she met, but I am afraid a few
of the identifications remain conjectural. Unfortunately
I was unable to go to Iceland this summer and I have relied
on works of reference and on enquiries made by letter.
I wish here to record my sincere gratitude for information
received from Mr Klemenz Tryggvason of the Hagstofa in
Reykjavik, from Mr Bjarni Vilhjadlmsson of the Pjéd-
skjalasafn, from Mr Steindér Steindérsson of Akureyri, and
above all from my 4{riend, Mr Eirikur Benedikz, of the
Icelandic Embassy in London. If there are mistakes
they must not be blamed: the responsibility is mine.

I have not aimed at absolute consistency in the spelling of
Icelandic place-names and personal names in the journal
itself. The only Icelandic diacritic retained is the acute
accent and that normally only over the letter “a” and in a
few namesseldom met with. InthenotesandinanyIcelan-
dic word quoted in the text the appropriate Old or Modern
Icelandic spelling has been retained.

Miss Dorothea Selby, sister of the author, brought the
journal to the notice of Professor Kenneth Cameron of
Nottingham University and President of the Viking
Society, and he recommended it to the Society’s Council
and Editors. Miss Dorothea Selby made publication
possible by a generous donation, and she also prevailed
on Mr Hibbard to contribute his ““personal recollection”
of Miss Alice Selby, found at the end of the book. The
journal now appears both as an independent publication
and as a part of the Saga-Book, and I feel sure that many
readers will be delighted by Miss Selby’s human and
often amusing account of her experiences.

A. R. TAYLOR
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Chapter One
REYKJAVIK AND THE LAND OF DREAMS

LEFT Hull on the “Godafoss” on June 19th, 193I.

The boat seemed small and uncomfortable. There
were twelve passengers in the first class, four English,
four German and four Icelandic.

The first few days were blank. The weather was grey
and cold, and the sea restless. Till we passed the Pent-
land Firth I was still more or less alive and conscious of
the bleak grey lands and the bleak grey sea. Then for
the next two days my world was bounded by a rather
unsteady cabin wall with a few dresses rocking uneasily
on the cabin pegs. It was not until the afternoon of the
third day that my horizon extended itself and I crept up
into the pale clear sunshine of the deck. It was cheering
to know that we should get our first far-off glimpse of
Iceland in the evening, and on the strength of that
prospect I had roast pork for dinner and was even able
to feel romantic when, far off in the north, in the rose
glow of the sunset, we saw an incandescent point and were
told that it was Eyjafjallajokul. The air is so clear that
the glacier snows can be seen for sixty miles.

At seven in the morning I came on deck to what the
picture captions used to call “a land of dreams come true”.
A huge cliff fell precipitously from a green velvet head to
a milky sea at the foot. The dark rocks where the sea-
birds congregated and left their mark were streaked with
white. Gulls were screaming and plunging round the
boat. The little town of Vestmannaeyjar lay at the foot
of a volcanic mountain, while away in the distance to the
left the glaciers of Iceland, Eyjafjallajokul and Hekla
(which strictly speaking is not a glacier but at that time
was indistinguishable from the genuine jokuls because the
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snows were lying on the summit), were glittering in the
early morning sunshine. I went below, dressed, and then
went ashore in a motor-boat from which women in the
pretty little Icelandic berets were climbing on board the
“Godafoss”.

The Vestmannaeyjar are a group of some fourteen
islands, though only one of these, Heimaey, is of any
importance. The geological composition is different
from that of lceland, and the crags and black cliffs
that surround the harbour are more spectacular and
theatrically picturesque than anything I was to sée in
Iceland. The islands have a tragic history of rapine and
disease. Lock-jaw was so prevalent at one time that
very few of the new-born children survived. It was not
until 1847 that Dr Schleisner discovered a prophylactic,
the so-called ‘navel-oil’, and the scourge was removed.?
The ravages of pirates are memorised in the little headland
Reaningjatangi, Robbers’ Point, where in the seventeenth
century the ‘Turks’ landed from three Algerian pirate
ships, burned, killed and looted, and carried off a large
number of the inhabitants into slavery. Some of them
were released a few years later, but it was only a handful
who found their way back from distant Africa to these
northern islands. One of the refugees was the priest of
the parish who left a description of the tragic event.?
For many years afterwards watch against the ‘Turks’ was
kept on the headland, and the houses were protected by
a dike or embankment of earth.

The once unhappy little island is now a flourishing port,
and the boats call at least once a week. On shore I had
my first sight of what is one of the most characteristic
sights in the Icelandic towns, the cod-fish drying. This

1 See K. Kilund, Bidrag til en historisk-topografisk Beskrivelse af Island
(x877-82), I 282 and footnote.

2 The raid took place in 1627. There were two priests in Vestmannaeyjar
at this time, (a) Jén DPorsteinsson who was killed by the raiders and
(b) Olafur Egilsson who was carried off but released in the following year.
He left an account of the incident which has been printed more than once, see
Tyrkjardnid & Islandi (ed. Jén Porkelsson, Ségurit IV, 1906~g),
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fish, which is exported in large quantities, mainly for
the Friday fare of the Spanish, is washed, split and gutted,
and then set in the sun to dry. Every morning the fish
is packed on wooden litters, which are then carried by two
people to the drying ground. The fish is then unpacked
and spread out; it les there in the sun till evening, when it
is again packed on the litter and carried to the tarpaulin-
covered stack. Women, girls and little boys carry out
this work. Itisa pretty scene, with the white fish bleach-
ing like linen in the sun, and the girls in their blue
dungarees, and the women with white kerchiefs. Later,
when I reached Reykjavik, I found the arrangements
for drying fish were more elaborate and included even a
miniature railway — the only one in Iceland. I am bound
to say that I was never fortunate enough to see the railway
function; but I walked along the rusty lines which ran
through a desert of dry, shining fish-scales that crackled
under the feet like sand above high-water mark, and
which didn’t smell as disagreeable as one might expect.

As it was still early morning when I stepped ashore at
Vestmannaeyjar I did not see the town in its gayest
aspect. Except for the girls carrying out the fish, and the
little crowd of people on the quay, the inhabitants were
all asleep. The town is not impressive. There are many
one-story houses of wood and corrugated iron, most of
them painted grey or white. Towards the edge of the
town_ there are larger houses, villas of concrete, each
standing in a little patch of grass, railed off from the
un-made road with wire fencing. There were several
motor lorries, a café, a picture-house and a barber’s shop
with a collection of depressing bead necklaces.

The hooting of the steamer called me from an examina-
tion of the barber’s window, and we were soon off again.
The day was bright but so cold. To starboard we had
the jokuls glittering in the sun, and after that only a long
line of intimidating coast with sands and barren lava
fields. Then, far far away in the distance, the white
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mass of Snefellsjokul rose out of the sea, sixty miles
away.

We rounded Reykjanes, and the sun went in.
Reykjavik was a desolate little grey cluster as we neared
it over the grey and choppy sea. And when I landed
the feeling of greyness persisted. Grey buildings of
corrugated iron and bigger, newer ones of concrete.
Grey streets lead to a grey lake, and a grey sun occasionally
peers through the grey clouds.

But one bit of colour caught my eye. I had hoped,
but not expected, to find gaily dressed Vikings striding
the streets of Reykjavik. So when I looked round at the
clatter of hoofs and saw a romantic figure on a horse, [
felt that I was back in the Saga Age. The man was gold-
helmeted and scarlet cloaked. He had a red beard, and
his blue trousers were laced with gold thongs. He had a
gold spear in his hand and a dog at his side.3 It was
later that I learned how the Viking got his outfit. There
is a movement for restoring the national costume, but
this ideal gets no more sympathy from the majority of
people in Reykjavik than does the Dress Reform
Movement from most Londoners. So, as a protest
against this freak ideal, some bright young people
clubbed together and bought a complete Viking outfit.
They gave this to a harmless lunatic who hangs about the
town and flaunts his finery to the surprise and delight
of foreigners.

Apart from this touch of medievalism, Reykjavik is
no more romantic than any other town. There is a very
fine hotel with a ball-room and innumerable bathrooms
with hot and cold. This hotel, I was told, was built by
an ex-champion of gléma (a form of wrestling which is the
national and traditional sport in Iceland).* This man
made a fortune in exhibiting the art at music-halls and

? Oddur Sigurgeirsson. For a photograph of this well-known figure see
W. H. Auden and Louis Macneice, Letters from Iceland (1937), 219.
4 J6hannes Joésefsson (1883-1968).
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circuses all over Europe and returned to his native land to
invest the fortune in a fine hotel. There are other hotels,
comfortable if not so pretentious. There are two picture
theatres, and there is a scheme for building a proper
theatre, to be financed by the money gained in taxes from
the more popular, if less dignified sister art, the cinema.
The shops, though they seem a little dowdy to one used
to Bond Street, are not entirely contemptible. I was
shocked when I arrived at the absence of what I should
describe as ‘“a proper book-shop”, but during my six weeks
absence in the country a very fine book-shop was opened
with national and international literature in plenty.®

I had been met at the boat by kind friends, who set
out with me on a Grand Tour of Reykjavik, not a lengthy
business, for the whole town can be surrounded in half
an hour’s walk. We saw the Post Office, the Banks, the
House of Parliament, the Museum-cum-library, the School,
the lake, and the suburbs with their rather dashing new
houses. I was shown examples of the flora of Iceland
(till then I had hardly been aware that there was one),
and T felt patronising at the rather wind-blown tulips
and the stunted aquilegia. When I came back to
Reykjavik I found the town a-flower with lupins,
poppies and even delphiniums. There was also a fine
display of red currants, but when I first arrived in late
June the flowering season had hardly started. The
rhubarb, however, was being harvested. After the allot-
ments we worked back into the town, passing the very
modern building where the sculptor Einar Jonsson® and
his works are housed. In the course of our walk we met
most of the passengers and staff from the “Godafoss”
and also the only Icelander I had met before starting to
Iceland, a girl whom I knew in Copenhagen. I began to
perceive dimly a fact, that was later born out in full, that

5 Briem’s bookshop was opened on 1 August 1931. Miss Selby’s implied
criticism of the two already existing bookshops of Snabjérn Jénsson and

Sigfis Eymundsson seems scarcely justified.
¢ Einar J6énsson (1874~1954).
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it is impossible to avoid anyone in Iceland. My journey-
ings became an absurd picaresque where people I had met
in the North or East appeared in an apparently unmoti-
vated way in the South or West. This caused me
surprise at first, but I had hardly realised (a) that the
inhabitants of Iceland only number 100,000 altogether
and (b) that the inhabited area of the country is sur-
prisingly small to the mind of one who is used to the
tightly packed districts of Southern and Midland
England.

The wind was cold, so we spent what was left of the
evening in the pictures. When we came out at 11.30
there was no dark, but only a cold grey corpse-light. I
spent the night on the boat.

No meals are served while in port, so next morning I
crept out to find some breakfast. It was coffee and
slices of sweet cake. After the first morning I benefited
by the insistence of two of my companions who
managed, though they spoke no Icelandic, to squeeze
some quite convincing bread-and-butter from the girl
in the café.

I paid a call on a lady to whom I had an introduction,
and she, coming in from the garden with her hands stained
from rhubarb-picking, received me with the courtesy and
self-possession which I was to find characteristic of the
Icelander confronted by a stranger, and further a stranger
with but little knowledge of their language. I was
whisked off in a car to see the famous hot springs and hot
houses about ten miles from Reykjavik. We humped
over a rough road through bleak stretches of lava country.
A rough road, I say, but when I returned to Reykjavik
from the country, I realised that this particular road is
one of the finest in the country and is smooth as glass in
comparison with many parts of the long main road that
joins the North and South. The first enquiry of the
sohicitous when one steps into a car is “Do you get
bilvetkur?”’, i.e. car-sick. It is the most ordinary thing
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in Iceland to stop the touring cars to allow a passenger
to indulge the weaknesses of the flesh. There are two
or perhaps three causes for the frequency of this
distressing ailment. One is the actual surface of the
road, and here a further discomfort may arise — that is
the danger of hitting your head on a beam in the roof of
the car when it leaps, and the passengers with it, at
some particularly large bump in the road. The second
cause is the direction of the roads, many of which, as
far as I could make out, are simply a widening of the
little twisting pony tracks. When these were enlarged
for cars it didn’t seem to strike the engineers that the
curves might profitably have been shaved off. Thirdly,
I think that the Icelander’s car-sickness is due to lack of
practice in riding in motor-cars. It is still a novelty
to a great many of them. Indeed, many young people’s
only idea of a binge is to hire a car and drive it anywhere,
preferably with a convivial party and several bottles.

The lava country is desolate with nothing but grass
and rocks. I asked if it was capable of being cultivated,
and my friend replied that cultivation was possible but
the difficulty was shortage of labour. The people in
Iceland are so few. In the holidays all the young people,
men, boys and girls, try to get some sort of work — very
often road-making. It is considered the manly thing to
do, so even rich boys work. This year, however,
unemployment is much commoner than it was because
of the world depression. One of the most trying things
in the Icelandic economic world just now is that they
cannot get their dried fish sold in Spain. The herring
trade is also in rather a difficult position. But when we
talked of poverty and trade depression someone told
me that there was never in Iceland such a depth of
degradation as one can find in an English slum. There
is so much land to spare in Iceland that anyone can scratch
a living from it. Moreover, there is always the sea with
its plentiful supply of fish. So, though the conditions of
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life may be hard, for no-one in Iceland is there danger
of absolute starvation.

.So we chatted until we saw steam rising in the distance,
and there, in a perfectly bleak landscape, lying in the
hollow of the bleak hills, was a little group of glass houses
wreathed in steam. We walked through groves of
tomatoes, plantations of cucumbers, houses of rather
frail roses, and beds of melons. The warmth of the
natural spring was very grateful after the dank cold of the
atmosphere outside. Then we went up to see the parents
of the proprietor.” They were a charming old couple —
the father in working clothes and rope shoes, the old lady
almost blind but holding herself erect, her bust firmly
laced into the corset of the national dress. The little
beret, with its long tassel, was perched coquettishly on
her head, and she had beautiful ornaments of filigree on
her bodice. We drank coffee, and they discussed politics
with vigour but with perfect courtesy.

Then we went on to an open-air swimming-bath,
supplied by one of the hot springs. The water was
pleasantly tepid, though the effort of undressing and
getting in under the rainy sky was considerable. We
had more coffee, this time with the proprietor of the
woollen factory which stands quite near.® The factory is
run from the hot springs. Further the houses in the
district use the spring water for central heating and for
all ordinary purposes. It is so hot that tea can be made
from it directly with no further boiling.

I spent a nice evening with some Icelandic friends.
We discussed the national character. I said it was a
peculiar experience to come to this country knowing
nothing of the people but what I had learnt from the
sagas. 1 had expected to find Iceland populated by

7 Probably Asgen- BLarnason and Ragnheidur Helgadé6ttir, the parents of
Bjarni Asgeirsson, e co-owner of the greenhouses at Reykir in
Mosfelissveit.

8 Sigurjén Pétursson (1885-1955), another glima champion who ran the
Alafoss cloth factory.
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those portentous figures, Gudrun of the Laxdale Saga,
Egill Skallagrimsson, Viga-Glum. I had expected the
most striking characteristics to be a sort of stiffness of
character and a high degree of offendability. Instead of
that I find the most civilized people in Europe, whose
manners combine absolute courtesy to a stranger without
any of the tiresome fussing or curiosity that often
accompanies hospitality. I had noticed, however, that
the people in the shops were a little unencouraging at
first and seemed almost to resent your wanting to buy
anything. But when I persisted they thawed and became
eager to get me what I wanted. One of the party thought
that the attitude of the shop people was due to pride and
that pride is a very important quality in the Icelander.
It is that which makes them dislike cadging for money,
so the Icelander is always unwilling to over-charge. I
was able to observe this phenomenon later, when I was
riding in the country. When I asked one of the farmers
how much I owed him for hire of horses and hospitality,
he sat fingering his chin and, after some consideration,
said “Twenty-five krénur”’. 1 thanked him and handed
him the money, which represented a very reasonable
charge. He took it and sat a few moments with it in his
hand. Then he took a five-krdnur note and gave it to
me, saying, “No, I think I've charged you too much.
Twenty krénur is enough.” And this in a country where
money is not too easily come by. The Icelander’s pride
is also the basis for his courage and power of suffering
discomforts without complaints. I was told that at the
celebrations of the millenary of the Althing the beds in the
tents allotted to students had got damp. That, I thought,
was in itself characteristic. I didn’t find the Icelander
a very practical person. The Norwegian and the Swedish
students panicked on the grounds that they would catch
cold. The Icelandic students slept in the damp beds and
caught cold uncomplainingly.

Another of the party suggested that the kindness and
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at the same time the lack of fussing had been developed
by the farm life, i.e,, that through the centuries the
Icelanders had had to do with animals. It is an
interesting theory that the Icelandic pony has tamed his
fierce and uncompromising master. But the ponies
themselves are tamed. I heard a funny story of the
horse-fight that was to be shown at the millenary celebra-
tions. There were many protests against the revival
of this barbarous form of sport. But because it was
traditional and of the Saga Age, the fight was held. But
when the ponies were put to it, instead of biting with
concentrated hatred, they rolled and played like a couple
of puppies. The promoters of the fight had unfortunately
picked on two firm friends, who enjoyed a good romp
together.

Next morning I went out to Thingvellir, the plain where
the first national parliament was held a thousand years
ago. The car passed through desolate hills of monotonous
and craggy outline until I wondered when we should
arrive at the rocky ridge of the Almannagjid. Then we
saw a lake to the right, Thingvallavatn, and skirting the
edge we arrived at the craggy ridge down which the
road runs between high cliffs.® We descended to the
plain and made a large circuit to cross the river and
arrive at the hotel.

Thingvellir is very beautiful and the formation of the
rocks extraordinary. Sometimes they split, forming
deep clefts filled with blue-green water. This is so clear
that the floating weeds look like jewels. Above the lava
plain is the ridge where the meetings were held. I
scrambled about looking for the ldgberg and the famous
booths. There is no difficulty finding these as they are
conveniently marked by tablets. The view from the
ridge is exquisite, the river Oxard in the foreground with

? The classic description of the approach to the parliament ground at
Pbingvellir is to be found in Lord Dufferin, Letters from High Latitudes (1856),
ch, VII.
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the “holm” or island on which the famous duel between
Gunnlaug Ormstunga and Hrafn was fought “for the love
of alady”, then, across that, the church and the vicarage, a
grey house with a bright green roof, which proved on
closer examination to be of growing turf. Beyond
stretches the lava plain, humping itself uneasily into
little wrinkles, but covered between the rocks with grass,
scrub and little birch trees. In the far distance the
mountains stand blue in the morning sunshine, still
wearing their winter caps of snow. It was from the
shield-shaped Skjaldbreid that the red hot lava poured
in distant ages, which was to cool, and harden, and form
a stage for some of the most remarkable events in
Icelandic history.1®

I walked past the waterfalls along to the edge of the
ridge, through the sweet-scented scrub birch. Snow was
still lying in the shaded crannies of the ravine. Then I
struck across the heath. It was very desolate and
very lovely, with no life but the plovers, which whined
round me with a persistence that soon became irritating.
Then it began to rain, so I turned back and examined the
little church and graveyard across Oxard. It was
settling down to rain with more conviction now, so I went
back to the hotel and drank coffee. I was smoking a
cigarette and gazing out rather drearily into the grey and
desolate monotony of the plain, when a car drove up to
the hotel, and another, and another, till the plain was
desolate no longer and the solitudes were filled with young
students. The girls were trying to be reckless, and the
boys were most of them tipsy, carrying bottles, shouting,
kissing, singing, dancing and, it seemed to me, ignoring
the young women. One young man practised his
English on me and told me that they had passed their

10 Skjaldbreid: this mountain is well known on the skyline from Pin%vellir.
During the whole of the last century it was generally assumed to be the
source of the lava which forms the floor of Pingvellir. Regretfully we must
now accept the more modern theory that most of the lava came from fissures
to the east of Skjaldbreid. See B. Thorsteinsson and Th. Josepsson,
Thinguellir (1961), 8. :
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matriculation into the university and were celebrating
their entrance into student life. He told me (I suspect
untruthfully) that he was going to be a clergyman and
that he would have few opportunities in the future of
enjoying himself in this particular way. He introduced
a great many of his friends, who were all very
distinguished. One was the best orator of the year,
another the best mathematician, and so on. I thought
the boys and girls were trying very hard to enjoy
themselves, but even whilst I was there I noticed that their
spirits flagged. They were to spend the night out there
at the hotel, and I wondered if it would be long before
they could return to Reykjavik and sleep off their aching
heads. The weather was, of course, depressing. I
suppose things would go with more snap in the sunshine.

I went home in a car with an earnest young German
from Kiel, who wanted to improve his English. I wanted
to improve my German, but he won.

The next day I spent at the Library and Museum. In
the Museum I saw clothes, woven fabrics and above all
carved wooden objects. There were carved wood
cupboards, food-bowls, spoon-boxes, cake moulds, and
even wringer handles. I suppose the long winter evenings
are so boring that the men in the country decorate every
available wooden surface with carving. I pictured
Mother restraining them from carving the rollers of the
wringer.

I had tea with an unsuccessful Labour candidate at the
last election.!? She is a large woman, intensely idealistic,
and belonging to all sorts of International Leagues of
Women, except the National Council. She sat there
with her hat askew and her stockings wrinkling to the
ankle.

In the evening I was to meet the same lady with a
group of others for dinner. I saw a tall, fair, stately

11 Laufey Valdimarsdéttir (18go-1945) was the daughter of Briet
Bjarnhédinsdéttir, the most famous of Iceland’s suffragettes,
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woman coming forward with dignity to meet me in the
hotel. It was the same lady in national costume. Often
during my stay in Iceland I was to see this extraordinary
metamorphosis. Some school-girl slut in a bedraggled
cotton frock would appear as a woman with poise and
experience, only because she had changed into her
national dress. The tightly laced corset forces the
wearer to stand or sit erect and the long skirt gives
dignity, while the little beret and the plaited hair are
worn with an attractive air of coquetry. It was a little
group of university women who composed our dinner
party. It was a gay dinner, pretty dresses, a bottle of
Sauterne, and a great deal of chattering and laughter.
But they grow very serious when they talk of their
country. They said that the Althing millenary was the
greatest experience of their lives, and that the Icelanders
who were present felt that not only a great past was behind
them but that a great future lay ahead. That was their
moment, when they had faith in Iceland’s future. They
said they had forgotten that faith later, especially with
the fury of the election, but they had their moment and
it was worth while.

What else did we talk about? Trifles mostly. The lady
who felt that she had once been a lamb in Svarfadardale.12
The ponies (at the millenary celebrations) that refused to
fight. I asked if the University Women in Reykjavik
gossiped and said unpleasant things about each other.
They thought not, partly because there were so few of
them, partly because they were united by their sense of
pioneerdom. They had all been first in some field — one
the first girl to enter the High School, one the first woman
teacher in the school. One was the first government
clerk, one the first to own a chemist’s shop, and so on.!?

12 Adalbjorg Sigurdardéttir (b. 1887), a well-known suffragette and
theosophist.

12 The first Icelandic woman to graduate from Reykjavik High School
was Laufey Valdimarsdéttir, see note 11; the first woman government clerk
was Asta Magnusdéttir who entered government service in 1910;
J6hanua Magnusdéttir was the first to own a chemist’s shop, which she
started in 1928.
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My boat was to leave that night for the north, so the gay
little group saw me off in the now persistent rain.

The next day wore away. The unfriendly mountains
were hidden in the mist and the unfriendly sea bickered
round our little boat. The boat was crowded. Many of
the passengers were being rather vocally sea-sick in their
berths. A few of us huddled in the smokeroom.
Someone was playing a gramophone, and we tried to make
a tight little defence of human civilization against the
void that lay outside.

Snow was falling on the mountains, but it turned to
rain as it reached the fjord. The sea was rough, and I
slept. When I woke it was calmer and we were creeping
into Isafjord. It looked a grim place, packed onto a
spit of land lying across the fjord. The mountains rise
almost sheer from the water, and in the winter for nearly
two months the little town is cut off from the sunlight.
Then, in January when the first rays of the sun strike
the town, the people drink coffee and eat cakes to
celebrate.

We had a few hours to wait. I picked my way through
the puddles of the street to pay a call. The place should
have been romantic with the quays lined with brown-
sailed boats full of sea-birds’ eggs; but the rain and mud
were as unromantic as they are in England. I went
along a little gully to the mainland, where a road leads
along the fjord. In a nice white house at the foot of the
mountains lives the clergyman.!'* He is charming,
intellectual, and was unflurried by the arrival of a visitor
who dislocated the family dinner and drank coffee at an
inconvenient hour. He talked Icelandic to me with the
utmost patience, articulating every syllable, as did his
son, Siggi litli. His two small, square, red girls were too
shy to talk to the English lady. He had a lot of books,
the Icelandic sagas, and a collection of English books on

4 Sjgurgeir Sigurdsson (1890-1953) became Bishop of Iceland on
1 January 1939. His two daughters were called Svanhildur and Gudlaug.
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Spiritualism, mainly by the Rev. Vale Owen.'®* Then I
called on the doctor whose little girls entertained me
with courtesy and self-possession.16

That evening we were in the Arctic circle and should
have seen the Midnight Sun, but it rained, so I had a bath
and went to bed. Next day the weather showed faint
signs of improvement. By the time we had passed
Skagafjord and Drangey, where the outlaw Grettir found
peace, the sun was out, and we arrived at Siglufjord on a
glorious summer day.

I had heard a great deal about Siglufjord, a place of
bad aroma both literally and metaphorically. I had been
told that it was the only place in Iceland where a
solitary woman is not perfectly safe. It is the centre of
the herring industry and hence famous at certain times
of the year for its bad smell. Fortunately the herring
season had not yet begun.

The place certainly looked nasty. There were squashed
fish and squashed birds on the quay, a great many
sinister-looking men in the streets, and a not too
obtrusive smell of fish-oil. The country round is lovely.
I climbed up a bit of one of the mountains and had a
magnificent view of the fjord and the town, which is not
unpicturesque when seen from a height. Then the
steamer’s whistle blew, and we were soon rounding
Siglunes and passing into Eyjafjord. The sun shone, the
sea was blue and the mountain tops were white with snow.

15 George Vale Owen (1869-1931) published several books on the after-life
in the 1920s.

18 Vilmundur J6nsson (1889-1972) became Iceland’s Chief Medical Officer
of Health in October 1931. His daughters were Gudrin and Olf.



Chapter Two
AKUREYRI AND EYJAFJORD

EYJAFJORD is one of the loveliest fjords in Iceland.
The chief place is Akureyri, the largest town in Iceland
after Reykjavik. It lies almost at the top of the fjord.
To the left, just before it is reached, there is a range of
mountains of the characteristic pyramid shape, which
always reminded me of a row of ice-puddings with the
top sliced off. It is an agreeable little town, with several
comfortable hotels, two picture theatres and a very fine
modern store belonging to the Co-operative Association.
This large new building is the first thing that the visitor
sees when he walks up from the quay. Behind the town
the ground rises, and after a twenty minutes’ walk you
reach the foot of Sulur, the mountain that stands at the
back of the town. Out into the fjord there is a spit of
land where the small boats come in. Along the fjord the
land is flat, and here is the fish-drying ground. Then
there is a large factory before you come to Glera, a river
which supplies the town with electricity. Beyond that
there is a working-class area of houses and a sort of suburb.
Up the fjord on the hill behind the town the houses are
more imposing. They are for the most part nice new villas
and often have gardens with flowers growing in them.
The other houses have all their patch of grass railed off
from the road by wire fencing, but the owners cultivate the
grass for hay and do not attempt any horticulture. Up
the hill there is even a public garden, which stands next
to the school. It is gay with columbines and valerian.
Here also are trees, little birch bushes, none of them
growing more than five or six feet high; but the people of
Akureyri are very proud of their wooded park. On the
lower road along the fjord there is a quay with stacks of
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wood and barrels; these are followed by a district of smaller
houses and a fish-drying ground. Here the men put out
their nets and I found it fascinating to watch them
dragging in the nets and flinging out the poor protesting
fish with which they seemed always to be full. Another
interest of this road that flanked the fjord was the families
of eider-duck which swam near the edge. The fathers, I
was told, took no further interest in their children after
the hatching was over, but escaped to the sea where they
enjoyed their bachelorhood together, leaving the mothers
to their parental responsibilities. The down with which
the nests are lined used to be a very valuable commodity
in Iceland, and a farmer who owned a nesting-ground
on the flats near the fjord was a fortunate person. But
now the trade has dwindled because of the cost of
collecting and cleaning the down.

Akureyri has an open-air swimming bath. It forms a
very nice social centre, and though it is only the children
and the more intrepid males who venture into its icy
water, a great many people of both sexes sit about on the
grass banks and watch the bathers. I was amused to
read the first time I went that the bath was reserved for
women at that particular time and to observe that the
only people in it were men and boys. After that I stopped
taking much notice of the printed word. Another thing
that contributes to the gaiety of Akureyri is the
Herdubreid Café. This was just opposite the window
of my bedroom, and as there was a dance almost every
night that I was there, I could watch the dancers arriving
and leaving, and listen from my bed to the music of the
jazz band. The place was often very gay as many boats
called at Akureyri, and their sailors patronised the
Herdubreid.

The arrival of the boats is the most exciting thing in
Akureyri, for all letters and parcels come by boat and not
by road. The day that the boat is due the excitement
begins to simmer. You ask each other when “Dettifoss”
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or “Godafoss” is due. Then you begin to argue about it,
and someone tells you that they heard from the postmaster
that she left Isafjord that morning. Then, perhaps, you
hear the steamer’s whistle as she comes up the fjord.
You hurry out to see her come in, to meet your friends,
to “‘goup” if you are to be merely an onlooker. She
draws nearer and gradually, with a good deal of shouting
and blowing of whistles, she creeps alongside the quay.
You wave at your friends or scan the faces of the visitors.
The gangway is put down and you hurry on board, come
off laughing and chattering with your friends, carrying
luggage and paper-bags or flowers from Reykjavik. The
next excitement is the post. You have a key with which
you can obtain your letters even though the post office is
shut. So the street echoes to the hurrying steps, and
round the post office there is a little crowd. Next
morning the parcels have been unshipped, and the pave-
ments in front of the shops are cluttered with wooden
packing-cases. Then the windows are gay with the
latest models from Copenhagen, and the tobacconist has
a new supply of oranges. After the boat leaves the town
sinks into torpor, until the next boat is due.

The hotel I stayed in was kept by an ex-housekeeper
from the hospital.’” She is the Mrs Beaton of Iceland
and has written a cookery book which I was told was on
the way to becoming a classic. Certainly she was
an excellent cook; the food was delicious and a good
advertisement for her book. For lunch, I remember, on
the first day we had a soufflé served in coquilles, trout
with fried onions, and an exquisite cream made with tinned
fruit. The chief draw-back for those not used to pension
life in the Scandinavian countries is the ordeal of coming
into the dining room and finding one’s place at the long
table, lined on either side with strangers. It is the most
harrowing experience imaginable, especially when one is

17 Jéninna Sigurdardéttir (b. 1879). Her cookery book, first published in
1915, has gone through several editions.
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aware that some sort of conventional greeting is expected
from a newcomer, and one is not sure what the exact
form is. It was some time before I acquired the right
formula, verdi your ad gédu (“may it do you good”). I
used to murmur ““God bless you” and trust that it would
pass. Further problems arise when you are not sure of
the exact sequence of the meal. The supper consisted of
a hot course followed by a variety of cold objects of the
nature of hors d’ceuvres. But many of the inmates used
to take a preliminary snack from these for they were
all ready on the table. If one began like this one was
immediately embarrassed by the arrival of the maid,
who pressed hot meat and potatoes on you. Then, of
course, all the most agreeable of the cold objects were out
of range, and one did not know their names even in English,
still less in Icelandic, and one was too shy, and too well
brought up, to stretch or point. |

This hotel was admirable in other matters. The rooms
were plainly furnished and the walls painted with light
grey washable paint. There was running water (but,
alas, only cold) in all the rooms. There was a bathroom
and central heating. The proprietress was kindly and
the maid charming. She was rather sorry for me and
suspected I was lonely. She used to come to my room in
the evenings, when I was reading or writing, and talk to
me patiently in Icelandic or, sometimes when I couldn’t
understand, in Danish. I remember one evening when
an Englishman, who had been on the boat with me, got
drunk and made a speech from the steps of the Herdubreid,
that she came running up to my room to tell me and we
peered together through the curtains and made the sort
of shocked noises with our tongues that are common to
all languages.

One evening I went to a play in Akureyri and there
found the proprietress and the maid. They insisted I
should sit by them and further, in the interval, asked me
to take coffee with them and pressed cakes on me, for
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which they paid. I had a picture in my mind of the
conventional boarding-house keeper in England.

On my first visit I stayed only one night in Akureyri as
I was being accompanied to Svarfadardale next day. The
first evening in Akureyri was notable for me, in that I
didn’t quite see the Midnight Sun. We were told that
we should see it from Sulur, but I didn’t climb high enough
and at 11.50 it disappeared behind a mountain. It
certainly was a remarkably beautiful sunset, and it was
a curious experience to creep home in the pink glow to
find the town sleeping, the hotel locked up, and to
wonder whether I was returning too late at night or too
early in the morning,

The next day I left for Svarfadardale by motor-boat
in company with the clergyman and his family.’®* We
were to leave early in the morning, then it was to be at
one, but the afternoon wore slowly away and it was six
o’clock before the overloaded little boat got under way.
The journey was not very comfortable as the small boat
held Séra Stefdn and his family, the crew and the owner
and his friends, our luggage, a wooden door, hay rakes,
sacks of rye, barrels and three rolls of barbed wire.
The elder ladies wrapped shawls round their heads and
disappeared into the tiny cabin. The rest of us perched
on sacks and barrels and ate buns out of paper bags.
Séra Stefan and his daughter removed the more external
of their town clothes and struggled into oil skins and
rubber boots. It was bitterly cold and spiteful little
waves splashed over the side. After about four hours
we arrived at Dalvik, the little fishing port of Svarfadar-
dale. There is nothing but a cluster of houses, mostly
new. The quay or quays, for there are two of them,
fragile wooden structures, stretch out into the fjord and
have a rusty truck-line down the middle. They are lined

18 Séra Stefan Kristinsson was priest at Vellir from 19oxr to 1941. His
wife was Solveig Pétursdéttir Eggerz and his two daughters were named
Ingibjérg and Sigrfdur.
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with a grim array of fishes’ heads, drying to be ground
down into fishmeal. It is rather like the religious house
in a Melanesian village — set on piles with ranks of
grinning skulls.

We shivered on the quay whilst the boat was unloaded.
There were a great many more things than I had been
aware of — boxes, trunks and paper bags, Ingibjorg’s
clothes hanging rather insecurely on coat-hangers, a
cistern, a lavatory basin, some drain pipes, a large iron
object — probably a boiler, and a jam jar with a rose
cutting in it. While these were being unpacked
Ingibjorg’s friends, two pretty girls in berets, were
dancing around and giggling, delighted at the re-union,
for she had been away for a year teaching gymnastics
in Reykjavik.

I was led up the quay and along the village street. A
wide valley opened up to the south with snow-tipped
mountains on each side with a range shutting in the top
of the dale. A wide and rather swift-flowing river wound
through the flat green bottom. The mountain peaks
were flushed with pink from a sun low over the fjords,
and up the gently sloping sides of the valley, below the
precipitous mountains, was a scattering of little white
farms,

We were taken to the beret-girls’ home and beside the
grateful warmth of an electric radiator were given cold
milk and cake. Nature’s needs were satisfied in a bedroom
with the help of a chamber perched rather insecurely
on a feather bed.

Then a motor lorry came along. The goods from the
quay had been collected and increased by the addition
of a huge bunch of fish ~— trout and some big flat ones
which were still jumping convulsively as a protest against
their translation into another element. Mrs Stefin
climbed in the front. Sera Stefan, Ingibjorg and I sat
rather insecurely on the boxes behind, the driver got
in, and a supernumerary clung to the mudguard. Then
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we jolted off, swinging along what was a comparatively
good road. After a mile or so we turned over the
narrowest possible bridge and followed a cart track over
the river flats, then another bridge, followed by more
cart track. The river here is in four or five branches
and at the last we had to transfer into a boat. Across
the river there was a black fluffy dog called Snati, which
was barking a hysterical welcome to the family. A boy
was waiting with a long two-wheeled cart and a pony.
We climbed up the side of the valley for half a mile or so
and reached Velhr.

It is a white house of corrugated iron, lined with wood;
rather like a double-fronted villa, with a flight of steps
to the front door. It is the parsonage and close by there
is a tiny white, green-roofed church. Round this there
is an old graveyard, raised from the ground by a slight
mound; but busy feet do not respect its sanctity for it
makes a short cut from the house to the river. There
is also a new graveyard, which is fenced in and has a
row of mountain ashes and one of these brave
attempts at a garden — a row of lupins and poppies, all
rather bleached by the cruel wind.

I haven’t yet described the clergyman and his wife.
He is bearded like an apostle and has a brown, weather-
beaten face with surprising light grey eyes. He was a
fisherman in his youth and has the shghtly slouching
shoulders that are often a sign of great strength. He
spits a great deal. He is evidently a wag, though I
couldn’t understand his jokes. On the boat he had
struggled into a pair of light blue dungarees, put on some
leather leggings and a yellow oilskin coat, and when he
had finished he seemed a much more convincing country
prestur than the respectable, brown-suited gentleman
that I had met on the “Godafoss”. Clergymen in
Iceland wear no uniform in ordinary life. When they
conduct the services they wear black cassocks and the
sweetest frills or ruffs round their necks. Mrs Stefin
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is fat and has a nice homely face. In Akureyri she was
wearing the national dress, black and close-fitting, with
a coloured silk apron and a huge white satin bow on her
bosom. Her hair was plaited in several plaits and looped
up under the little beret with its dangling tassel. Over
this costume she wore an ordinary raincoat. In the house
she wears a cotton frock that has no distinctive national
qualities, and she wears her grey plaits down her back.
The daughter, Ingibjorg, is a modern — a little athletic
thing who whistles, strides like a boy, and despises the
national costume.

When we reached the door of the house my hostess
turned to me with a kindly ‘“Welcome to Vellir”, We
went into the front room, where the table was laid for a
meal — horn-handled knives, black and white bread, a
large block of butter, and a large jug of milk. I enjoyed
the meal, for it was now one in the morning and, except for
a bun or two on the boat and the milk at Dalvik, I had
had nothing since lunch. We had veal stew with potatoes
and boiled eggs and then porridge and milk. After supper
I waited out in the sunset-dawn till my bag was brought
up from the river. There was a smell of dew, and a smell
of peat smoke. It was cold and peaceful except for a
curlew which was whining with its mate down in the
grass near the river.

The parlour upstairs had been turned into my bedroom
with pillows, sheets and duvet on the couch. There was
a bowl of cold water and a piece of soap on the polished
table for my toilet.

About ten the next morning there was a knock at the
door, and the younger daughter, a pretty dark girl with
two long plaits of hair, came in carrying a large copper
kettle of coffee, a jug of cream, and a trayful of cakes.
This was my first experience of the little breakfast that
was always brought to me in bed in Iceland. At first it
is a shade disconcerting to meet the fancy biscuits and
cakes with layers of jam at such an early meal
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Sometimes the fragile and delicious pancakes that are
such a feature of coffee parties were brought. But I
came to enjoy my morning snack, and the coffee was
always strong, hot and freshly made, and the cream
delicious. I was often so ashamed at the gaps that I
had made in the inevitable tray of cakes that I used to
re-arrange them on the tray and trust that my hostess
did not check the numbers.

Too soon for one to be really hungry again, we sat down
to lunch — yesterday’s stew and some of the fish that
had ridden with us in the lorry the night before. My
hostess told me about their life. The salary of a clergy-
man is negligible, so they live by farming. At Vellir
they have nine cows and three calves, hence the
delicious milk, cream, butter, cheese and skyr. This
is the national dish, sour milk, which has been strained
and beaten till it is like whipped cream. It is eaten with
sugar and cream. It is supposed to be essential to health
and to supply the deficiencies that would otherwise show
in the Icelandic diet because of the lack of fresh fruit and
vegetables.

The housewife at Vellir is out at seven every morning
to see to the dairy work. Then there are the sheep —
not very many because the grazing is not good and the
tin small. They liave some meadows down near the
river for the hay. But they spin the wool from the sheep
and make it into stockings for the children, and they
wear home-spun and knitted things in the winter. In
summer they have shop-made clothes.

Meals at Vellir are continuous. When I was there,
there were twenty mouths to feed, including the ten men
and women who work on the estate and an additional
group of workmen who were building a house for the
eldest son. The bread is home-made, the meat is home-
grown and home-killed, and the smoked fish and meat
are home-cured. Except for the coffee, sugar, flour and
condiments, everything can be produced on the estate.
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During the week I was at Vellir I walked and rode up and
down Svarfadardale, which is about twenty miles long,
and Skidadale, which is a tributary dale about the same
length. I wanted to see the places mentioned in the saga
of the men of Svarfadardale.

It is better to ride in the dale than to walk. The
streams are sometimes too deep and too swift to cross
safely on foot, even when you are wearing rubber boots.
But the ponies pick their way through the torrent with
careful security, turning the heads upstream so that they
will not be carried out of their course by the current.
My first experience of riding was unalarming. The
younger daughter from Vellir was my guide, a lovely
girl, grave, reserved and kindly. She led the way at a
gentle walk, increased later to a trot and finally a mild
canter. The ponies are surer-footed on the steep slopes
of the river bank than I should have been myself. In
an emergency I clung to the mane. Once I found
myself clinging round the neck, but that was before I
had mastered the elementary rule of safety that going
uphill the rider should lean forward, and going downhill
the weight should be put back. After this fact was
learned I was never even near to falling off.

During my week in Svarfadardale the weather grew
steadily worse. At first it was bright but cold. Then it
grew cloudy, and then the rain began. After that it grew
still colder, the rain turned to snow and sleet, and the
bitterest wind blew unceasingly. My first impression of
the Icelandic countryside was one of complete gloom.
The north wind whistled round the house. The grass
was green, but in rather a subdued way. In the little
churchyard at Vellir there were a few Iceland poppies,
and I used to go out and warm my eyes with the red and
yellow flowers. Everything else seemed bleak and cold.
The river was a cold blue, the mountains colourless, except
their tips, which were outlined in hard snow. The
mountain sides take their colour from the sky; in dull
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weather they are a neutral shade, greenish with huge
stretches of yellowish sand, greyish rock and scree. It
is only in the sunlight they become lovely, an indescrib-
able blue, and the shadows from the little clouds chase
across their slopes.

As I walked alone in the dale I used to contemplate
Nature with a certain fear. Iceland seemed to me like
a great animal, brooding and but half tamed. She is
always hitching herself uneasily into wrinkles, and
unless these are regularly smoothed by the hard-working
farmer the surface of the fields became covered with little
grassy humps. Sometimes there are bigger disturbances
—- volcanic eruptions or avalanches — so that in a few
hours the whole face of the countryside is changed.

I think that my fear of the country was due to the fact
that a vulgarian like myself should have been introduced
to this undiluted Nature rather more gradually. Never
before have I been brought into such close contact with
such extensive stretches of Nature. In most of the
countries I had travelled in I had seen the wilds in
company or from the security of a steamer, a railway
train or a motor car. Again, I was always hungry, and
I was too shy to go to the farms and ask for coffee. I
thought with longing of a walking tour in the Tyrol
where one was as likely as not to find a nice little café
round the next corner with check table-cloths and cream
cakes. And I knew that round the next corner in these
dales I should see only the grass slopes and the
uncomprehending mountain sides. Even the animals
seemed unfriendly, and no wonder in this land fretted by
a bitter wind, with the June snow lying unmelted in the
hollows. I was knocked down by a bull calf, snapped
at by farm dogs, menaced by the sea swallows when I
went too near their breeding grounds. Even the sheep
were hostile and shook their horns at me until I was
driven to creep round the other way.

I remember that on the Friday I was there I walked out
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along the dale to the fjord; quite suddenly I came on a
new road on which about a dozen men and boys were
working. I felt cheered by the proximity of so much
humanity and lingered there as long as I could. The
road was rather casually constructed with a bed of turfs
and a top surface of stones and boulders. Already the
waters of the fjord were beating against its side,
and I wondered how long it would be before the greedy
waves had licked away this new link with civilization.

On my way home that evening I walked with a man in
blue dungarees, and we chatted with some difficulty.
When we drew near the farm where he lived, he led me out
of the way to a sheltered hollow and showed me a little
village of toy houses made by children from the farm.
The tiny mud houses were roofed with turf and fenced
with sheep’s horns. There were flowers, daisies and little
pink arenaria planted in the gardens, and there was even
a cemetery with crosses made from match sticks. I felt
unaccountably cheered.

That night the wind howled round the house and the
sleet beat on the tiny windows of my bedroom. I had
been given a little bedroom to myself, at the expense of
poor Ingibjorg, who would normally have slept there.
The mystery of how the family, servants and guests were
housed in a house no larger than a villa was only
incompletely solved for me during the whole of my stay
in Iceland. The badstofa houses most of the servants;
but where the family pack themselves away was a thing
I never understood. My bedroom conformed to what
was a common type. It was a little, wood-lined room and
its ceiling sloped down almost to the floor so that in my
bed under the eaves I was in danger of hitting my head
on the roof. The walls and floor were painted, the bed-
stead was a white wooden one with boards underneath, a
straw underlay, a feather mattress and on top a feather
duvet which was always slipping off. I slept in two
jerseys. There was a tiny washstand, a chair, a quantity
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of photographs, Christmas cards, picture post-cards, and
some small china objects.

Icelandic interiors are seldom distinguished. The
furniture is uninteresting, and there is nothing charac-
teristic except a litter of photographs, the Nottingham
lace curtains and a row of plants on the window-sill. But
the kitchens of the smaller old turf and timber houses
often have beautiful wooden furniture — chests and
boxes in white wood or gaily painted. The lack of
distinction in the newer furnishing dates from the time
when the farmers built their new houses but had not
yet emerged far in taste beyond the kitchen or badsfofa.
So when they had new rooms, parlours and bedrooms to
furnish, they bought the first furniture they saw in the
town store. Further they were, and still are, circum-
scribed in their choice and have to depend on the
shopkeepers, who have neither the taste nor the capital
to stock a large variety of furniture.

It rained or sleeted all that day. I spent it in the
pleasant warmth of the best room, where the stove had
been lighted. It was laugardagur — Saturday which
means washing-day — when everything is being cleaned
in readiness for Sunday. Floors were being washed,
clean curtains put up and the family washing and ironing
was being done. As it was so wet the women were in
from the fields and all busy about the house. We sat
in the dining-room and drank coffee. The Adisfreyja
comes in with a fresh pot of coffee, we fill our cups and
the conversation grows animated. They are talking of
life after death, and in the warm little room, with the
wind howling and the snow falling on the misty mountains,
they discuss whether they would be afraid to see their
dead friends. The hisfreyja, her broad face flushed from
the kitchen, sips her coffee and thinks that there is nothing
to be frightened of. Ingibjorg, modern and disrespectful,
says something in her incisive way, and they all laugh.
The Pastor, his spectacles pushed up on his forehead, is
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ranging up and down the room as if he was on the deck of
a boat, and now and then he pauses to tap the barometer
or to peer through the steamy window panes. The
workwomen, glad enough to sit passive, stir the dregs
in their cups. A boy comes in with a message, his face
glowing from the cold and an airman’s helmet pulled
down over his flaxen hair.

The husfreyja shows me the house. We pass through
the kitchen or eldhsis, where a woman is frying some sort
of crumpet or fritter over the peat stove. Then we pass
along a turf passage, roofed with wood, into the badstofa.
This is new, but has been built on the site of the old one
and on the old model. It is a three-roomed compartment.
In the left-hand room sit the girls and in the right-hand
one the men. In the middle room live an old couple,
pensioners, who chaperon and keep the young people
in order. The beds are old wooden ones, smoothed and
polished with generations of handling. On the beds are
brown blankets spun and woven from the wool of the
Velhr sheep. When they are not more actively employed
the girls sit on their beds and spin and weave, though now
the price of labour is so high that it is cheaper to buy
materials and clothes ready-made from Scotland and
Sweden. 1 saw the spinning wheels and wool winders.
The old couple, almost blind with age, were sitting on
their beds in the middle room. The old lady was plaiting
wool and crooning to herself. The old man had a white
beard and was wearing a blue jersey.

Then I was taken to the fjds to see where the cows and
horses lived. The fjds is made of turfs and has double
doors; it seems warm and comfortable with the sweet
smell of the cows. Each of the cows has a name —
Brynja, Flora, and so on.

That wet day I had no cause to complain of hunger.
I had coffee in bed, lunch at ten-thirty, and coffee and
cakes at one. Then in the afternoon about five an
unexpected and supererogatory meal appeared, excused,
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I suppose, because of the cold weather. It was chocolate
and lummuyr, the little thick pancakes that I'd seen being
fried in the kitchen. I had three distinct varieties of
pancakes or doughnuts in Iceland: (a) ponnukckur, little
thin pancakes which are rolled and eaten with sugar, jam
and sometimes whipped cream, (b) kleinur, little twisted
pieces of dough fried in deep fat and dusted with sugar,
and (c) lummur, or thick fritters. It was these we ate
that afternoon. They had been made as a treat for the
men who were working at the building in the rain, but we
insiders also benefited. At seven I had little appetite
for the dinner of fish and hangikjot, or smoked mutton,
which is not very nice, because the rank taste of the decay-
ing meat is distinguishable through the flavour of smoke.
There was also kardfiskur, the dried cod which is considered
a dainty. You smear it with butter and poke a shred in
your mouth, then chew, and chew, and chew. After
some hard work there is a quite perceptible flavour on
your palate, but the experience did not seem to me alto-
gether to justify the labour involved. It is used a lot
as a snack, on picnics or on riding tours, and also serves
as hors d’oeuvres or a titbit to amuse yourself with while
waiting for the next course.

‘After dinner I helped to take things down from the
parlour to the kitchen. In the downstairs dining-room
there was an animated scene. The work people were at
dinner. Séra Stefin was sitting at the head of the table,
his face curiously refined in contrast with the wind-
flushed faces of the workers, who were sitting three on
either side. They were all in dungarees and coarse
home-spun shirts. Elbows on the table, they were intent
on shovelling porridge into their mouths. The table was
littered with large bones, which were picked so clean that
I suspect that it was not only knives and forks that had
been used. At the foot of the table was a small boy, an
adopted son of the house. Round the room were one or
two other men, puffing at their pipes so that the air was
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blue with smoke. The old man and woman from the
badstofa were there, she with her wrinkled face, glazed
blind eyes and two plaits of ungreyed hair. The
gramophone was being worked by a tousle-headed young
man and was grinding out alternately comic songs and
religious music. Then the flaxen-haired boy came in
carrying a plate, knife and fork, and a dish of meat and
potatoes. He started in solidly, shovelling the butter
onto his plate from the common dish. Another boy came
in and elbowed his way to a place at the table.

After dinner an entertainment was promised us. The
table was pushed back and a space cleared in the middle
of the room. Round the walls sat or leant the red-faced
men in blue, their hair ruffled and their pipes bubbling.
The women from the kitchen, their hair in plaits and red
handkerchiefs over their heads, crowded in the doorway.
The hisfreyja sat proud and placid, and the little children
played under the table. Then Ingibjorg came in wearing
a blue bathing dress and gave a gymnastic display,
contorting her lithe body as a spectacle for twenty pairs
of eyes. In such a way would such an audience have
watched the saga heroes at their wrestling, and all the
time the gramophone played ‘“Nearer my God to Thee”.

Then we had another coffee party to celebrate the wet
Saturday and the general feeling of festivity. We all sat
round the table, Séra Stefin, his wife, the girls, the
working-men, the women from the kitchen, and the old
couple from the badstofa. The coffee was served from an
elegant brass pot, which was too small and dripped on to
the table cloth. These Icelanders have a sweet tooth.
After the cakes and biscuits they fancy a lump of sugar
dipped in coffee, and that evening I saw many surreptitious
and rather dirty hands stretch out towards the sugar
bowl.



Chapter Three

AKUREYRI AGAIN AND A JOURNEY
TO THE EAST

THE next morning I left Svarfadardale, paying an
absurdly small amount for the hospitality. I had a long
and rather tiring walk to Fagriskégur where I was to be
picked up by a car and taken to Akureyri. It rained a
great deal, and I had two heavy rucksacks to carry. I
had a rest from my burdens when a boy on a horse stopped
and offered to carry them as far as he was going. He made
conversation so nicely to me. After Steerridrskégur the
track grew wilder and less clearly defined, and wandered
among bleak hills, whose sides were covered with
scree. The mists came lower so that the tips of even the
lowest hills were shrouded. Horned sheep threatened me
from across bogs and I thought that I was on the wrong
road. There was no one to ask. I wished for Sigurd’s
gift of tongues so that I could ask the way of a curlew.
Then the old track vanished altogether, and I was in
despair. But it was not for long, for I soon saw in the
distance a row of stakes that indicated a new road.
After that it was more cheerful. I balanced precariously
on a plank over a ravine and soon arrived at a fine new
house where I was to meet the car. It was the home of
one of Iceland’s famous poets,!® but I did not meet any
of the family as they were all out on some Sunday jaunt.
A maid received me kindly, helped me off with my muddy
boots, and I was grateful to sit in a little room, sipping
coffee and to hear the wind blowing outside and to see
the new fallen snow on the top of the mountain just

1% David Stefansson fra Fagraskégi (1895-1964), poet, playwright and
novelist.
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outside the window. I smoked my last cigarette and felt
at peace.

All the clocks in Iceland are wrong. The maid told me
that the car would arrive at ten, by their clock, which was
two and a half hours fast. I learnt later that there were
two times — ‘“telephone time” which is the right one,
and “country time” which is settled by the individual
farmer. It’s a sort of daylight saving and often a device
of the farmers to get more work out of his people. I
heard that at one farm the clock had been so far advanced
that the sun did not rise till afternoon.

Iceland is full of the most delightful contrasts. While
I sat waiting for the car, I brooded over the grimness of
this country and its boundless solitudes, and the rain
and hail fell, mingled with snow. Then the car came and
it was full of the most beautiful young men, the driver, in
particular, had exquisite eyelashes. The young men
(three Icelanders and a Faroese) were all slightly tipsy
and in the highest spirits, sipping whisky out of a little
bottle, offering me cigarettes and talking what they
called English. They insisted on my getting out of the
car in the pouring rain and taking a photograph of them
as they leant in carefully negligent attitudes against the
side. They sang what they assured me were native
melodies though one of them was curiously like
“Ramona”, and we bumped and skidded across the damp
plain while the mountains frowned on us with disapproval.

Then 1 was back at the Hotel Godafoss with running
water and electric light and a prospect of a hot bath in
the morning.

The next fortnight I idled in Akureyri. The hotel
was so comfortable, the streets and shops seemed so gay
after the bleak hill-sides. Summer came, and in a night
the country took on a new aspect. The fine grass, which
is so sweet to taste that I was always nibbhing it like a
sheep, seemed to spring as you watched it. Vadlaheidi,
across the fjord, had a new patch of green each day, where
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the grass and moss were clothing the bare rock. The
streaks of white, hanging on its terraced side like threads
of cotton seemed to thicken, as the snow melted and
swelled the little waterfalls. The birches in the public
gardens scented the genial air. I used to walk along the
hill behind the town every evening till I came suddenly
to a view of the fjord. There it lay, gently rippling in the
breeze, while at the head the snow mountains reflected
the sunset pinks. Here, up on the hillside, is the little
cemetery of Akureyri, a desolate place of uncut grass,
where the dead sleep in peace among the wistful
wild-flowers.

They began to cut the hay and the hillsides were dotted
with little patches of vivid green, which marked the day’s
work and the new mown field. Girls, their heads bound
in coloured handkerchiefs, raked the new cut hay, moving
with the rhythm and precision of a country dance. The
scent of the hay drowned the fragrance of the birches. In
the gardens along Hafnarstreti, the flowers bloomed.

There were so many things to watch — the boys leading
in the hay, which was slung in two huge bundles, one on
each side of a pony’s back, the eider duck swimming with
their young families in the fjord and seemingly confusing
the babies so that one mother went home with the other’s
children, the fishermen pulling in the nets, while a group of
delighted children pretended to help and actually hindered
by throwing all the big fish back into the fjord and saving
the tinies that should have been put back to grow up.

One day I stumbled on the fjdrrjett (sheepfold), used
when the sheep are driven down from the mountains for
the shearing. There is a communal pen in a hollow
about a mile from the town near the river Glerd. I was
sitting there one morning in the sun, when I realised that
there was a great deal of activity in this usually quiet
place. People were gathering from all directions, from
the hillside farms, but mostly from Akureyri. They
were coming by foot, on horseback, on bicycles, by car,
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by taxi. Then some of the horsemen rode off up the
mountain-side. In half an hour or so a thin trail of sheep
appeared. Soon the mountain-side was alive with sheep
and the air full of their distressed bleatings. After a
great deal of shouting and of barking from the dogs, the
sheep were safely driven down and penned in the big
central pen. Here the owners were walking up and down,
peering at the sheep, which kept up a constant hum of
protest at having been wrenched from the sweet mountain
grass. I was reminded of one of those awful drawing-
room games where you have to find someone with a
label corresponding to your own, so you walk round peer-
ing blindly, intent on labels. When the owner recognised
one of his own sheep, he carried it under his arm, if it was
a lamb, or put it between his legs if it was a ewe or a young
ram. Then he forced it into one of the smaller private
pens which radiate off from the central one. Here the
shearing took place. He, or she (for quite young girls
were doing it) inserted the shears (usually rusty old
scissors) and made a little cut at the top. Then the wool
was gently persuaded or peeled off, falling in an entire
mat, rather like the skin from a banana, while the clean
naked sheep emerged, like the freshly peeled fruit. The
belly was then carefully clipped and, if necessary, the
wool cut from the legs. Everyone was enjoying it, except
the sheep. The children played around and ate cake from
the paper bags of the Co-operative. Dogs barked and
were tiresomely officious. A group of ponies grazed
nearby.

Among the spectators from Akureyri was a Salvation
Army official whom I had met before in the boat. The
Army till a year or two ago was recruited and organised
from Denmark. But the Danes are not popular in Iceland,
and now the officers are from England or Scotland. I
met several of these exiles. They have a thankless piece
of work before them if they hope to convert the Icelanders
to the emotionalism of the Army. The girl I met watching
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the sheep was a Scot and had been for some time in the
Faroe Islands. She preferred the Faroese, finding them
warmer-hearted than the Icelanders. She admitted that
the manners of the Icelander were charming, but thought
that beneath he was cold and critical. Incidentally she
was engaged to one, so had every opportunity of knowing.
But I suspect that as an official with the Salvation Army
she would find the critical side of the Icelanders rather
prominent, for all those I talked to considered the Army
rather absurd. And so it seems in a country where
there is little vice and little real destitution.

Quite innocently I made a gaffe with the Captain.
She talked of a Chinese priest who had just come to
Akureyri, who could speak Norwegian and Icelandic and
who had been a missionary in five countries. So, pleased
with the bizarrity, I said: “How interesting. He’s come
to convert the Icelanders to Confucianism.” Then I
realized he was an official in the Salvation Army.2°

There are two picture theatres in Akureyri, but only
one was open that summer. I saw some nice old-
fashioned silent films, German and American, and was
glad there were no talkies.

I went to a play one night. The company, who had
produced the play in Reykjavik and had, I suppose, an
amateur standing, were staying at the Godafoss, and it
was interesting to watch the leading ladies charming the
local shop-owners with their airs and graces. The play,
“Hallsteinn 