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NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION

The only extra consonant in Icelandic used in this translation is ð (Ɖ), the so called “crossed d” or “eth”, which is pronounced like the voiced the in breathe.

The pronunciation of the vowels is conditioned by the same accents:


á as in owl

é as in ye, in yet

í as in seen

ó as in note

ö as in French fleur

ú as in moon

y as in seen

æ as in life

au as in French oeil

ei, ey as in tray
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1

A STRANGE CREATURE

A wise man once said that next to losing its mother, there is nothing more healthy for a child than to lose its father. And though I would never subscribe to such a statement wholeheartedly, I would be the last person to reject it out of hand. For my own part, I would express such a doctrine without any suggestion of bitterness against the world, or rather without the hurt which the mere sound of the words implies.

But whatever one might think of the merits of this observation, it so happened in my own case that I had to make do without any parents at all. I will not say that it was actually my good fortune – that would be putting it too strongly; but I certainly cannot call it a misfortune, at least not so far as I myself was concerned, and that was because I acquired a grandfather and a grandmother instead. It might be closer to the truth to say that the misfortune was all my father’s and my mother’s: not because I would have been a model son to them, far from it, but because parents have even more need of children than children have of parents. But that is another matter.

Anyway, to cut a long story short, I must tell you that to the south of the churchyard in our future capital city of Reykjavik, just where the slope begins to level out at the southern end of the Lake, on the exact spot where Guðmundur Gúðmúnsen (the son of old Jón Gudðmundsson, the owner of Gúðmúnsen’s Store) eventually built himself a fine mansion-house – on this patch of ground there once stood a little turf-and-stone cottage with two wooden gables facing east towards the Lake; and this little place was called Brekkukot.

This was where my grandfather lived, the late Björn of Brekkukot who sometimes went fishing for lumpfish in springtime; and with him lived the woman who has been closer to me than most other women, even though I knew nothing about her: my grandmother. This little turf cottage was a free and ever-open guest-house for anyone and everyone who had need of shelter. At the time when I was coming into this world, the cottage was crowded with people who would nowadays be called refugees – people who flee their country, people who abandon their native homes and hearths in tears because conditions at home are so desperate that their children cannot survive infancy.

Then one day, so I have been told, it happened that a young woman arrived at the place from somewhere in the west; or north; or perhaps even east. This woman was on her way to America, abandoned and destitute, fleeing from those who ruled over Iceland. I have heard that her passage had been paid for by the Mormons, and indeed I know for a fact that among them are to be found some of the finest people in America. But anyway, without further ado, this woman I mentioned gave birth to a baby while she was staying at Brekkukot waiting for her ship. And when she had been delivered of the child she looked at her newborn son and said, “This boy is to be called Álfur.”

“I would be inclined to name him Grímur,” said my grandmother.

“Then we shall call him Álfgrímur,” said my mother.

And so the only thing this woman ever gave me, apart from a body and soul, was this name: Álfgrímur. Like all fatherless children in Iceland I was called Hansson – literally, “His-son”. And thereupon she left me, naked as I was and with only that curious name, in the arms of Björn, late fisherman of Brekkukot, and went on her way; and she is now out of this story.

And I now begin this book with the old clock that used to stand in the living-room at Brekkukot, ticking away. Inside this clock there was a silver bell, whose clear pure note as it struck the hours could be heard not only all over Brekkukot but up in the churchyard as well. In the churchyard there was another bell, a copper bell, whose deep resonant tones carried all the way back into our cottage. And so, when the wind was right, you could hear two bells chiming in harmony in our little turf cottage, the one of silver and the other of copper.

Our clock had a decorated face, and in the middle of the ornamentation one could read the legend that this clock had been made by Mr James Cowan of Edinburgh, 1750. It had no doubt been built to stand in some other house than Brekkukot, for its plinth had had to be removed so that it could fit under our ceiling. This clock ticked to a slow and stately measure, and I soon got the notion that no other clock was worth taking seriously. People’s pocket-watches seemed to me to be dumb infants compared with this clock of ours. The seconds in other people’s watches were like scurrying insects having a race, but the seconds in the timepiece at Brekkukot were like cows, and always went as slowly as it is possible to move without actually standing still.

It goes without saying that if there were anything happening in the room you never heard the clock at all, no more than if it did not exist; but when all was quiet and the visitors had gone and the table had been cleared and the door shut, then it would start up again, as steady as ever; and if you listened hard enough you could sometimes make out a singing note in its workings, or something very like an echo.

How did it ever come about, I wonder, that I got the notion that in this clock there lived a strange creature, which was Eternity? Somehow it just occurred to me one day that the word it said when it ticked, a four-syllable word with the emphasis on alternate syllables, was et-ERN-it-Y, et-ERN-it-Y. Did I know the word, then?

It was odd that I should discover eternity in this way, long before I knew what eternity was, and even before I had learned the proposition that all men are mortal – yes, while I was actually living in eternity myself. It was as if a fish were suddenly to discover the water it swam in. I mentioned this to my grandfather one day when we happened to be alone in the living-room.

“Do you understand the clock, grandfather?” I asked.

“Here in Brekkukot we know this clock only very slightly,” he replied. “We only know that it tells the days and the hours right down to seconds. But your grandmother’s great-uncle, who owned this clock for sixty-five years, told me that the previous owner had said that it once told the phases of the moon – before some watchmaker got at it. Old folk farther back in your grandmother’s family used to maintain that this clock could foretell marriages and deaths; but I don’t take that too seriously, my boy.”

Then I said, “Why does the clock always say: et-ERN-it-Y, et-ERN-it-Y, et-ERN-it-Y?”

“You must be hearing things, my child,” said my grandfather.

“Is there no eternity, then?” I asked.

“Not otherwise than you have heard in your grandmother’s prayers at night and in the Book of Sermons from me on Sundays, my boy,” he replied.

“Grandfather,” I said. “Is eternity a living creature?”

“Try not to talk nonsense, my boy,” said grandfather.

“Listen, grandfather, are any clocks other than ours worth taking seriously?”

“No,” said my grandfather. “Our clock is right. And that is because I have long since stopped letting watchmakers have a look at it. Indeed, I have never yet come across a watchmaker who understood this clock. If I cannot mend it myself, I get some handyman to look at it; I have always found handymen best.”
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FINE WEATHER

When I was not in the living-room listening to the strange creature in the clock, I was often outside playing in the vegetable garden. The tufts of grass between the paving-slabs reached to my waist, but the dockens and tansies were as tall as I was, and the angelica even taller. The dandelions in this garden were bigger than anywhere else. We kept a few hens, whose eggs always tasted of fish. These hens would start their clucking when they were pecking for food around the house early in the morning; it was a comfortable sound and I never took long to fall asleep again. And sometimes, around noon, they would break into their clucking again as they strutted about in their hen-run, and once again I would fall into a doze, entranced by this brooding birdsound and the scent of the tansies. Nor must I forget to thank the bluebottle for its share in this midsummer trance; it was so blue that the sunshine made it glint green, and the joyful note of earthly life vibrated ceaselessly in its well-tuned string.

But whether I was playing in the vegetable garden, or out on the paving, or down by the path, my grandfather was always somewhere at hand, silent and omniscient. There was always some door standing wide open or ajar, the door of the cottage or the fish-shed or the net-hut or the byre, and he would be inside there, pottering away. Sometimes he would be disentangling a net on the drystone dyke; or else he would just be tinkering with something. His hands were never idle, but he never seemed to be actually working. He never gave any sign of knowing that his grandchild was nearby, and I never paid much attention to him either, and yet somehow I was always involuntarily aware of him in the background. I would hear him blowing his nose with long pauses between each blow, and then taking another pinch of snuff. His constant silent presence was in every cranny and corner of Brekkukot – it was like lying snugly at anchor, one’s soul could find in him whatever security it sought. To this very day I still have the feeling from time to time that a door is standing ajar somewhere to one side of or behind me, or even right in front of me, and that my grandfather is inside there, pottering away. So I think it only right, if I am to talk about my world, that I should first of all give some account of my grandfather.

The late Björn of Brekkukot was born and bred in this part of the world; his father had been a farmer here in Brekkukot in the days when it had been a farm with its own meadows on the south side of the Lake, where, later, peat-pits were dug to supply this future capital city with fuel. In those days there were Danish governors ruling over Iceland. But by the time my story starts, an Icelandic governor had been appointed; he was called the King’s Minister because he was under the thumb of the Danish king in just the same way as was the Althing we had for a so-called Parliament. When my grandfather was born there were barely two thousand people living in the capital; in my own childhood there were nearly five thousand. In grandfather’s childhood the only people who counted were a few government officials (who were called variously “the gentry”, or simply “the authorities”), and a few foreign merchants, mainly Jews from Schleswig and Holstein who spoke Low German and called themselves Danes; for in those days Jews were not allowed to do business in Denmark itself, only in the Danish duchies and colonies. The rest of the town’s inhabitants were cottagers who went out to the fishing and sometimes owned a small share in a cow, or had a few sheep. They had little rowing-boats, on which they could sometimes hoist a sail.

In my grandfather’s boyhood everyone was self-sufficient as far as fish was concerned, except for the gentry and the merchants, who lived on meat, for the most part anyway. But as the community grew and began to develop into something like a town, with some basic divisions of labour, and there began to be artisans and harbour-workers who had no opportunity of going to sea for themselves, and as a little money began to circulate, one or two people started to make a livelihood by catching fish for their neighbours’ larders.

One of those who made his living in this way was my grandfather. He was not a ship-owner in the sense of being in big business; nor did he own shares in a boat with others. He was never one of those who dried fish on a scale large enough to trade with merchants and accumulate gold and silver in a chest and then suddenly start buying up land or plots of ground or taking shares in a decked ship, as was then becoming the fashion. Nothing like that. When the weather was fine it was his custom to row out to sea early in the morning from the landing place at Grófin or Bótin, with one or two helpers in his boat, and put his nets out somewhere just beyond the islands – or at the very most, perhaps, they might paddle the boat out as far as Svið. When he returned, grandmother and I would be waiting at the landing place with a bottle of coffee wrapped in a sock and a slice of ryebread in a red handkerchief. Then grandfather would go off with his catch in a wheelbarrow and sell it in the town for ready money, either in the street or from door to door. During the winter season, or late on in the summer, he would catch mainly cod and haddock, and sometimes also plaice and small halibut; no other fish counted. If any of the fish were not sold at once, my grandfather would clean them at home and hang them up on spars in the fish-shed, for drying into stockfish.

During the last few months of winter he would stop going out to the fishing, as it was called, and turn his attention to lumpfish, which he would look for among the seaweed either in Skerjafjörður or out at Grandi. I am not sure if it is generally known that there is a distinct contrast between the male and female lumpfish; the male is one of the most beautifully coloured fish to be found, and tasty to match, but the female is less highly thought of and is usually salted down. In the south, out on the Nesses, spring is said to have arrived when the lumpfish season starts and the bark-coloured sails of the Frenchmen are glinting out in Faxaflói.

Towards the end of March my grandfather would be down in the town with his wheelbarrow every morning, just as people were getting up, to sell fresh lumpfish. Those who row such a short distance out to sea are not usually reckoned as fishermen at all in Iceland – I doubt whether my grandfather ever saw the open sea in his whole life. Nor would it be correct to say that he ran a fishing business, even though he dabbled about in the seaweed with a helper or two, or put out a net a stone’s throw away from the shore. In other countries, someone who rowed out in a small boat early in the morning and had fish at your door by breakfast-time would certainly be called a fisherman; indeed, my grandfather himself looked a little like those fishermen in foreign paintings, except that he never wore boots, let alone clogs, but always the traditional home-made moccasins of treated hide known as “Icelandic shoes”, or “thin-shoes”. When he was out rowing in rain or heavy seas, he would put on trousers and smock made of hide treated with train-oil. But when he was going round the town he always wore those green Icelandic thin-shoes, and blue woollen stockings with a white border on top, made by my grandmother; if it was wet he would tuck his trouser-ends into his stockings, but however much mud or mire there was in the streets, there was never a spot to be seen on grandfather’s stockings or shoes.

He grew his whiskers in a collar round his chin, like those Dutch or Danish fishermen you see in pictures, and his hair hung in long white locks cut square at the bottom. When he was not wearing his sou’wester, he had on a broad-brimmed black hat of the kind that is called a clerical hat in Germany but an artist’s hat in Denmark, with a shallow crumpled crown and red silk lining. This hat was never new, as far as I can remember, but it never became old either, and the creases in it always remained the same. It blew off once, and after that he got my grandmother to sew on two tapes, which he would then tie under his chin when the weather was windy.

In our fish-shed, half of which was used for storing fishing-gear, the lumpfish would be hung until late spring, along with dried catfish, halibut, and haddock. Sometimes my grandfather would boil fish-liver over an open fire to the south of the fish-shed; and the rancid smell of the lumpfish, mixed with the odour of liver-oil and sediment, would blend with the scent of growing grass and tansies and angelica, and the peat-smoke from grandmother’s chimney. About the time that the bluebottle was laying her eggs the stockfish had to be fully cured, for this was the time for the fish-shed to be emptied. Every single stone in the walls of our cottage glistened with fish-scales, as did the spars of the fish-shed and the peats in the stack to the north of the shed. You could also see the glint of scales in the mire that formed between the shed and the cottage when it was wet; and every single thing within our plot of land was smeared with liver and oil, right out to the turnstile that revolved horizontally on its axle in the garden gate behind our cottage. In the southern-most corner of our plot, farthest from the cottage, was grandfather’s store-shed; it, too, was divided into two compartments, with a deal floor in one of them where all sorts of supplies were stored, for it was our custom to buy all our household necessities at half-yearly intervals; the meat we salted down ourselves in a barrel to last the whole year. At the other end of the shed lived Gráni and Skjalda; so the smell of oil and the tang of smoke at our place was mixed with the scent not only of grass, but of a horse and cow as well.

And still this day of high summer continued to pass...

And now, as I sat there in the vegetable garden playing by myself on this summer day, with the bluebottle buzzing and the hens clucking and grandfather’s net-hut half open and the sun shining from a sky with as much brightness as a sun can have in this mortal world, I saw a man come walking past the wall of the churchyard, staggering beneath a monstrous load on his back, a cram-full bushel sack. He jostled his way with the sack through our turnstile-gate, which was only about two feet wide, so there was no mistaking that he was on his way to visit us. I really cannot remember whether I knew him then, but I always knew him when I saw him thereafter. He was one of those odd-job-men who lent a hand occasionally; he went out in the boat with grandfather sometimes, or helped him clean the fish. He had a little place in the Skugga district, I think, and a brood of starving children, but that does not concern us here. I think he was called Jói of Steinbær. I am only telling what happened to him at Brekkukot because I have never been able to get it out of my mind, and because my own story would somehow not be complete if I did not record it here. But before I tell this story, I want above all to warn people against thinking that they are about to hear something epic or spectacular.

The man laid his sack down on the paving at the cottage and seated himself upon it, wiping the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. He addressed himself to me, a mere boy at this time, and said, “Is your grandfather, Björn the skipper, at home?”

When my grandfather came out of the net-hut and round to the paving where the sun sparkled on the fish-scales, the visitor rose from the sack and fell to his knees beside his burden, took off his cap and began to wring it, lowered his head and said, “I stole these peats from you last night, Björn, from your peat-stack over there next to the wall of the shed.”

“Is that so?” said my grandfather. “That was a wicked thing to do. And it’s only about a week since I gave you a sack of peats.”

“Yes, and I’ve scarcely slept a wink all night because of my conscience,” said the thief. “I didn’t even have any appetite for my coffee this morning. I know I’ll never have another day’s happiness until you have forgiven me.”

“Quite so,” said Björn of Brekkukot. “But at least you can try to stand up straight while we are talking. And put your cap on.”

“I feel as if I will never be able to stand up straight again all my life,” said the thief, “let alone put my cap on.”

My grandfather solemnly took a pinch of snuff:

“Yes, it’s hardly to be expected that you would be feeling light-hearted after a deed like that,” he said. “Can I offer you a pinch of snuff?”

“Thank you for offering,” said the thief, “but I feel I scarcely deserve it.”

“Have it your own way,” said my grandfather. “But in a case like this I need to do a little thinking. Won’t you come inside and have a cup of coffee while we discuss this?”

They left the stolen goods in the middle of the paving and went inside. And the sun shone on the sack of peats.

They went into the living-room.

“Have a seat and show us some cheer,” said my grandfather. The thief put his crumpled cap beneath the chair and sat down.

“Yes, it’s wonderfully fine weather we’re having now,” said my grandfather. “I do believe there has been fishing-weather every single day since April.”

“Yes,” said the thief, “it’s wonderfully fine weather.”

“I have seldom set eyes on such spring haddock as this year’s,” said my grandfather. “Rosy-fleshed, and fragrant.”

“Yes, such blessed haddock,” said the thief.

“Or the growth in the meadows!” said my grandfather.

“Yes, you can certainly say that,” said the thief. “What growth!”

My grandmother served them. They went on discussing the season on sea and land while they swilled their coffee. When they had finished the coffee the thief stood up and said thank you and shook hands. He picked his cap up off the floor and made ready to take his leave. My grandfather accompanied him back out to the paving, and the thief went on wringing his cap between his hands.

“Are you perhaps going to say anything to me before I go, Björn?” said the thief.

“No,” said my grandfather. “You have done something which God cannot forgive.”

The thief heaved a sigh and said in a low voice, “Ah, well, Björn, you have my warmest thanks for the coffee; goodbye, and may God be with you now and for ever.”

“Goodbye,” said my grandfather.

But when the visitor was on his way out through the turnstile-gate with his cap, my grandfather called out to him and said, “Oh, why don’t you just take that sack with you and whatever’s in it, poor chap. One sack of peats doesn’t matter a damn to me.”

The thief turned back at the gate and came and shook my grandfather’s hand in gratitude again, but could not say a word. He turned his head away while he put on his cap. Then he shouldered the sack of peats once more and edged himself with it through the turnstile the way he had arrived in that fine weather.
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SPECIAL FISH

I have now described how my grandfather was a man of orthodox beliefs without its ever occurring to him to ask God to model Himself upon men, in accordance with that strange passage in the Lord’s Prayer which says: “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive them that trespass against us.” My grandfather said plainly to the fellow from Steinbær: “God cannot forgive you, but to me, Björn of Brekkukot, it doesn’t matter a damn.” So I cannot help suspecting that my grandfather had a special scale of standards for most of the things that happen in the life of a fisherman.

To corroborate this, I shall now mention briefly the question of fish as we saw the matter at Brekkukot – or rather, the moral law relating to fish. It could be said that my grandfather’s ideas about the fishing industry had only a limited relevance in the rapidly evolving society that during my boyhood was developing beyond the turnstile back-gate of Brekkukot; on the other hand, we had not yet reached the stage of becoming palpably aware of that society which was beginning to ferment all around us. At any rate I can assert that I was brought up with an assessment of money very different from normal banking values.

I think that our own standard had its origins in my grandfather’s conviction that the money which people consider theirs by right was unlawfully accumulated, or counterfeit, if it exceeded the average income of a working man; and therefore that all great wealth was inconsistent with common sense. I can remember him saying often that he would never accept more money than he had earned.

But what does a man earn, people will ask? How much does a man deserve to get? How much should a fisherman accept? The devil alone can tell. Nowadays anyone who rejects the bank’s valuation would have to solve complicated moral puzzles on his own several times a day. But these problems never seemed to baffle my grandfather nor cause him any anxiety; difficulties which in most people’s eyes would have led to endless complications were disposed of by my grandfather almost without thinking, with the easy assurance of a sleepwalker who strolls along a ledge halfway down a hundred-foot precipice – yes, I am tempted to say with the same disregard for the laws of nature as a ghost passing through locked doors.

I was not very old when I got an inkling that some of the fishermen felt aggrieved at my grandfather because he sometimes sold fresh fish for the pot cheaper than others did; they called it underhand to compete at cut prices against good men. But how much is one lumpfish worth? And what is the value of a pound of haddock? Or plaice? One could answer just as well by asking, What does the sun cost, and the moon, and the stars? I assume that my grandfather answered it for himself, subconsciously: that the right price for a lumpfish, for instance, was the price that prevented a fisherman from piling up more money than he needed for the necessities of life.

In accordance with the economic law of supply and demand, people were inclined to raise the price of fish when catches were meagre or the weather unfavourable – all except Björn of Brekkukot. If anyone came to him and said, “I shall buy everything you have on your wheelbarrow today at twice or even three times the usual price,” he would just look blankly at the person who was making such an offer, and continue to weigh one pound after another in his scales, or to hand people one lump-fish after another from his wheelbarrow according to what each person needed for his pot – and at the same price as usual.

But then came the days when catches were plentiful and the weather was fine and there was an abundance of all kinds of goodquality fish; and those days came more and more often as time passed, especially after the decked ships had begun to shovel fish out of Faxaflói by the boatload – not to mention the trawlers. Yet when supplies were plentiful and most fishermen felt compelled to lower their prices in the streets, it never occurred to my grandfather to lower his; he sold his catch at the same price as he always did, and then the fish on his barrow became by far the most expensive. In this way my grandfather Björn of Brekkukot rejected all the fundamental rules of economics. This man kept in his heart a secret money-valuation of his own. Was this standard right or wrong? Was the bank’s standard perhaps more right? Or the standard at Gúðmúnsen’s Store? It may well be that my grandfather was wrong, yet not wrong enough to discourage most of the regular customers at his wheelbarrow from trading with him also on those days when his fish was more expensive than anywhere else. Everywhere in town, even as far as Árnapóst and all the way up to Mosfell district, what’s more, one could hear people maintain that Björn of Brekkukot’s fish tasted better than other fish; people believed that Björn of Brekkukot in some mysterious way hauled better and finer fish from the sea than other men could. And for that reason everyone wanted to buy from Björn of Brekkukot, even on the days when his fish was more expensive than anywhere else.
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WHAT IS THE VALUE OF THE BIBLE?

I have now said something about fish, but I have not said anything yet about the Bible. I cannot leave this subject without referring briefly to the price of the Bible in our house.

My grandfather Björn of Brekkukot was no bookman. I never knew him to read anything other than the family Book of Sermons by Bishop Jón Vídalín – unless one counts that he sometimes ran his eye over the advertisements in the Ísafold. He read aloud from Vídalín every Sunday just after noon. He usually read correctly (although he sometimes made mistakes) but never really well, and he always laid special emphasis on two things: to get the proper pulpit drone into his reading, and not to skip any of the figures which gave book, chapter and verse references to scriptural citations – sometimes several times in each sentence. But he never expanded these abbreviations when he read them; instead he would say, for instance, Mark, Rom, Cor, and Hab. Nor did he ever use ordinals among the numbers that accompanied these references, and he paid no attention to commas or other punctuation marks between the numbers. Instead of reading, for instance, “First Corinthians, thirteenth chapter, fifth verse” (written as I. Cor, 13: 5), he would read out “One Cor a hundred and thirty-five”. But he never deviated from the special manner of reading that people in Iceland once used for God’s Words, a monotonous and solemn chant in a high-pitched tone that dropped a fourth at the end of a sentence. This style of reading bore no trace of worldliness, although it had certain affinities with the mumblings of some of the mentally deranged. The artist is no longer born in Iceland who knows this particular chant.

I am quite unable to say what thoughts were aroused in my grandfather Björn of Brekkukot by these references in the Book of Sermons to ancient eccentrics from the far end of the Mediterranean, enhanced by the rigidly systematic theology of German peasants, such as one finds in the Venerable Jón Vídalín. Many people would consider such a spiritual exercise as his readings to be no more than an empty formality. I can swear on oath that I never heard him make any reference to anything contained in these Sermons, nor was I ever aware of any other pious activities on his part besides those Sunday readings. Furthermore, I have not managed to find anyone who can remember having heard Björn of Brekkukot ever refer to any theological, moral, or philosophical doctrine in the Sermons. I have no idea whether my grandfather took notice of everything in it, or nothing. If he believed it all, he was just like those theologians who store their theology somewhere in a locked compartment of the brain, or rather, perhaps, like those travellers who carry a bottle of iodine in their luggage and take care to keep it tightly corked in case it leaks and ruins their belongings. To be honest, I think my grandfather Björn of Brekkukot would not have been significantly different if he had lived here in Iceland in pagan times, or if his home had been somewhere in the world where people never read Vídalín’s Book of Sermons but believed instead in the bull Apis, or the god Ra, or the bird Colibri.

From all this it must be obvious that we were not bookish people. Any reading that was done in our house was done chiefly by visitors who brought their own books with them. Sometimes there were stories which they read aloud for the whole household, or else they took to reciting ballads. Overnight visitors often left their books behind with us, sometimes as payment for their lodgings, and that is how our library, small and haphazard as it was, probably came into being. I shall refer to that later.

But though various books happened to land in our house, no one noticed that we had no Bible until old Thórður the Baptist began staying with us; and this brings me at last to the matter that was uppermost in my mind.

It is too well-known to need mentioning that according to an ancient Icelandic price-scale, the cost of a Bible is equivalent to that of a cow – and that means an early-calving cow, or else six well-fleeced lambing ewes. This price is written on the title-page of the Bible edition that was printed in a remote mountain valley in northern Iceland in 1584, and as is known, Icelanders have never believed in any other Bible than this one; it was printed with tasteful vignettes and decorative woodcuts and weighs five pounds, and is very like a raisin-box in shape. This volume has always been available in the better churches in Iceland.

As happened so often in summer, a visitor once came to the door of Brekkukot and said that he had just arrived on the steamer. Two or three summers later, he stayed with us for several weeks at a time. I can still remember how he came walking past the churchyard wall in a clerical coat (as Prince Albert coats were called in Iceland), wearing a hard hat of the kind called a half-keg, to distinguish it from a whole-keg, or tile hat. He wore a rubber collar buttoned at the back of the neck. This was old Thórður, or as he called himself, Thórður the Baptist. But what made me sure that this was another peat-thief on the way was the strange circumstance that this frock-coated man, who seemed at a distance to be one of the gentry in every respect, was carrying on his back a gunny sack stuffed with what looked to me like peats; but to cut a long story short, it was not peats he was carrying on his back, but Bibles – and that was all the luggage he had. I shall say nothing about how it happened that a frockcoated gentleman arriving from abroad on the steamship itself should make straight for our turf cottage at the outermost edge of civilization, where dandelions grew on the roof, rather than move into the Hotel d’Islande where he would have acquitted himself well among all the officials and foreigners.

Thórður the Baptist was a large man of imposing presence, with the kind of face whose chin seemed to have been pushed up forcibly from below, and an exceptionally well-formed Roman nose which curved down towards the cleft in the chin. His mouth was so tightly closed when he was not holding forth that his lips disappeared somewhere inside his mouth and were nowhere to be seen; but on his upper lip, the weakest and most insignificant part of the whole person, there sprouted a short and extremely well-trimmed moustache. He always screwed up his eyes so that they seemed to be sieving the light.

What old Thórður’s title of Baptist was meant to signify we never really knew, nor did we care; indeed, we never saw him baptize a single living soul. It was said that he had landed up in some religious sects in Scotland and Canada and had given them his allegiance, and now received his bread from them; but there can hardly have been much left of that bread, since he chose to lay his head in one of the few free hostelries that have existed in the world in this century or the last. It was probably his business to proclaim in his native town the word of that Lord who believes in Baptists. It would never occur to me to doubt that old Thórður spoke from divine inspiration, if any man ever did; such was his exaltation in preaching that he never cared whether there was anyone within earshot or not when he preached, except that, if anything, I think he preferred to have no one; and indeed it seldom happened that he had any audience at all, unless some boys happened to be hiding in a nearby barrel to find out what so excellent a cleric was proclaiming with such zeal to no one. Unfortunately I had neither the intelligence nor the maturity, and perhaps not even sufficient curiosity either, to try to penetrate the kernel of Thórður the Baptist’s message, any more than I wanted to fathom my grandfather’s sermon-readings.

It is a matter of simple fact that Icelanders have always been notoriously indolent, and it may well be that Thórður both knew his countrymen all too well and was a good Icelander himself; for if it ever came about that one or two idlers happened to drift in his direction when he was standing alone in a deserted square, preaching, he invariably turned away and showed the honourable assembly his back. This he considered the most effective way of converting Icelanders. I remember walking past him down at the harbour one evening in a northerly gale of rain and fog, while he was preaching with great force and conviction at some wheelbarrows which were lying upside down a short distance away; he stamped on the ground with both feet to lend emphasis to his words and thumped the Bible with might and main to reinforce his arguments, and the froth flew from his lips in all directions. He was preaching against the unseemly and disgraceful practice of baptizing children:

“It is nowhere found written in this Holy Book,” he cried, thumping the book. “Not by so much as a word or a letter or a dash or a dot is it found written in the Holy Book that innocent children should be baptized. Whosoever maintains that it stands anywhere written in Holy Scripture that innocent children have to be baptized does so on his own responsibility – and must take the consequences.”

When old Thórður the Baptist had done his baptistical duty out here in Iceland, it was his mission to go next to Norway and preach there for a time; and it is considered conclusive proof of the great difference between Norwegians and Icelanders that no sooner had Thórður the evangelist set foot on land in Bergen than hosts of people were crowding round him to hear his message, so that the police and even the army had to be called out frequently to protect the old and infirm from being trampled underfoot, or to prevent partisan groups who were for or against this messenger of the Lord from rioting and inflicting mortal injuries upon one another.

Apart from the meagre income which old Thórður may have had from the Scots and the Canadians for turning the Icelanders and Norwegians from the practice of child-baptism, I think that the Baptist had no other belongings than those Bibles he carried in a gunny sack on his back from country to country; at least, no one knew him to have any other valuables in his possession.

The day now dawned when the Baptist was to leave Iceland and travel to Norway to preach fire and brimstone to all those who practised child-baptism in that country.

Each time he had previously stayed at Brekkukot for a month or six weeks on his summer travels he had invariably tried to repay the hospitality with a Bible, but my grandfather Björn had always excused himself from accepting such a gift on the ground that it was not the custom at Brekkukot to take precious belongings from people just for letting them sleep. On the other hand, my grandfather on previous occasions had not refused some trifling Christian pamphlets as token gifts from Thórður the Baptist. But Thórður was now tired of giving small presents, and refused even to contemplate leaving any gift smaller than a Bible on his departure.

“If you do not accept a Bible from me this autumn, Björn,” he said, “I shall take it that you no longer consider yourself my friend; and besides, I could then never let it be known that I had stayed at your house again.”

“I don’t know how genuine your Bibles may be, my lad,” said Björn of Brekkukot. “But in my time it was not known for Bibles to be printed in tiny letters on sheets of toilet-paper.”

“My Christian conscience is my pledge that this Bible I have brought with me is good and genuine, lawfully printed and faithfully translated from the original languages by the Bible Society in London.”

“In what?” said my grandfather.

“London,” said the Baptist.

“What’s that?” asked my grandfather.

“It is the capital of the British Empire,” said the Baptist.

“Well, that may be so,” said my grandfather. “I know nothing about that. The proper Bible here in Iceland was translated and printed by the late Right Reverend Guðbrandur at Hólar in the north. I have seen that Bible with my own eyes in the Cathedral here. It says in it that it costs a cow. That is our Bible.”

Thórður the Baptist said, “I refuse to retract one word from my claim that my London Bible is a genuine Bible, even though it costs no more than seventy-five aurar.”

“Do you think that the Right Reverend Guðbrandur was trying to rob us Icelanders when he put the price of the Bible at one cow?” said my grandfather. “No, my lad, the Bible which the Right Reverend Guðbrandur published was at the right price. And if the Bible was worth an early-calving cow in the past, then it is so still. A Bible that costs half a hen! Pshaw!”

“And my salvation, which stands as a pledge for my Bible – is that worth no more than dirt, perhaps?” said Thórður the Baptist.

“I’m not concerning myself with that,” said my grandfather. “You’ll have to wangle yourself out of that one yourself, my good man. And we shall be just as good friends whether you go up or down.”

Thórður the Baptist was intending to leave on the steamship the following morning. But during the evening, when grandfather went to wind the clock for the week, what did he happen to find but one of Thórður’s cheap Bibles hidden inside the clock?

Without a word my grandfather took the book out of the clock. This was at the time when our Skjalda was about to calve for the first or second time. Next morning, when the Baptist had kissed everybody goodbye and had gone outside with the rest of his Bibles in his sack for the Norwegians, and had reached the turnstile-gate – who should be standing on the path outside the gate but my grandfather Björn of Brekkukot, waiting for him with a cow in tow?

“Well! I’m glad I found you in time to kiss you goodbye,” said the Baptist.

“God give you good day, my boy,” said my grandfather. “And since you have left behind a genuine Bible, by your own account, I am now going to give you a genuine cow; for one gift deserves another.”

“Yes, you have always been full of fun, my dear Björn,” said the Baptist, and was through the gate and trying to kiss my grandfather as he went past; but he could not reach him.

“We do not kiss until we are even,” said my grandfather.

The cash equivalent of the Holy Scriptures gazed lazily at the moors to the south and swished her tail in the morning calm.

“My ship is leaving,” said the Baptist.

“Here is Skjalda’s halter,” said my grandfather.

Then they kissed, and while they were doing so, my grandfather slipped the rope into the Baptist’s hand, and came back in through the turnstile. But when the Baptist had led the cow a stone’s-throw away or so he dropped the halter and took to his heels in the direction of the town.

Then my grandfather pulled the London Bible out of his trouser pocket and said to me, “You are fast on your feet, my boy; run after Thórður the Baptist and give him back his book.”

The Baptist was old and short-winded, and it did not take me long to catch up with
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