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INTRODUCTION



THE EMIGRATION OF ICELANDERS to North America was part of a more general movement taking place in Europe during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and as such the Icelanders were but following the example of their Scandinavian neighbours.1 More directly, perhaps, the emigration was a result of political dissatisfaction and unfavourable economic conditions caused among other things by an epidemic that carried off 200,000 sheep in the years between 1856 and 1860, the extraordinarily hard winter of 18581859, and the eruption of Dyngjufjöll in 1875, which covered large areas in the north and east of Iceland with volcanic ash, and drove many people from their homes.

The year 1870 is generally considered the year the emigration to North America began, when four Icelanders left for Washington Island, on Lake Michigan, in Wisconsin. (This is discounting a score of Icelandic converts to the Mormon religion, who left for Utah in the period between 1855 and 1871, settling in the Spanish Fork district.) More Icelanders joined the group in 1871, and new settlers then began to arrive with increasing steadiness. In 1872, twenty-two Icelanders left for North America; the group included two young men, Páll Ƿorláksson (1849-1882), who headed a group that settled in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and Sigtryggur Jónasson (1852-1942), who left Iceland alone and went to Ontario. Both were to become instrumental in the emigration movement and are commonly referred to as the “fathers of Icelandic settlement” in North America, the former in the United States and the latter in Canada.

Letters to Iceland from Páll Ƿorláksson and Sigtryggur Jónasson in the autumn and winter of 1872-1873 encouraged Icelanders to emigrate to North America. In 1873, a group of approximately 165 Icelanders left Iceland, and in 1874, another group of roughly 365 Icelanders arrived in North America. The Icelanders spread from one coast to the other, but the major centres of settlement were, at least during the first years, Wisconsin (Washington Island and Milwaukee), North Dakota, Ontario (Rosseau in the Muskoka area and Kinmount), and Nova Scotia (the Mooseland Heights). A number of these initial settlements proved unsuitable, however, and were later largely abandoned.

An active search for a colony site within which all the Icelandic immigrants could settle began in 1874. Ontario was considered a suitable place for settlement, but by 1875 it had become apparent that there was no territory in the Free Grant area appropriate for a large Icelandic colony. It was then decided to explore the west, especially the Red River Valley. A party of six, including Sigtryggur Jónasson, made an expedition to investigate the area, and were favourably impressed. The territory selected for the colony site extended 36 miles along the west shore of Lake Winnipeg about ten miles in depth, commencing at the boundary of the province of Manitoba on the south (Boundary Creek at Winnipeg Beach) and extending north of the White Mud River (later Icelandic River) including Big Island. They named the region New Iceland (Nyjaisland), and the order-in-council setting out the reserve was issued that same year. Thus an entirely Icelandic state was founded with a separate constitution that existed for ten years (1877-1887). This area north of the Province of Manitoba was at that time a part of the North-West Territories, but was included in the District of Keewatin when that district was formed in 1876. Precisely why the government of the new nation of Canada was willing to give such freedom to apopulation from a small island nation in the North Atlantic must be left to speculation, although it may well be that the government sought to open up the western frontier and thus used whatever means available to bring new settlers to those regions of what was later to become part of Canada.

Government aid to finance the move was secured, and a group of approximately 280 Icelanders from Ontario and Wisconsin arrived in Winnipeg in the autumn of 1875, headed by John Taylor (1812-1884), who from the outset had been helpful to the Icelandic immigrants and who had been appointed Icelandic agent by the Dominion Government. From Winnipeg, they proceeded to Willow Point, where they settled and established themselves in what is now Gimli, the first Icelandic town in North America. Some 1,200 to 1,400 Icelanders arrived in Canada in 1876, and, apart from a few who went to Nova Scotia, they all proceeded to New Iceland. But the hardships that faced the colonists in New Iceland, especially the smallpox epidemic of 1876-1877, which killed over 100 Icelandic settlers, the great flood of 1879, and, not least, the religious controversy between Reverend Jón Bjarnason (1845-1914), one of the leaders of the orthodox church in America, and the fundamentalist preacher Reverend Páll Ƿorláksson, which began in 1877-1878 and which practically divided the colony into two factions, the “Jón’s men” and the “Páll’s men,” caused many of the immigrants to leave New Iceland. Several settlers, in particular Páll Ƿorláksson’s followers, left for North Dakota (Pembina County) in 1878-1879. Others left for “the Argyle settlement,” Manitoba, in 1881, where they successfully formed a new community that grew rapidly; in 1890, there were some 700 Icelandic people in this new district. New Iceland eventually lost its status and influence as the leading Icelandic settlement, and by the end of 1881 three-quarters of the population of New Iceland had left, leaving only 250. Immigration into the colony was resumed in 1883 and resulted in increased trade, a renewal of religious activity, and the re-establishment of schools. Despite this growth, the centre of Icelandic settlement had by then been transferred to Winnipeg, which has come to be known as the capital of the Icelanders in the West. The site selected was south of Broadway, not far from the junction of the Red and Assiniboine rivers, known as the Hudson’s Bay Flats, a district commonly called Shanty Town. From then on, the pattern of immigration changed, with no one area becoming the focal point.

The result was that many smaller Icelandic settlements were formed in Manitoba, in what was then the North-West Territories, and in the United States, especially the mid-western states. Icelandic settlement in Saskatchewan, in the districts of Ƿingvalla, Lögberg, Hólar (later Tantallon), and Foam Lake, thus began in 1885, primarily by settlers who had come directly from Iceland and who only just paused in Winnipeg. However, in the second period of settlement, the so-called Lakes Settlement, which commenced at the turn of the century, the settlers who moved in had resided for some years in other Icelandic settlements. Similarly, the Tindastóll (later Markerville) settlement in Alberta was formed not by new immigrants but by a group of Icelanders who in 1888-1889 left Pembina County, North Dakota. Other Icelandic settlers later left for Calgary, and after the turn of the century some moved to Edmonton. Finally, a number of Icelandic settlers moved to British Columbia (Victoria); the move westward began in the mid-1880s, and although many left Victoria for Point Roberts, Washington, in 1894, there has always been a fairly large settlement of Icelanders in Victoria. Settlement in Vancouver began somewhat later and was slow and irregular since most of the settlers came singly or in single families. In fact, there is only one documented case of a group arriving with the intention of setting up an Icelandic district in the province; this group intended to form a community on the Queen Charlotte Islands, but was diverted to what became the Osland Settlement.

The emigration of Icelanders to North America caused an explosion of literary creativity. Olafur F. Hjartar’s bibliography, Vesturheimsprent,2 attests to this unusual literary activity during the early stage in the growth of Western Icelandic (or Icelandic-Canadian literature, as it is commonly designated) and reveals the existence of a thriving literary circle that included known authors and amateur enthusiasts alike. But many more authors can be added to Ólafur F. Hjartar’s list, authors whose works appear in a variety of Western Icelandic newspapers, magazines and journals from this early period, such as Framfari (1877-1880), the first Western Icelandic newspaper, which was later followed by Leifur (1883-1886), and the weeklies Heimskringla (1886>) and Lögberg (1888>). There were also several “church-joumals,” such as Heimir (1904-1914), associated with the Unitarian Church, and Sameiningin (1886-1964), Aldamót (1891-1903), and Áramót (1905-1909), all associated with the Evangelical-Lutheran Church. Other publications include Freyja (1898-1910), Vinland (1902-1908), Breiðablik (1906-1914),Timarit Ƿjóðræknisfélags Íslendinga (1919-1969) and Saga (1925-1931) to mention but a few.

But literary expression also found ready support through a network of reading circles and cultural and literary societies, such as “Hið íslenzka menningarfélag” (“The Icelandic Cultural Society”), founded in North Dakota in 1888, “Hagyrðingafélagið” (“The Verse Maker’s Club”), founded in Winnipeg in 1903, and “Ƿjóðræknisfélag Íslendinga í Vesturheimi” (“The Icelandic National League in America”), founded in 1919. These societies, newspapers and magazines were as much a product of the literary activity as they were factors that promoted it.

The earliest phase of Western Icelandic writings in many respects presents itself as an imported literature: its practitioners carried with them the Icelandic training of an older generation, reflecting the prevailing tastes and customs of their earlier years in Iceland. The literature thus also bears a strong imprint of national romanticism as it blends the virtues of the old heroic Saga Age with the love of the homeland and the beauty of the native tongue. Yet Western Icelandic literature remains distinct from its literary ancestor in that it reflects as well the varying themes and cultural and literary trends of its new environment, sometimes uneasily yoked to its literary heritage, at other times – and with varying success – yielding a new brand of writing strongly marked by an awareness of the two cultural streams of Iceland and of a newly adopted country.

The national romantic movement in Iceland received its most focused literary expression through poetry, primarily through the lyric, and, as to be expected, the literary form chiefly cultivated by the Western Icelanders was in turn poetry. Here we find not only a large measure of nostalgic poems dedicated to the homeland the immigrants had been compelled to leave, tributes and odes to the adopted country, and nature poems about the Rocky Mountains, the Alberta foothills, the prairies, Lake Winnipeg, and the seasons, but also a large quantity of occasional verse, memorial and laudatory poems, nuptial and wedding-anniversary odes, epigrams and the like. Prose was also being written during this period, however, and spans a broad spectrum of genres. Apart from essays, articles and lectures, we find novels and short stories, memoirs and plays. Whereas poetry featured Icelandic themes to a very considerable extent, prose writing was largely, though not exclusively, North American in subject matter, and portrayed life among Icelanders in North America, especially in the Icelandic settlements in Manitoba and Nova Scotia.

The present collection of Western Icelandic short stories offers a representative selection of works written originally in Icelandic by twelve prose fiction writers during the period from approximately 1895 to 1930. A number of the authors included in this volume are, however, also known for their poetry – notably Stephan G. Stephansson, but also Guðnin H. Finnsdóttir, Jóhann Magnús Bjarnason, and Ƿorsteinn Ƿ. Ƿorsteinsson. Except for Arnrún frá Felli’s “Stones for Bread,” which is set in Iceland, and the sketches in Stephan G. Stephansson’s “Motes in a Sun-Beam,” which are difficult to locate geographically, all the stories are set in North America, the majority in New Iceland or Winnipeg.

Judged by modem literary standards, the stories in this collection are somewhat uneven in their quality. Some, like BergÞór E. Johnson’s “The Sentence,” strike the reader as laboured, even juvenile. Its imagery is forced, its metaphors uninspired, and its theme, the conflicting obligations to family and country, less than poignantly illustrated. As in “The Sentence,” the characters of Fridrik J. Bergmann’s “Fellow Students,” lack developed voices, and a sense of control over the narrative is wanting. In both stories the characters are flat, one-dimensional figures struggling for definition. Ƿorsteinn Ƿ. Ƿorsteinsson’s “In Days of Yore,” although superior to “The Sentence” and “Fellow Students,” is overloaded with detail. Such works, however, are entirely characteristic of their authors, and, even if they are less than exemplary in their literary efforts, they allow us to form a picture of the range of literary activity among first- and second-generation Western Icelandic writers.

But we see as well among these early authors some of the best writers the period has to offer. It is to Stephan G. Stephansson that a place of honour is to be accorded. His finely crafted prose, his mastery of voice and imagery, his controlled sense of narrative movement yield at once something mysteriously beautiful and profound in his writings:

The daylight was murky, like nightfall. The calm, cold weather trailed over the mouth of the valley and over the slopes. Due south the clouds broke, showing the rayless sun, which looked phosphorescent in the dusky pine forest; yet it seemed so near, as if it were hanging between the glacier and the bottom of the valley. Closer, in the deepest part of the valley, two light, golden shields glittered at the bottom of the grey snow coffin. There the river spread out along the flat sand banks, and the sun had stolen down there somehow, like the beautiful memories from one’s vouth.

Guðrún H. Finnsdóttir, whose writings find strength and depth in careful attention to detail, likewise earns a place of prominence among Western Icelandic writers. Here is her description of a Manitoba winter:

It was Manitoba Christmas weather; a clear, starspangled sky, bright moonlight and a motionless calm. The evening was so still and silent; it was as if the night held its breath. There was severe frost, and silvery-white, hard-frozen snow covered everything and rose in waves and crests like a stiffened ocean. Indeed, like the ocean, the prairie in many ways fills the souls of men with a burning desire to wander off to explore endless dimensions. In summer it brings on melancholy, but in winter fear and despair, for when the prairie is covered with snow, it is even more terrible than the ocean, because its tranquility and desolation is even greater. One feels as if death is on the look-out behind every mound of snow. But this time the snow-covered prairie was only a magic place they flew over. The soft snow whirled beneath the horse’s hooves and crunched under the runners on the sled. The air, crisp and cold, burned and stung their faces, and with each breath the frost grabbed their nostrils with its hairy paws.

The diversity of styles and themes among these stories can be seen as well, by comparison, in Gunnsteinn Eyjólfsson’s “How I Defeated the Local Board,” about do-little Jón of Strympa’s adventures in New Iceland; it is a meandering account, yet not without a narrative structure. The main characters guiding advice, “own nothing and do nothing,” opens the way to a lively display of Gunnsteinn Eyjólfsson’s satiric wit and comic touches, as in his description of Jón’s wife Ásdís, who also bears the same name as Jón’s cow. The result is delightful, comic confusion:

I mentioned earlier that my wife’s name is Ásdís. She’s three years older than I am and a very talented and respectable woman. She’s the stepdaughter of Ƿorsteinn, who lived at Yxnaƿúfa for a long time – a man of honour and a good farmer. I’m surprised that Sunnanfari never had a picture of him because he had a superior cow that gave milk every year. My Ásdís was the eldest of the sisters. She was of Danish descent, the offspring of an outstanding bull, and all the farmers in the district competed for the heifers she dropped. I never knew how it came about that Ásdís and I went to America.

More satirical is Kveldúlfur’s “Hávarður from Krókur,” which, in its dual perspective on the death of Hávarður (his own and his fellow politicians’), pointedly attacks the hypocrisy and self-centredness of those entrenched in the mire of politics.

Religion and the Bible also inform a number of the stories in this collection. Biblical allusion provides the inspiration for Arnrún frá Felli’s bittersweet story “Stones for Bread,” and Grímur Grímsson’s “Greater Love Hath No Man than This ...” as its title announces, takes as its point of departure a passage from John 15:13: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” An instance of extreme self-sacrifice forms the core of this story, as Lindal willingly ends his hopes for a career and for the hand of the woman he loves for the sake of advancing his friend and fellowstudent Frímann. Intentionally or not on the author’s part, the story raises the question of whether such sacrifice is ultimately praiseworthy. Religion also informs Stephan G. Stephansson’s “The Death of Old Guðmundur the Student,” but, unlike the other stories, it provides a forum for critical discussion.

But it is to Old Norse-Icelandic literature, the Sagas of Icelanders and the Eddas, that a number of the stories contained in this volume owe their most obvious debt. Jóhann Magnús Bjarnason’s description of the protagonist Hrómundur in his folktale-like story “An Icelandic Giant” differs little from the full-length portrait given of Egill Skalla-Grímsson in Egils saga:

He did not seem very tall when he was standing by himself, but he was nonetheless a good six feet tall. So stocky was he around his shoulders and body that his stoutness made him seem smaller. I saw him among Scotsmen who were taller than him, but no one was as thick-set and strong-looking. I saw him also among Irishmen, who appeared stouter than him, but that was because they were fatter and not as round, and he was always a big-boned man. I have seen bigger shoulders than his, but never a broader back, and no one with thicker arms nor more broad-chested. His neck was enormously thick, and for that reason his shoulders did not seem as broad. All his joints were large, and the muscles on his arms and legs were exceedingly big, compact, and as hard as stone. His hands were not big in the same way, but they were thick and strong and with continuous small scars and cracks, which showed that they had not been idle in his life.

His face was far from handsome. His forehead was low and covered with numerous wrinkles. His eyebrows were hairy, heavy and big, almost terrifying. His jaws were long and strong. His nose was rather thin and high and not well-shaped. But his eyes showed that he was of Norse descent. They were blue – sky-blue – hard, cold and piercing. It is said that men who have such eyes are usually dutiful sons, good husbands, the best of fathers, friends to their friends, and faithful. On the other hand, they are always unwieldy and moody when something wrong is done to them, and then they do not spare anyone. Hromundur had fair hair, a little curly at the back. On his cheeks and chin he had a big, fair and almost invisible beard, which was seldom combed or taken care of. And when he was silent, he pressed his lips together; it is said that this is an unfailing sign of discreetness and firmness.

Indeed, the narrator compares him with the chief characters in the Sagas of Icelanders and says, “When I was a boy and read the old Icelandic sagas, I often thought about him. I did not find him similar to Gunnar or Grettir or Skarphéðinn, but I often thought that Egill Skalla-Grímsson was like him, not because of Egill’s wisdom and enterprise, but rather because of the vigour, the temper, and the supernatural strength that they had in common.” Jóhannes P. Pálsson, in his short story “Álfur of Borg,” draws not only his theme and portrayal of the protagonist Álfur from saga literature, but also to a very large extent structures his story in a manner similar to a particular medieval Icelandic literary genre, the short embedded narratives, so-called pættir (sing, páttr). Indeed, the story shows a number of affinities with the popular Auðunar páttr vestfirzka (“The Tale of Audunn of the West Fjords”).3 Stephan G. Stephansson’s sketch “Greybeard,” about the anonymous guest in King Utsteinn’s tent, in some respects echoes Norna-Gestspáttr (“The Tale of Noma-Gestr”) and the eddic poem Hárbarðsljóð (“The Lay of Hárbarðr [i.e., Greybeard=Odin]”) as it combines question-and-answer with the motif of the mysterious and all-wise traveller who, through his life story, imparts wisdom to all who are willing to hear his words.

The stories contained in this collection stand, above all, as literary artifacts, revealing the literary tastes and influences of these early writers and their audiences as well as their ethnic heritage as Western Icelanders. In all, they bear witness to the vibrant literary activity among Western Icelanders at the turn of the nineteenth century and continuing into the early decades of the twentieth century, the result of which was the emergence of a literature that bears a unique cultural imprint.

In rendering the stories into English, we have kept as close as possible to the originals in an attempt to capture their individual styles and modes of expression, though without doing actual violence to English usage. We have retained Icelandic spelling of proper names throughout and, in order to keep the Icelandic flavour of the stories, have refrained from normalizing the Icelandic characters ð (the th-sound as in “bathe”) and ƿ (the th-sound as in “bath”), the accented vowels á (as in “house”), é (roughly as in “yes”), í (as in “sleet”), ó (as in “those”), ú (roughly as in “lose”), ý (as in “feet”), and the mutated vowels æ (roughly as in “five”) and ö (roughly as in “bum”).

For patient and imaginative help, especially with the verses in this translation, we are grateful to Julian Meldon D’Arcy of the University of Iceland, who also read through the entire manuscript and made many improvements. We are indebted, too, to Phillip Pulsiano of Villanova University for his correction of our initial efforts and critical comments on the introduction, to Sigrid Johnson, head of the Icelandic Collection at the University of Manitoba, and her assistant, Kristrun Turner, for their assistance in obtaining biographical information on the various Westemlcelandic writers, and to P.M. Mitchell, curator of the Fiske Icelandic Collection at Cornell University, for his help in locating rare works. We are grateful also to Lionel Levesque and Elaine Hall, both of Winnipeg, Paul Sigurdson of Morden, and Daniel Doucette of Grosse Isle for many useful suggestions.

We wish to thank the Icelandic Language and Literature Fund at the University of Manitoba for financial assistance for this project and the staff of the University of Manitoba Press for their smooth handling of the book throughout its production.

Kirsten WolfWinnipeg 1991

NOTES

1 In the following, I rely on Thorstína Jackson, SagaÍslendinga íNorður-Dakota (Winnipeg, 1926, rpt. Reykjavík, 1982); Ƿorsteinn Ƿ. Ƿorsteinsson and Tryggvi J. Olesen, Saga Íslendinga í Vesturheimi, 5 vols. (Winnipeg and Reykjavík, 1940-1953); Wilhelm Kristjanson, The Icelandic People in Manitoba: A Manitoba Saga (Winnipeg, 1965, rpt. 1990); W. J. Lindal, The Icelanders in Canada, Canada Ethnica 2 (Winnipeg, 1967); James M. Richtik, “Chain Migration Among Icelandic Settlers in Canada to 1891,” in Gurli Aagaard Woods, ed., Scandinavian-Canadian Studies 2 (1986), pp. 73-88; John S. Matthiasson, “Adaptation to an Ethnic Structure: The Urban Icelandic-Canadians of Winnipeg,” in E. Paul Durrenberger and Gisli Palsson.eds., The Anthropology of Iceland (Iowa City, 1989), pp. 157-175.

2 Ólafur F. Hjartar, Vesturheimsprent. Skrá um rit á íslensku prentuð vestan hafs og austan af Vestur-Íslendingum eða varðandi ƿá. A bibliography of publications in Icelandic printed in North America or elsewhere by or relating to the Icelandic settlers in the West (Reykjavík, 1986).

3 Cf. Kirsten Wolf, “Jóhannes P. Pálsson’s Álfur of Borg and Medieval Icelandic pættir,” The Icelandic Canadian 49:4 (1991), pp. 35-41. 
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STONES FOR BREAD

Arnrún frá Felli



Arnrún frá Felli (pen name for Guðrún Tómasdóttir, also known as Mrs. Charles F. Bjamason,1886-1972) was born in Uppkot, Norðurardalur. She graduated as a midwife in Copenhagen in 1908 and worked in Ísafjarðarkaupstaður from 1909 until 1917, when she emigrated to America (Massachusetts). In 1950, she graduated as a nurse, and worked at a hospital in Boston until 1966. She had already written short stories for Eimreiðin and Iðunn before she left Iceland. Her later stories have appeared mainly in Tímarit Pjóðræknisfélags Íslendinga. A collection of her short stories was published under the title Margs verða hjúin vís (Reykjavík, 1956).

“Stones for Bread” is translated from “Steina fyrir brauð” in Tímarit Pjóðræknisfélags Íslendinga. 5 (1923), pp. 71-78.



EVERY DAY, for ten years – including Sundays – Mrs. Maria Hansen, the wife of Geir, the manager, partner, and chief baker of L.P. Hansen Bakery, had climbed half way up the stairs and called, “Sveina! Sveina, you mustn’t fall asleep again.” Sveina had answered equally often, “I’ll be down in ten minutes,” even though she had not begun to dress. As she had uttered the last word, the clock struck half past eight. Her mum never failed to allow her half an hour to dress and to have a little coffee before she went to work at the bakery.

Stína, the maid, brought her coffee at eight, but it was so
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