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Editorial 
by Gordon Reykdal 

I'm writing this note because of some 
concerns that I believe are occurring with 
some recent developments in our Canadian 
Icelandic community. It appears to me that 
there is a possible split emerging between 
those who are supportive of this communi
ty at large and those who say, "Why both-
,"er. 

As many people know, I feel that we of 
Icelandic descent must do much more than 
pay lip service to the idea that the Canadian 
Icelandic community is worth embracing 
and supporting. When I accepted the hon
our of becoming honourary Consul of the 
Republic of Iceland at Edmonton, I 
resolved that I would do everything I could 
to put the idea of active support for our 
Canadian Icelandic community into action. 

Active support is what I am now 
requesting of the community in Canada. 
With almost an equal number of Icelanders 
in North America as there are Iceland 
itself, we have the opportunity to take the 
steps that will achieve two important goals: 
economic development for Iceland and 
greater recognition for our community and 
its role in advancing the interests of the 
mother country. 

One just has to look at the honour roll 
of communities who support their own, 
including those who are like us, the Danish 
and Norwegians, European groups of all 
sorts, including most notably the Italians 
and Irish, and also Jewish groups, Greeks, 
and more. 

Iceland has had a difficult time enough 
surviving as an isolated country, separated 
from the European mainland by so much 
distance. The countrv itself has had to 
endure the emigratio� of our parents and 
grandparents seeking a better life for us, 
which for the most part they found in 
North America. 

Now, we owe something in return, do 
we not? We owe it to Iceland to improve 
trade and commerce between Iceland and 

Canada, which will better the lives of 
Icelanders and also create greater awareness 
of Iceland in the North American econom
ic scene. Awareness means trade and trade 
means economic prosperity. Right now, 
because we aren't mobilized as a communi
ty, we lose opportunities-opportunities 
that could help our relatives and friends in 
Iceland, as well as those who are here. 

I doubt that many in our community 
even know the facts about what is available 
for investors there. Just a quick look at the 
Iceland Investment Agency Web site pro
duces these important considerations: 

"Iceland has built up a large-scale 
infrastructure that is very well-suited to 
meeting the new techn�logical require
ments of enterprises. This infrastructure 
has undoubtedly served as a major support 
for fast growth in the ICT industry and the 
fast adoption of technological solutions 
throughout society. Mobile phone penetra
tion in Iceland is among the highest in the 
world, as well as Internet penetration. 

Enormous development and invest
ment have taken place in telecommunica
tions and telecom systems in recent years, 
partly as a result of deregulation and com
petition in the sector. The government has 
also undertaken major initiatives to 
encourage market penetration by foreign 
players, passing legislation to ensure 
nationwide access to state-of-the-art 
telecommunication services." That's just in 
the tech sector. How about Life Sciences? 

"A rapid expansion has taken place in 
the life sciences sector in Iceland during the 
past decade. Excellent biobanks and data 
registries, along with good genetic and 
health records, exist in the country, provid
ing an important source for research and 
development for the benefit of health sci
ences. 

Many of the growth leaders in Iceland 
today are specialized small or medium size 
enterprises with expertise in R&D, target-
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ing ultra-specialized technology and 
research where in many cases they rank 
with world leaders in their fields. Icelandic 
companies and institutions are working on 
research projects and trials with partners 
such as Roche, Pharmacia, Merck, 
Novartis, AstraZeneca, Applied 
Biosystems, Affymetrix, Genmab, Bespak 
pie. and many more. Iceland has reached a 
leading position within the OECD coun
tries contributing over 3% of its GDP to 
R&D work." 

Caring and sharing is what the com
munity should stand for. Open your hearts 
and open your wallets. The society that 
gave birth to us needs us. 

I have set up free rent for the Logberg
Heimskringla and will provide space for 
any other Icelandic group that needs the 
space now or later and I have made a five
year commitment to provide the rent-free 

location. I also provide tickets to Iceland as 
a prize for charitable events in Edmonton. 
These are a small example of what can be 
done but it's a way of having people go to 
Iceland and spend their dollars there. 
Anyone can do something like it and I'd be 
glad to suggest ways for those who wish to 
contact me. 

In conclusion, I hope readers will for
give my impatience with this subject but I 
am very passionate about it. I think about it 
a lot. I know we can make a difference if we 
just commit to think about it. Icelanders 
are a great and proud people; we have given 
much to the world and our time has come 
to achieve greatness. But it won't happen 
unless all of us who have found prosperity 
in a welcoming society start to give some
thing back. Can we please begin that effort 
now? 

l>j6drreknisfelag fslendinga i Vesturheimi 

PRESIDENT: Walter Sopher 
Support Icelandic culture and heritage 
by joining your local chapter, or contact: 

THE ICELANDIC NATIONAL LEAGUE 

#103-94 First Ave. Gimli, MB R0C lBl 

Tel: (2041 642-5897 • Fax: (204) 642-7151 

inl@mts.net 
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Alien by Cliff Eyland 
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'A Silva Rerum' (A Forest of Things): 
The Art of Cliff Eyland 
by Kristine Perlmutter 

As young boys growing up in 
Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, Cliff Eyland and 
his brother "dreamed of Vikings and float
ed a raft of railway ties in the harbour." 
(Self Portrait) In later years, he was indeed 
to go 'a-viking' ( exploring), taking his insa
tiable intellectual curiosity, his writing and, 
most importantly, his art, out into the 
world. From childhood on, he has always 
made art and been obsessed with drawin'g. 
He studied art and philosophy at Holland 
College of the Visual Arts in 
Charlottetown, PEI and at Mount Allison 
University in Sackville, NB, and received 
his BFA from the forward-thinking Nova 
Scotia College of Art and Design. His 
work has been published and exhibited 
across Canada, in the United States and in 
Europe. Sites for his solo exhibitions have 
included the Eye Level Gallery (Halifax), 
Struts Gallery (Sackville, NB), Gallery 
Sans air (Vancouver), Confederation Centre 
Art Gallery (Charlottetown), Art Gallery 
of Ontario (Toronto), Art Gallery of Nova 
Scotia (Halifax) and the Winnipeg Art 
Gallery. He has been featured in group 
exhibitions in Italy, England, Poland and at 
the National Gallery of Canada. He is rep
resented by the Leo Kamen Gallery in 
Toronto. 

In earlier times, writers and artists who 
wanted to hang on to elusive ideas, verbal 
and visual, captured them in 'commonplace 
books' for later reference. Earle Havens, 
curator of the exhibit "Commonplace 
Books" at the Beinecke Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library at Yale University, 
indicates that, "these books show us how 
people experienced knowledge and how 
they organized knowledge." (Havens 2001) 
A glimpse into someone's commonplace 
book would uncover bits of this and that 
that had been deemed worth keeping, that 
spoke to them, were evocative, struck a 

chord, captured their fancy. It gives you 
some insight into a person's mind, an 
opportunity to explore. My conversation 
with Cliff Eyland at his studio in 
Winnipeg's Exchange District had the 
effect of such a glimpse, revealing Eyland's 
wide ranging interests and his unique 'take' 
on a myriad of topics including quantum 
physics, innumeracy, cosmology, music, 
digital photography, libraries, books, the 
content of art, the value of art, the defini
tion of art, the accessibility of art and other 
art-related topics. All thi;, of course, was 
punctuated at intervals by the quirky 
Eyland's infectious laugh. 

We talked of the Library of Babel envi
sioned by Jorge Luis Borges, containing 
every possible version of every book ever 
written. Eyland, who loves libraries and is 
fascinated with books and book culture, 
would undoubtedly agree with the famous 
quotation attributed to Borges: "I have 
always imagined Paradise will be a kind of 
library." He has spent a lot of time in 
libraries and they have meant a lot to him. 
If not for them, he suggests that he would
n't be doing what he is today. Part of the 
experience, of course, involves hanging 
around with librarians, whom EYland con
siders "cool". He has found' a lot of 
mementos, such as old letters, in library 
books and decided to hide his art in books 
and card catalogues as a way of giving back 
to the library, illustrating the library and, at 
the same time, using the library as a muse
um in which to preserve his work. 

Cliff was surprised to learn that his 
name, Eyland, indicates an island in 
Icelandic. In the art world, he is a kind of 
island, working with others but always in 
his own way, and sometimes secretly 
installing his work in galleries and libraries. 
Commenting on his artistic vision, Robert 
Enright has suggested that Eyland must 
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have decided, "If painting was heroic, (he) 
would be low key. If painters worked in 
studios, (he) would make his art every
where. If paintings were big, he would 
work small. If a single painting was a com
mitment that demanded time and high seri
ousness, he would make a promiscuous 
number of works quickly, almost indiffer
ently. If paintings hung in art galleries, he 
would insert his sometimes surreptitiously 
into library books and card catalogues." 
(Enright 2000) 

Since 1981, Eyland's work has been 
marked by one constant - 3 x 5" library 
card format. In 1997, he began an ongoing 
project titled "File Card Works Hidden in 
Books" at the Raymond Fogelman Library 
of the New School for Social Research in 
New York City. He placed over a thou
sand drawings in books in the library, and 
plans to hide a thousand a year. The pre
cursor for this installation goes all the way 
back to his student days at NASCAD, 
when Eyland began cutting the reproduc
tions in H. H. Arnason's History of 
Modern Art into the size of index cards and 
making conceptual art by drilling holes 
into them and inserting them into the rele
vant places in the library's card catalogue. 
Visitors to Margaret Laurence House, in 
Neepawa, Manitoba, and the E. P. Taylor 
research library at the Art Gallery of 
Ontario began to find Eyland's drawings in 
books. His hope was "to give people an art 
experience when they were least expecting 
it." (Gopnik 1998) In all of these cases, 
when the unexpected visual information 
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surfaced, people were left with the choice 
of what to do with it - take the cards home, 
leave them as they found them, or replace 
them in a new spot. I particularly enjoy 
Robert McGee's image of the cards 
" ... replicat(ing) like some computer virus, 
infecting and re-invigorating texts so we 
can once again read them anew." (McGee 
1998) Since e-mail has become ever-pre
sent, he has placed his e-mail address on the 
back of each card, not necessarily expecting 
a response. It is interesting to imagine the 
reactions of the recipients as they come 
upon them unexpectedly. 

Eyland - painter, conceptual artist, 
curator, writer, critic, assistant professor, 
Director of Gallery One One One at the 
University of Manitoba's School of Art, 
voracious reader, cultural activist and rene
gade - says that he may possibly have an 
Icelandic connection, but he has never 
bothered to research it. His most memo
rable connection with Icelanders was limit
ed to seeing Bjork and her artist husband, 
Matthew Barney, at Gavin Brown's, an 
artist's bar in New York. In keeping with 
his idea of Icelanders as traveling people 
with a well-funded art system, and his 
desire to assist with bringing some 
Icelandic artists here, the enterprising 
Eyland may well offer them an art show -
and they may well come. Bjork would 
probably find it interesting to see 
Islendingar in a new environment. Eyland 
suggests that any contact with Icelanders is 
unusual - but he has no contact with kids, 
plants, dogs or cats either. 

As a curator, he has done freelance 
work and a stint at Daltech, the Technical 
University of Nova Scotia School of 
Architecture (1985-1994 ). He is on the 
board of Plug In Institute of 
Contemporary Art in Winnipeg, and says 
it "accounts for most of the controversy in 
my life." He has found that one of the chal
lenges is that you can't predict what will be 
controversial and will 'press someone's 
buttons', and what will not. Anything to 
do with homosexuality has proven to be a 
hot topic, and the "serial killer art" of John 
Wayne Gacev was so controversial that it 
wa;n't show�. Eyland suggests that "unof
ficial art, especially art that is officially 
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deemed unacceptable, is where the real 
action is." (Eyland 2001) 

Eyland came to Winnipeg in 1994, 
when his wife was hired to teach at the 
University of Manitoba, and has been 
quoted as saying that he will never leave. 
(Enright 2000) He sees the city as a pro
gressive place for art. Because space is 
affordable, he has a studio, which he says is 
"a new idea for him." He is, however, in 
the enviable position of being able to teach 
at the Nova Scotia College of Art and 
Design during the summer months. The 
Winnipeg Free Press has called him "dash
ing" (Walker 2003 ), partially in reference to 
his performance art with fell ow artists 
Dominique Rey, T annis Van Horne and 
Curtis Collins, former Winnipeg Art 
Gallery curator of contemporary art and 
photography. Rey, Van Horne and Eyland 
also perform as a musical group called the 
Absurbs. They play only in art venues, 
where the patrons are 'tolerant'. 
Performance art, which tends to be sedate, 
is anything but when it involves Eyland, 
who prefers it to be adventurous rather 
than dull. 

One wonders if Eyland is attempting 
in some way to depict 'everything' in his 
art, the way that Borges imagined every 
book ever written. He has compartmental
ized his work into twenty-eight elastic 
groupings. These groupings contain every
thing from file card gifts from others, 
drawings, charts, calligraphy, abstracts, ID 
portraits and collages of real and imaginary 
folks, glyphs, nudes and sexual works, real 
and imaginary landscapes, an homage to 
Paul Emile Borduas using "passport" 
stamps from Expo '67, sculptural works, 
Belfast pictures, work relating to Raoul 
Wall en berg, a collection of Rolodex 
addresses, work used as labels or captions 
for exhibitions, framed paintings, figure 
paintings, pre-1981 works cut into file 
card-sized bits or reproduced to make new 
works, military illustrations, photographs 
used in a variety of ways, architectural 
drawings, retouched reproductions or pho
tocopies used as a basis for new paintings, 
paintings of wildlife, trees, animals, mon
sters, robots, Eyland's imaginings about 
Saskatoon, works referencing paintings by 

Giotto or based on St. Francis, works relat
ed to Cambridge, England, recorded and 
unrecorded music, film and video, and, of 
course, works he inserts secretly into 
libraries. In the future, he proposes to 
include playing cards, trading cards and his 
essays/ reviews edited into file card-sized 
books. (Enright 2000) Eric Cameron has 
commented that this body of 3 x 5" images 
"enable(s) him to test empirically his mus
ings on the organization of the particular 
kinds of knowledge we identify as works of 
art." (Cameron 1998) 

When I spoke with him, I teased Cliff 
Eyland that his problem was obvious -
thinking too much. His response was sim
ply, "you just have to get over it." To pro
vide further food for thought, then, I sug
gest some further categories for explo
ration found in information preserved in 
commonplace books of old: "quotations, 
anecdotes, maxims, jokes, verses, magical 
spells, astrological predictions, medicinal 
and culinary recipes, devotional texts and 
mathematical tables, mottos, anagrams . . .  
reading lists ... " (Havens 2001) A silva 
rerum, a forest of things. 
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The Ferry Repossessed 
Part one of three 

Told by Erling Palsson, Gudjon Valgeirsson and Valentinus 
Olason at Akranes, Iceland 

On Saturday 9 July, 1983, a chronicle 
was published in an Icelandic newspaper, 
on an adventurous journey of three 
Icelanders from Cyprus to France. Their 
story got quite a lot of attention, especially 
for how unbelievable people thought it 
was. It was said it could just as well be out 
of a novel by Alistair McLean or Jack 
Higgins. 

Rumours were going around about 
this journey. Those three men were sup
posed to have received large amounts of 
money for their participation. Most people 
were amazed by the foolhardiness of these 
men, who seem'ed to have put their lives in 
great danger just for the adventure. No 
explanations were given officially on their 
behalf, since they thought it was best not to 
bring any more attention to the matter. 
Now, four years after the event they have 
agreed to publish their mutual story on the 
adventurous journey. 

The three sailors involved were: Erling 
Palsson mate, Valentinus Olason mate and 
Gudjon Valgeirsson engineer. 

The Beginning 
Erling Palsson tells that It all started 31 

May 1983. The phone rang at 6 o'clock in 
the morning. On the line was Johan 
Lampaert, salesman and marketing consul
tant in Ledegen, Belgium. He did all kinds 
of trading around Europe, including the 
Mediterranean area. Johan and Philippe 
Lampaert, who was a good friend of mine, 
were cousins. Philippe had in been in 
Iceland the year before, working among 
other things as a deck-hand on my boat, 
Grotta AK, and in the autumn he was also 
on the trawler Vikingur AK, with Gudjon 
Valgeirsson and I. 

Philippe, who was a lawyer, had been 
working for Johan since the beginning of 
the year, and was at that time in Famagusta 
on North-Cyprus. He had, for the last 
three months, been handling a lawsuit for 
Johan regarding a ferry that Johan had sold 
to Cyprus, but never received the payment. 
Johan asked me to stay by the phone at 
19.00 hrs. that evening, because Philippe 
was going to phone me (through Brussels, 
since there isn't a direct phone connection 
between Iceland and Cyprus). 

I waited with excitement and at about 
19.00 hrs. Philippe called from Famagusta 
in Cyprus. He asked me to come to 
Famagusta and bring two men with me to

sail the ferry GIRNE to Italy. He put some 
pressure on me to do this. The trip would 
take around a week, the wages would be 
good and all travel costs would be paid. 

I agreed instantly to take the job. 
Actually, I had received a letter from him 
in April where he described what he was up 
to over there, so this didn't come as a sur
pnse to me. 

What eventually made me, and all three 
of us, decide to do this, was our longing to 
visit exotic countries and the different cul
ture of the Middle East and Cyprus. 

Suspicions 
Following is the story of Erling, 

Gudjon and Valentinus. 
On Friday 3 June we boarded an 

Iceland Air plane to Luxembourg. Our 
spirits were good and we were looking for
ward to taking on this assignment, which 
had been so suddenly offered to us. We 
can't deny that we w�re a little suspicious 
that perhaps things weren't quite what they 
seemed. All such thoughts disappeared 
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when we landed in Luxembourg at 18.30 
local time. Johan met us at the airport. 

We had never met Johan before and 
didn't know what he looked like. We were 
curious to meet him. We weren't disap
pointed. He was a friendly man in his thir
ties, and seemed to be honest. His wife and 
four year old son accompanied him. 

We didn't stay in Luxembourg, but 
drove on straight to Paris with Johan and 
his family. 

On the way we finally got the chance 
to discuss further what was ahead. Johan 
confirmed what Philippe had told us, that 
we were supposed to sail the ferry Girne 
from Famagusta harbour to Brindisi in 
Italy. The ferry was a rather large ship, 
took 50 - 60 cars and 300 passengers. It was 
48 meters long, 15 meters wide but drew 
only 1.8 meters. It was 50 years old, had 
originally been built in England, and had 
been sailing between England and Ireland. 
In 1958, a new superstructure, which was 
very high, was put on it. It would be bad on 
sea if something was wrong with the 
weather. 

Johan said we had to move fast. We 
couldn't afford to lose any time, because 
we would have to take the ship on Saturday 
night after dark. That was suspicious. If 
everything were normal we would hardly 
have to do this in the darkness of night. We 
brought it up with Johan, but he assured us 
that everything would be just fine. He 
showed us a folder with papers that proved 
his ownership of the ferry. We put the mat
ter aside for the time being and didn't dis
cuss it any further. 

We arrived in Paris 1.00 hrs on 
Saturday morning and stayed in a fairly 
decent hotel close by Orly Airport. We 
were glad to get some rest and went 
straight to bed. We didn't get much sleep, 
because Johan woke us up at 6.00 hrs in the 
morning and took us to the airport. From 
there Johan's wife took the boy and car 
back to Belgium, but Johan stayed with us. 

Greeted with Guns 
Ahead was a trip to Istanbul. We were 

booked on a flight at 8.00 hrs with Air 
France. We got more excited after we got 

on board the plane. What would await us in 
Turkey? 

After a three hour flight we landed in 
Istanbul. Things were very different there. 
It was like turning the pages of history 
many years back in time. Everything was 
dilapidated. Old military trucks, rusty 
scrap-iron and even dead cats scattered all 
over. The air terminal was nothing but a 
cluster of hovels. Further away stood some 
military airplanes. The people we saw were 
tattered and strange looking. It was an odd 
feeling to be so suddenly in this eastern 
environment. 

When we stepped out of the airplane, 
armed guards were everywhere. That was a 
rather unpleasant feeling, since Icelanders 
are not used to that kind of a greeting. We 
were rushed into coaches and taken to the 
air terminal. It looked just as tattered inside 
as out. Our luggage was searched carefully 
there. Johan had a sextant in his luggage. 
That was considered a suspicious object, 
and it was obvious that they thought it 
safer to examine it carefully. When we were 
asked, we told them we were tourists and 
that we would only stay for a short while in 
Istanbul. In the end that was accepted and 
we got through. We were supposed to stop 
in Istanbul for four hours and then fly to 
Cyprus at 16.30 on Saturday. 

Growing Suspicions 
Johan now discussed the next part of 

the trip with us in more detail. He thought 
it would not be wise for the four of us to 
travel together. That would evoke suspi
cions. He thought it would be best if we 
acted as total strangers on the plane to 
Cyprus. He said he would meet us with 
Philippe in Hotel Panorama in Famagusta. 
Then he went to arrange for tickets to 
Cyprus. 

At that time we were getting suspi
cious that things were not entirely what 
they appeared to be. The way Johan acted 
only made us more uncertain of what we 
were getting ourselves into. On the other 
hand we still trusted him and Philippe 
completely and saw no reason not to keep 
our promise. 

In this part of the world bribery 1s 
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what counts and nobody does a thing with
out getting extra payment for it. Johan 
seemed to have some trouble getting us the 
tickets to Cyprus. He was told everything 
was fully booked. But, he obviously knew 
how things worked around there and after 
some quarrel, he got the tickets. 

We split after Johan gave us our tick
ets. We acted as if he had nothing to do 
with us. At 16.30 hrs we got in the air, all 
on the same plane, and landed at Ercan 
Airport in Cyprus in one hour. When we 
got out of the plane and looked around 
there were soldiers everywhere. We were a 
total contrast to the other passengers and 
natives, the majority coming originally 
from Turkey. We were obviously noticed 
and felt very conspicuous. We knew that 
we were being watched very closely, which 
wasn't so strange because the place swarms 
with all kinds of people. Undercover 
agents, drug dealers, terrorists and interna
tional criminals travel a lot through this 
area, so all visitors are under close surveil
lance. 

Going through customs and passport 
check took a lot of time and patience. At 
last we were admitted to the Turkish 
Republic of Cyprus. We later heard that 
Yasser Arafat's private jet was at the airport 
and that he had been in the terminal himself 
at the time that we were there. Because of 
that, security was even more strict than 
usual. 

We got through and went looking for a 
taxi, and found one soon.We asked the dri
ver to take us to Famagusta. It took about 
an hour to drive to Hotel Panorama, where 
we were supposed to meet with Johan and 
Philippe. We drove through the country. 
Occasionally we passed a village. Things 
looked bad there, everything was dirty, 
half-collapsed and ruined houses every
where. Nothing seemed to have been done 
to rebuild what had been destroved in the 
Cyprus war between the T�rks and 
Greeks. We went straight to the hotel, sat 
down at a table there and ordered a beer. 
We hadn't been sitting there for long when 
Johan and Philippe appeared. We were glad 
to see them and welcomed them. 

They suggested that we would have a 

good dinner in the hotel before we would 
head for the ferry. 

Originally, we planned to go onboard 
of the ship pretending to be Philippe's 
friends from Iceland visiting Cyprus. Then 
we were supposed to sail the ship away 
during the night. 

They Are Going to Steal the Ferry 
While we had dinner, Johan and 

Phillipe explained to us that things had got
ten pretty complicated. We found that 
there were a lot of things we didn't know 
of. For example, that the court had seques
trated the ferry, so we would secretly have 
to take the ferry during the night. The 
Turkish Republic of Cyprus is not recog
nized as an independent country, so its law 
is not valid outside the island. In addition, 
we found that the Turks who had bought 
the ferry were very shady, smugglers and 
lawbreakers. A rumour was going around 
saying that the ship had been used to smug
gle merchandise between Cyprus and 
Turkey. Also, most things alluded that the 
judge in Famagusta was in complicity with 
the Turks. 

Philippe also told us that before we got 
to Cyprus, they had sent a few men on 
board and wanted to start it again them
selves. At that time the f errv had been 
sequestrated in the harbour fa°r 8 months. 
He had found out about it earlier and man
aged to get the oil pumps from both the 
main engines of the ferry and hid them. 
The Turks suspected that something was in 
the air and placed guards on board for con
stant watch. Two of them had been engi
neers on the ferrv and knew their way 
around there well. -

We were very surprised by this new 
information. We had never thought we 
would have to steal the ship, as now 
seemed obvious. That was bad news and 
we were very disappointed. We discussed 
what we should do. We would clearly put 
ourselves in great danger taking the ship. 
The wise thing to do would be not to get 
involved in this any further and leave this 
to Johan and Philippe. Still, it seemed clear 
to us that Johan was the rightful owner and 
it would be justice for him to get the ship 
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back. Our friendship with Philippe also 
effected our decision a great deal as we had 
full confidence in him, and in fact we felt 
that we could hardly turn back having gone 
this far. So we decided to keep our part of 
the agreement, even though circumstances 
had changed completely. 

After dinner we started preparing for 
taking the ferry. Philippe had bought some 
food that he kept in a Toyota jeep they had 
there, including a box of eggs. In the bot
tom of that box the oil pumps were hidden. 
He now drove the jeep to the ship. 

When he got to the ship he called the 
guards and asked them for help bringing 
the food on board. He told them he was 
going to throw them a party the next day. 
One of the guards carried the boxes on 
board. Philippe now offered all three of 
them refreshment in the dining room, 
which had a television and a video. He 
showed them movies and the guards sat 
and watched without any suspicions. 

Hiding in an Old Foxhole 
While this was happening on the ferry, 

we got a taxi and told the driver that we 
were taking a ferry to Syria that night. That 
way we managed to enter the harbour 
without provoking any attention. The har
bour is long and rather narrow. The har
bourwall lics by the coast, but the mole on 
the outside. Th� ferrv lav close to the shore 
by an old rust bucket �nd military pram, 
since the war. Close by were barracks, with 
guards outside. Further out was an old fox
hole, around 1.5 meters high and big 
enough for 5-6 men. It looked like an ideal 
hiding place and we got in there without 
being seen. Inside was completely dark and 
the smell was awful. All sorts of creatures 
were crawling on the floor and walls. We 
had to wait there for a while before we 
could move on. Sitting in there was horri
ble and in addition we were having doubts 
and regrets. What had we gotten ourselves 
into? But there was no turning back now, 
that was clear. 

The plan was the Philippe would pick 
us up on an oar boat, if we were not 
onboard the ferry by 3.00hrs in the morn
ing.We still had ;o�c time left. We got out 

of the foxhole and started looking around 
for a boat to get us to the seaside of the 
ferry. We were lucky because soon Johan 
found (confiscated) a Zodiac dinghy that 
was tied close by. We didn't hesitate, but 
"borrowed" the boat and pulled it across 
the harbour towards the mole in order to 
avoid the light. 

When we had gotten about half way to 
the mole we heard screams and shouts. W c 
were sure we had been spotted and now the 
army troops would be sent for us. W c 
rowed as fast as we could, determined not 
to get caught without resistance. 

We cannot deny that at this time we 
were getting quite frightened. We knew 
very well that people around this area did
n't value human life highly and used the 
gun without asking questions. We soon 
noticed that Allah's name was repeated reg
ularly. Since this was at midnight we con
cluded that the Turks were having their 
time of worship. The fear changed to 
embarrassment and we smiled awkwardlv. 

But we were still not safe. When �e 
were passing a ship's wreck lying in the 
harbour we suddenly heard an engine 
sound. We thought that now we had been 
seen and a boat was approaching us in the 
dark. We stopped and hardly dared to 
breathe to avoid being heard. In a short 
while we could breathe again when the 
engine sound retreated. 

Stranded 
So far we had gotten along well in the 

dinghy but suddenly we realized we were 
stranded on a reef 70 -100 meters from the 
harbourwall. We used the oars to get the 
boat floating again. That didn't take long 
and soon we started rowing again. We were 
getting close to the barracks so we needed 
to be silent. Soldiers were walking around 
and we feared that they might see us any 
minute. Nothing happened until we had 
less that 100 meters left to the ferrv. Then 
we noticed that one of the soldiers, seemed 
to have seen us. Now we thought the 
shooting would start and rowed as hard as 
we could but nothing happened. The sol
dier was obviously watching us until we 
got to the pram and climbed on board. To 
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our surprise and relief he ignored us. 
We had also seen a patrol boat sailing 

into the harbour. 
We were sure that the soldiers had 

reported us, and the patrol boat would 
come alongside of the ferry. W c didn't feel 
comfortable having it there but there was 
nothing we could do about that. We would 
have to go on with our plan in spite of it 
being there. Johan was the only one that 
was not disturbed by the patrol boat and 
didn't think it likely that it would interrupt 
us. 

We soon got on board the ferry by 
climbing an anchor chain of a small cargo 
vessel laying beside. We sneaked down to 
the engine room, where the three of us hid 
in a small cabin installed for engineers. 
Meanwhile, Johan sneaked up on the deck 
and cut the electric cable and the shore rope 
in front. Then all the power went off the 
ship and we sat in the dark. After Johan cut 
off the power from shore the plan was that 
Philippe would ask the Turks to start the 
electric generators to avoid us being heard. 

We were told not to move until we got 
a message from Philippe. The time passed 
very slowly there in the dark. Suddcnlv we 
he;rd the' electric generators start.· We 
knew that would be the Turkish engineers 
along with Philippe but they were still on 
board with him. The third guard was on 
the pier chatting with his friend, since he 
thought everything was as it should be. 

We were afraid that if we moved in the 
cabin, the Turks would hear us. In that case 
we were determined to tie them up so they 
wouldn't be able to evoke attention on 
land. No fighting occurred, since they went 
back to the dining room with Philippe, 
who occupied them there with the video 
show. 

Part two in the next issue of 

THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN 

MAGAZINE. 
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Toast to Iceland 
Delivered at the 2004 lslendingadagurinn, Gimli 

by Oskar T. Sigvaldason 

Virdulega fjallkona Thelma Wilson, 
ha:stvirtur fylkisstj6ri Jon Harvard, 
ha:stvirtur fjarmalaradherra Geir Haarde, 
ha:stvirtur menntamalaradherra Petur 
Bjornson, ha:stvirtur sendiherra 
Gudmundur Eirfksson, forseti 
Islendingadagsins Sandra Sigurdson, hei
dursgestir, g6dir hatfdargestir. 

Madam Fjallkona Thelma Wilson, 
Honorable John Harvard, Honorable Geir 
Haarde, Honorable Peter Bjornson, Your 
Excellency Gudmundur Eiriksson, Festival 
President' Sandra Sigurdson, Distinguished 
Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen. 

I feel very privileged to be invited to 
present a Toast to Iceland. I especially want 
to express my sincere appreciation to the 
Festival Committee for this very distinct 
honor. I also extend special thanks for the 
gracious hospitality extended to my wife, 
Giancarla, and me for this most memorable 
weekend in Gimli. 

The year 2004 is a significant year for 
Iceland and for all Icelanders. We remem
ber that in 1874, 130 years ago, King 
Christian the Ninth of Denmark visited 
Iceland on the occasion of its Millennium 
and granted Iceland an amended 
Constitution. The Millennium, of course, 
was the occasion to celebrate the arrival of 
Ingolfur Arnarson, the first settler to 
Iceland, in 874. Subsequent to King 
Christian's historic visit, there were exten
sive discussions, resulting eventually in the 
award of Home Rule in 1904, exactly 100 
years ago. This year is also the 60th 
Anniversary of full independence for 
Iceland as a sovereign nation. So, it is cer
tainly appropriate to pause and reflect on 
these historic reminders that have brought 
us to where we are today. 

There are many different subjects, 

which can serve as reminders of the contri
bution and character of Icelanders, both 
inside and outside Iceland. In past speech
es, there has been discussion about cultural 
contributions in the arts, including poetry, 
prose, storytelling, music and painting. 
There are also references to successes in 
politics, in governance, in athletics, in reli
gion and in other walks of life. 

In the few moments that I have todav, 
I want to focus my comments on Iceland's 
impressive economic, industrial and com
mercial development. 

Ur morgu er ao velja pegar minnast 
ska! a einhver peirra morgu afreka sem 
varpa ljo,si a fslendingsedlio ba:oi heim� 
fyrir a Islandi og f oorum londum. I 
ra:ouholdum fra lioinni tfo hefur margt 
verio sagt um menningarframlag f slendinga 
a svioi lista og pa vitnao til bokmennta f 
bundnu mali og 6bundnu, sagnalistar, t6n
listar og malaralistar. Margur hefur lfka 
latio oro falla a pessum vettvangi um gla:si
legan arangur fslendinga f fpr6ttum, stj6rn
malum og stj6rnsyslu, og ekki hefur pa 
heldur verio litio fram hja hetjulegri glfmu 
peirra via tniarbrogo og ymiss konar annan 
vanda sem ao hondum ber a lffsins leio. 

A peim fau mfnutum sem eg nu hef ti! 
umraoa langar mig ti! ao beina oroum 
mfnum aoallega ao peirri mjog svo 
ahugaverdu pr6un sem oroio hefur a fslan
di f ionadi, verslun og vioskiptum. 

For many centuries, Iceland remained 
an impoverished outpost island in the 
North Atlantic. There was little develop
ment because the governing system was 
essentially feudal. This was aggravated by a 
harsh climate, a challenging environment 
and limited communication and commerce 
with the outside world. The 1870s was an 
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especially cruel period. For several consec
utive years, the ice did not leave the North 
Coast of Iceland, there were shortened 
growing seasons, and there was a colossal 
eruption at Askja in 1875, which covered 
large parts of the country in ash and killed 
most of the livestock. The population of 
Iceland at that time was only 80,000. With 
these extraordinary hardships, many peo
ple had absolutely no option but to leave. 
In the museum at Hofsos, these events are 
described in graphic terms. Indeed, in the 
period from 1873 to 1914, 20,000 people, or 
25% of the population, left Iceland perma
nently. These are the people who came to 
the Americas, with large numbers settling 
here in Manitoba, in the Vatnabyggth 
District in Saskatchewan, and in North 
Dakota and Minnesota. There had also 
been an earlier emigration to Utah. 
Descendants of these early settlers can now 
be found in virtually every corner of North 
America. 

Manv Icelanders who came to America 
did not find conditions much better than 
those left in Iceland. Their early struggles 
are well documented, including the many 
challenges of surviving in a climate often 
even more inhospitable than in Iceland. 
This was further compounded by voca
tions not based on fishing, along with cul
tural and social challenges of being immi
grants in a foreign country with different 
traditions, cultures and languages. 

The many achievements in Iceland 
over the past 100 years in terms of industri
al, commercial and overall economic devel
opment are truly impressive. With the 
eventual freedom gained with Home Rule 
in 1904, Iceland at long last had the oppor
tunity to be responsible and accountable 
for managing its own affairs and ultimately, 
its own destiny. From being an impover
ished outpost with a very low standard of 
living, Iceland has become a nation with 
impressive political and economic influ
ence, both nationally and globally. Its fish
ing operation is a model in terms of appli
cation of state of the art technologies to 
handling, processing, packaging, shipping 
and marketing, and with national gover
nance that remains committed to ongoing 
sustainability of fish stocks. It has an estab-

lished international airline operating as a 
successful global carrier. It has successful 
international shipping operations, with 
companies such as Eimskip and others. It 
has a successful banking sector, which is 
expanding into parts of Scandinavia. It has 
developed energy intensive industries, 
including two aluminum smelters and a 
third, currently in construction. It has also 
been progressi've in the modern global eco
nomic environment, including successful 
entrees into software development, infor
mation processing, genomics and medical 
research, and advanced energy technolo
gies. 

Iceland has also benefited from a well 
conceived Constitution, which has provid
ed a sound basis for elected representation, 
a functioning political system, and blessed 
with good political, judicial and adminis
trative leadership. Despite the established 
tradition of Icelanders to endlessly debate 
every issue imaginable, decisions actually 
get made. And once made, Icelanders 
invariably move like a rocket to get things 
done. 

One hundred years ago, it would have 
been unfathomable that by 2004, Iceland 
would become a nation with one of the 
highest standards of living in the world. 
Yet, in recent years, statistics compiled by 
the United Nations and other global bodies 
show Iceland's per capita income, standard 
of living and !if e expectancy to be consis
tently in the top half dozen in the world, 
well ahead of most European countries, as 
well as even the United States and Canada 
in some categories. 

So as Icelanders in America, we share a 
great sense of pride in what Iceland, the 
country of our heritage, has accomplished, 
especially in the past century. 

Fyrir eitt hundrao arum sioan hefoi 
]:,ad j:,6tt vera med 6likindum ao aria tvo 
]:,usund og fjogur yrou fslendingar komnir 
i tolu ]:,eirra ]:,j6da sem mestra lifsga:oa 
nj6ta i viori verold. Engu ao sidar syna tol
fra:oilegar athuganir sem Sameinuou 
j:,j6oirnar og aorar al]:,j6olegar stofnanir 
hafa gert a nyli?num arum ao mioao via 
hofdatolu eru Islendingar meoal ]:,eirrar 
halfu tylftar ]:,j6oa i heiminum sem skara 
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nu stoougt fram ur oorum ao ]:,vi er varoar 
meoaltekjur, lifsga:oastaoal og lifslikur. Ao 
]:,essu leyti eru ]:,eir a undan flestum oorum 
]:,j6oum i Evr6pu og standa ba:oi 
Kanadamonnum og Bandarikjamonnum 
jafnfa:tis a sumum svioum. 

Sem fslendingar i Nordur Ameriku 
viljum via eiga nokkurn ]:,att i ]:,vi stolti sem 
land feora okkar og ma:ora ber meo rettu. 

During the past decade, there has been 
a strengthening in the relationship between 
Iceland and Canada. Much of this occurred 
as a direct result of the unique circum
stances surrounding the Millennium 
events, especially the anniversary of the 
first Nordic settlements in North America 
in approximately 1000. The appointment of 
an Icelandic Ambassador to Canada sta
tioned in Ottawa and the appointment of a 
Consul General in Winnipeg has been wel
comed and warmly embraced. We now see 
the growth of commercial and cooperative 
relations between the two countries, 
including the recent establishing of an 
Iceland Canada Chamber of Commerce. 

A unique development has been the 
establishing of a cooperative arrangement 
between the Governments of Iceland and 
Manitoba for pursuing research and devel
opment of hydrogen as a fuel and fuel cell 
technologies. An Agreement was signed in 
2003 bv the Honorable Tim Sale, Minister 
of En�rgy, Science and Technology for 
Manitoba and by the Honorable Valgerdur 
Sverrisdottir, Minister of Industry and 
Commerce for Iceland. 

The idea for this cooperative arrange
ment occurred because of unique, but com
plementing, conditions associated with the 
energy sectors in the respective jurisdic
tions. Both Iceland and Manitoba are 
blessed with abundant renewable energy, 
primarily hydropower, but also including 
geothermal in Iceland. Both jurisdictions 
have recognized the vitally important role 
of energy for overall economic develop
ment. Both jurisdictions have respected the 
inherent complexities in developing and 
managing successful energy systems, in 
establishing strong administrative struc
tures, and in appointing excellent leaders 
and managers. 

With Landsvirkjun and other Icelandic 

Energy Authorities, Iceland has successful
ly developed its hydroelectric and geother
mal resources for delivering low cost elec
tricity and heating, and for attracting ener
gy intensive industries. More recently, it 
has established a global leadership role in 
progressively eliminating dependence on 
imported hydrocarbons, through conver
sion of renewable energy into hydrogen 
and associated use of fuel cells for motive 
power, primarily in the transportation sec
tor. 

In Manitoba, Manitoba Hydro has 
been an exceptionally well organized and 
managed utility, which is now delivering 
the lowest cost electricity in North 
America. With its increasing ;xport of elec
tricity to neighboring jurisdictions based 
on development of its renewable resources, 
Manitoba is positioned to become the first 
jurisdiction in North America to become a 
net negative user of hydrocarbon-based 
energy. These are remarkable accomplish
ments, which we as citizens too often take 
for granted. We should also remember that 
many Icelanders, such as Kris Kristjanson 
and John Amason, from right here in 
Gimli, have contributed greatly to this 
great legacy. 

Based on these successes and aligned 
aspirations, it became only natural for 
Iceland and Manitoba to establish a coop
erative research and development program 
for tomorrow's energy technologies. Both 
jurisdictions are concerned with reducing 
dependence on hydrocarbon fuels, which 
are not renewable, which are increasingly 
expensive, and which cause global warm
ing. There is an impressive exhibit on these 
technologies at the New Iceland Heritage 
Museum, here in Gimli. 

There are enormous challenges ahead 
with this program. Nevertheless, the two 
Governments are to be saluted for taking 
this very progressive step, based on a long 
term vision, commitment to cooperation 
and true political leadership. It also did not 
hurt that manv Icelanders, both in Iceland 
and in Manitoba, also were verv committed 
to this vision and strong prorr{oters of this 
cooperative effort. 

These and other similar arrangements 
have all served to bring all Icelanders clos-
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er together. As Iceland has become more 
global in its actions and influence, it has 
strengthened its political, diplomatic and 
commercial relations with other countries, 
especially Canada and the United States. 
We arc especially appreciative of Iceland's 
generosity to the Department of Icelandic 
Studies at the University of Manitoba, to 
its support for Betel, for its support of the 
Snorri program and for other similarly 
meaningful initiatives that serve to unite us 
all. As Steinthor Gudbjartsson, Managing 
Editor of Logbcrg Heimskringla, notes so 
eloquently, all Icelanders are simply part of 
a large family -- the only real question 
being how closely related they are to each 
other. Indeed, there is reasonable evidence 
that any two persons of Icelandic decent 
cann?t be less related than being ninth 
cousms. 

I personally experienced this reality 
recently, after meetings with Managing 
Director Fridrick Sophusson and Deputy 
Managing Director Johann Mariusson of 
Landsvirkjun in Reykjavik. Consistent 
with the overwhelming passion that 
Icelanders have with genealogy, the first 
parts of our meetings were consumed with 
family backgrounds and whether, or more 
precisely, how closely we were related. In 
our first meeting, we established that my 
father and Johann were seventh cousins. 
M v father and David Odds on, the Prime 
Minister of Iceland, were also seventh 
cousins, while Johann and David were 
third cousins. At the next meeting, after 
some help from Nelson Gerrard research
ing computerized genealogical records at 
Hofsos, we were able to establish that 
Fridrick and I were about sixth cousins. 

I should just mention that after our 
animated discussions on genealogy, we 
eventually did get around to discussing 
hydroelectric projects in Iceland! 

In conclusion, it is both easy as well as 
a real privilege to make a Toast ,to Iceland. 
Collectively, people of Icelandic descent in 
the Americas take pride in what Iceland has 
accomplished, especially in the past centu
rv. W c all share in its successful nation 
building, for promoting a society which 
respects individual rights and freedoms for 
all its citizens, in developing a vibrant, pro-

gressive and successful economy, in estab
lishing a respected position in the interna
tional arena, and for its generous embrac
ing of Icelanders around the world. We are 
also proud of the contribution that people 
of Icelandic descent in Iceland and else
where continue to make to social and eco
nomic progress in their respective commu
nities and globally. And, after all, we are 
just one large extended family. 

Aa lokum vii eg taka fram aa paa er 
auave!t og telst, ti! sannkallaara forrettinda 
acJ flytja minni Islands. Sameiginlega er folk 
af islenskum xttum her f Ameriku stolt af 
og ber viraingu fyrir peim afrekum sem 
unnin hafa veria a Islandi, ekki hvaa sfst a 
peirri old sem nu er nyliain. Hia innra mea 
okkur kennum via serstaks Stolts yfir pvf 
hve vel hcfur ti! tekist med pa pxtti i upp
byggingu islensku pj6aarinnar sem hafa 
fart henni sjalfri sterkt og lifvxnlegt efna
hagskerfi og aflaa henni ordstirs a 
alpj6aavettvangi og pa einnig yfir pvi 
hversu vel pj6ainni hefur tekist aa umvefja 
alla fslendinga hvar svo scm peir kunna aa 
vcra f hcimi staddir. Heiaur eiga fslcndin
gar skilia fyrir aa byggja siamcnntuau 
pj6afelagi traustan grunn sem folginn er f 
sannri viraingu fyrir retti einstaklingsins 
og frelsi allra pcgna. Via srum Stolt yfir 
framsyni �g hugrekki Islcndinga og 
afkomenda Islands hvar svo scm og hvenxr 
svo scm peir leggja lia felagslcgum umb6-
tum og efnahagslegum framforum. Pcgar 
allt kcmur ti! alls pa erum via bara ein 
st6rfjolskylda. 

Thank vou 
Islendingadaguri�n. 

and enioy 

Pakka ykkur fyrir og g6aa skemmtun. 
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, 28th Annual Scandinavian, ,(·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·-·� 

f-tl���f 2���e!:��tt�e L 
202 First Avenue North,Moorhead, MN 56560 

The annual Scandinavian Hjemkomst Festival features the Midwest's 
best in Nordic hospitality with the finest in ethnic entertainment, music, 
dance, fine and folk arts, marketplace, foods, demonstrations and exhi
bitions representing ethnic traditions and contemporary cultures of 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. 

F6A T¾R.6S 

Friday - Nordic Style Show 
Saturday - Swedish Midsummer Dance 
Sunday - Nordic Worship Service & 

counter 

01>6N 
Friday/Saturday: 10 a.m. - 5 p.m. 
Sunday: 1 0 a.m. - 4 p.m. 

cosr 

Day: $5.00 Adults, Weekend $1 0 
Youth under 19 - FREE 

Arborg, Manitoba 

urt,ar • 
Pharmacists 

1/T Er,olfson • 13 Wh,tbq 

Free Prescription Delivery 

Monday - Saturday 
Friday 

9 a.m. - 6 p.m. 
9 a.m. - 8 p.m. 

Sunday Noon - 4 p.m. 

Ph: 376-5153 

Fx: 376-2999 

\ Box 640, Arborg, MB R0C 0A0 )'------------------------
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Amma in 1980 
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Lessons learned from Amina 

by Sharron Arksey 

Amma is the Icelandic word for 
Grandma. In our family, both grandmoth
ers were of Icelandic descent, so we differ
entiated between the two by adding their 
surnames. There was Amma Wild, our 
dad's mother, and Amma Sigurdson, our 
maternal grandmother. 

Although the grandparents on our 
mother's side lived only a few miles away 
and we saw them often, Amma Wild lived 
just across the road and she was as much a 
part of our family as our parents were. 

Amma Wild was born Gudrun 
Magnusson, the third in a family of five 
children. Her parents emigrated from 
Iceland in the late 1800s, settling first in 
Mountain, North Dakota, then 
Churchbridge, SK and finally the Westlake 
area of Manitoba. 

Amma used to talk about the trip from 
Saskatchewan to their new homestead at 
Leifur, MB. She was too young to remem
ber the exact route, but she did remember 
passing through the town of Minnedosa 
and she remembered the yoke of oxen they 
used for a team. 

She also talked about the 1902 flood 
that forced the Magnusson family to move 
once again. Temporarily homeless, they 
spent several days on a nearby Indian 
Reserve and it was a group of those Indians 
who led them to their new homestead in 
the Marshland district several miles to the 
west. Amma said that thev had to cut trees 
to make a path ahead of tbem as they went 
and she remembered cooking their first 
meal in Marshland over an open fire. 

Today the Marshland community lies 
within the boundaries of a community pas
ture and grazing cattle have torn down the 
fence erected to protect the graves in the 
cemetery where the Magnusson parents are 
buried. But in the early 1900s, Marshland 
was a thriving community of cattle ranch
ers, most of them Icelandic immigrants. 

Amma helped out on the family farm. 

One of her jobs, she told us, was to go out 
at the end of the day and bring the cattle 
home from their grazing pasture. On one 
of these occasions, the family dog that 
accompanied her was fatally injured by a 
wild animal. I think she said it was a wolf, 
but my memory on that point is hazy. 
What I do remember vividly is the image of 
a pre-teen Amma walking all the way home 
with the injured dog in her arms. 

Eventually, Amma went out to work 
as a hired girl. She worked at the hotel in 
Langruth and several private homes on the 
Portage Plains. When she married Malcolm 
Wild of Lakeland in 1919, much of their 
furniture was paid for out of her savings. 

Malcolm and Gertie (an Anglicization 
of the Icelandic Gudrun) purchased farm
land from the Great West Life Assurance 
Company. Much of the land required 
breaking by horse and plow and it was long 
and hard work. To supplement the farm 
income, Amma raised chickens and milked 
cows. The butter, milk and eggs helped 
keep the family in groceries, especially in 
the days of the Great Depression. 

Malcolm and Gertie had three children 
- one daughter and two sons, the youngest
of whom was our dad. Malcolm died of
cancer in 1958, but Gertie remained on the
family farm until 1980 when she moved to
a personal care home in Gladstone. She
continued to milk cows, raise chickens and
grow her garden until she was well into her
80s.

We liked to spend nights at her house. 
We would pack our belongings as if we 
were going on a two-week vacation and 
walk across the road, returning the next 
morning after breakfast. We liked Amma' s 
breakfasts. We were used to porridge, eggs 
and toast, but at Amma's house, breakfast 
was all those things plus cold meat from 
last night's supper, fried potatoes and a 
bowl of canned fruit. 

Our mother had a part-time teaching 
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job on Wednesday afternoons. Every 
Wednesday after school, the six of us 
would head straight to Amma's house. 
Amma often made pannakokur (Icelandic 
pancakes) or pies for those Wednesday 
afternoon visits, washed down with cups of 
hot tea. Despite her Icelandic heritage, 
Amma was alwavs a tea, rather than a cof
fee drinker. Her' pies, especially the raisin 
variety, were some of the best we had ever 
tasted, although the crusts sometimes got 
left on the plate. Amma learned early in life 
to scrimp on ingredients to make them go 
further and that sometimes meant piecrusts 
that were anything but flaky. 

We treated Amma's house as if it were 
our own. Indeed, for one of us, it WAS 
home. Amma lived with an unmarried son; 
when he died in 1972, one of mv brothers 
began sleeping at Amma's house ;o that she 
would not be alone at night. Every school 
morning, we would phone to make sure 
our brother was out of bed and ready for 

Amma and the twins 

the school bus. Amma was hard of hearing 
and did not always hear the phone and our 
brother slept upstairs. Sometimes it took a 
long time for the phone to be answered. In 
those days, we had party lines, so neigh
bours several miles away would hear the 
ringing phone. Just recently, I heard one of 
those neighbours reminiscing about the 
days when the phone would ring and ring 
to get my brother out of bed. 

My brother continued to live with 
Amma until she moved to the care home. It 
seemed appropriate that when he married 
several vears later, he and his new wife 
made th�ir home in that same house. 

Amma's house was a treasure trove; 
you never knew what you might find. 
Amma saved everything from wrapping 
paper and ribbon to old letters, newspaper 
clippings and recipes. She filled scribbler 
after scribbler with recipes, some of them 
pasted in, others pinned in with a straight 
pin. She clipped favourite stories and news
paper articles and tied them in rolls with 
ribbon. We used to call it "Amma-itis" 
this predilection for refusing to throw any
thing away. It must be a contagious condi
tion, for several of us caught the bug our
selves. 

Although her formal schooling never 
went past Gr. 4, Amma taught herself to 
read well above that level. She preferred 
non-fiction to fiction and particularly liked 
accounts of prairie life. She best liked sto
ries written by women. 

"When a 'man writes a story, there has 
to be a hero. Stories written bv\vomcn arc 
more like real life," she used t� say. 

Amma also loved to knit. In earlier 
years, she carded and spun her own wool. 
Every grandchild received a wool-filled 
comforter when thcv married and we all 
had scarves, mitts a�d socks knit by her. 
They were durable and practical items, 
made by hands that knew the value of those 
traits. 

It is difficult to think of Amma with
out thinking of her chickens. Every spring 
she would make the trip to Portage la 
Prairie for her chicks. It was often her onlv 
trip to Portage each year and it was pr;
dictablc as spring itself. She would come 
home with her chicks, a new straw hat and 
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treats for the grandchildren. All summer 
long, she would wear that hat outdoors and 
retire it the following spring when it was 
time for another trip to Portage. Long 
before anyone had heard of the UV index, 
Amma cautioned us to wear hats outdoors 
as protection against the sun's strong rays. 

On summer evenings, we took turns 
helping Amma get her free-range fowl back 
into the hen house where they would be 
safe from nighttime marauders: They were 
pesky creatures to chase, harder even to 
catch, and it was not one of our favourite 
tasks. 

In the winter, we used to come into her 
kitchen to find a huge kettle of fish - usu
ally suckers or jackfish - boiling away on 
the wood stove. The boiled fish made good 
chicken food, but the smell was nauseating. 

Equally strong was the smell of her 
homemade lye soap. We have a favourite 
family story about the time our youngest 
brother and sister - preschoolers at the 
time - found Amma stirring up a batch in 
the basement. They thought she was a 
witch and could not get away fast enough. 
I wonder if she ever knew. 

Amma knew a lot of things, especially 
when it came to raising children. A birth
day in the family meant presents for every
one, although the child celebrating the 
birthday got the biggest parcel. Most often 
her packages contained handkerchiefs and 
socks from the Army and Navy catalogue. 
As we grew older, our excitement over 
these gifts diminished, but we never quite 
got over the anticipation of a birthday in 
the family. 

Givi�g Amma presents posed a prob
lem, however. We tried giving her clothes; 
she packed them away until she "needed" 
them. Amma never needed anything new as 
long as what she had would stand one more 
mending. What's more, she was scandal
ized at the cost of clothing. She remem
bered a dress she ordered from Eaton's 
after her daughter was born in the early 
1920s. It was a nice dress in a blue print 
material, she said, and it cost 25 cents. 

While she was still in her own home, 
we gave her household articles. She put 
them in a trunk and passed them along to 
the next grandchild to get married. 

When my husband and I opened our 
wedding gifts after a weeklong honey
moon, the parcel from Amma included a 
decorative cushion from Malta, Montana -
a souvenir gift she received from my dad 
and uncle after they spent several months 
in the United States in the early 1950s. It 
was an appropriate gift, since we ourselves 
had been in Malta during our brief holiday. 
My husband bought a denim jacket there. 
There is no way Amma could have known 
we would visit there. We had no scheduled 
itinerary for our honeymoon; we just got 
in the car and drove. But the coincidence 
made the gift more special. 

Amma spent eight years at Third 
Crossing Manor in Gladstone. Until the 
last year when a broken hip necessitated 
the use of a walker and eventuallv a wheel 
chair, she remained active and took pride in 
being responsible for posting daily infor
mation on the bulletin board. She contin
ued to knit and read and she never forgot a 
family birthday. She died just before 
Christmas, 1988, following a massive 
stroke. In less than three weeks, she would 
have turned 98. 

Amma lived a long and full life that 
stretched from the days of oxen and open 
campfires to the days of computers, space 
travel and microwave ovens. It was an 
impressive life span, but longevity alone 
cannot account for the respect and love in 
which we all held her. 

Amma taught us about the importance 
of family. By her example, we learned again 
and again that hard work has its own 
rewards, that a positive outlook can make 
all things possible and that a mind that 
remains open to the future can never grow 
old. Those lessons have as much relevance 
today as they did a century ago. 

Some things never change. 
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Letters from F ri8j6n Fri8ril<sson 
Translated by Sigurbjorg Stefansson 

Friaj6n Friariksson 

Letter #18 

Gimli, June 6, 1880 

Dear Friends: 
In my latest mail, I received your cor

dial letter written on the 4th of Mav on the 
Atlantic Ocean and which is m�iled in 
Edinburgh on the 8th. Our thoughts have 
been with you all the time, and from time 
to time we have, indeed, been wishing that 
we could actually be with you. Oh, how we 
have felt with you, dear sister suffering so 
much from seasickness. I would just have 
been too glad to be able to take some of this 
seasickness upon myself, but now you have 
hopefully recovered - gained back your 
strength and cheerfulness, the illness is 
over, has passed, disappeared - just like 
everything else disappears - comfortable 
and uncomfortable. I only fear that the 

memories of this seasickness will discour
age you from coming back west, soon. Our 
thoughts have accompanied you on the 
way, and now we leave you in the hands of 
your friends who give you undoubtedly a 
warm welcome. 

Do you remember our leave-taking? I 
remember it clearly and shall continue to 
remember it for a long time. Since you left 
I have been unusually depressed. I, howev
er, am feeling much better than most, I 
think. I realize that I should be grateful to 
God for a lot of things, but I tend to forget 
the positive side of life dwelling on the neg
ative one. 

In terms of weather, this spring has 
been the worst one since we came here. We 
had frost and storms until the middle of 
May, followed by pouring rain and frost 
during the nights until the end of May. 
Since then the temperature has been com
fortable and there has been no rain, but 
since the temperature has been rather low 
the farmers are bound to get into difficul
ties. The soil was extremely wet, but now it 
is gradually becoming dry. The catch of 
fish was very good leaving everyone 
enough to eat. Nevertheless, general dissat
isfaction has never been worse and more 
people are moving away than ever before. 

Twenty families have moved or are 
about to move from the Vidines district. 
That is one fourth of those 80 who lived 
here last winter. Most likely more are going 
to leave. There are not nearly as manv 
moving from the other districts. Most �f 
those who move go to Dakota. Some, how
ever, settle down in Winnipeg, for a while, 
because of finanacial difficulties preventing 
them to go on to Dakota. 

I am just about to lose all hope in any 
kind of progress here and have even started 
to encourage people to move away - mind 
you - only those who have some means. 
The others are absorbed by the "Synod" 
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i.e. those who have no means at all and are
tempted to sell their souls for bread. I think
that people can still survive here, but that is
all. I am in a difficult position. Most think
that I am an "important person" and say
that if I leave they are going to leave. I am
losing hope in progress. On the other hand,
all my money is invested in a real estate
which I cannot sell. I do not fear poverty
for myself, but I cannot bear becoming
responsible for my creditors losing as much
as one cent. I don't mind losing everything
expect my honour - it I cannot bear losing.

I know my fellow countrymen and I 
am aware of their lack of uprightness and 
togetherness, but I am also aware of my 
own weaknesses - I realize that I cannot 
become their Moses. It is ill-fated to be an 
Icelander. Whatever the future brings 
about, it seems to me that the spirit of 
cooperation and friendship, which has been 
created here in New Iceland, is going to 
perish. The Progress (a periodical) is dead 
and there is, I think no hope of it being 
revived. The individual members of our 
congregation drift away from one another 
and settle down elsewhere - hither and 
thither - and in the battle for daily bread, 
spiritual interests tend to be forgotten. The 
congregations here are going to become so 
small that there is no way that they can 
support a minister decently. The future is 
bleak, but I have not yet been able to make 
up my mind as to what to do. 

Rev. Halldor Briem is staying with me. 
He is going to go north late this month. He 

is a good and pleasant man, but he is weak, 
powerless like a child, altogether unable to 
influence our phlegmatic Icelandic hearts. 
He is, nevertheless, doing his best, and you 
have to respect a man for that. I think that 
he is happy anticipating his upcoming mar
riage. Those who become blind are lucky 
to be able to stay blind. 

Since you left, only two fellow congre
gation members, Grimur Einarsson and 
Eggert have left. The others who have 
moved away are all followers of Rev. Pall. 
But the commotion is enormous and 
allegedly Magnus, the Reeve,who was one 
of four reeves in New Iceland, Indridi 
Indridason, Erlendur Olafsson, Simon 
Simonarson, Jon Sigurjonsson - among 
others - are going to leave. Many Icelanders 
are moving from Winnipeg to the south, 
breaking land there. My brother Arni has 
chosen land for himself south there and he 
will probably move late this summer. His 
land is 4 miles west of Pembina. I am think
ing about encouraging my brother 
Fridbjorn to move south when he finishes 
his work for the railroad company late this 
month. If our father comes here this sum
mer I want him to settle down south there. 
When father comes Arni has, hopefully, 
managed to build a shelter for him. I will 
probably stay here for a while, not for 
many years, though. I shall tell you about 
that later. Mr. Taylor is pessimistic about 
our future, but we are not any worse off 
than those in Ontario - that is comforting. 
"It could be worse," Rev. Br. has not been 
paid as much as a single dollar. I have not 
been able to collect any of your money -

, 

lllJS 

but then I have not even 
tried to collect it since I 
know that it is altogether 
hopeless to try to collect 
it for the time being. 

Victoria (a boat) has 
earned some money this 
spring so that hopefully 
we will be able to pay the 
$500 due on July the 
first. The manufacturing 
of lumber is going 
extremely badly. The 
first product will not be 
finished until next 



72 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Vol. 59 #2 

month. The people living along the river 
are lazy and careless as usual. My sales are 
down, because there is no money, but peo
ple are driving me crazy asking for loans. I 
have never known anything like this 
before. Sigtryggur was calm when I last 
saw him, but since then the worst misfor
tunes have struck. I shall talk to him as to 
what things he was going to send to you in 
chicago. Bjorn Jonsson, is working with us 
in the moving plans but I haven't heard 
from him lately. 

On the �hole people fare well and 
they have enough to eat, but they are wor
ried because they cannot take one day at a 
time. 

Dear Friend, this is a boring letter, and 
my only excuse is that I constantly write 
boring letters to those whom I like the best. 
I hate the Icelanders' misery, especially that 
of us New Icelanders. But my main source 
of unhappiness is the fact th�t I am almost 
totally powerless in my efforts to bring 
about progress - I am at a loss. 

Once in a while I almost despise our 
nationality and all its loud-mouthness -
misery and lack of dignity but I also see the 
pearls glittering in the filth, and I would 
like to use my strength to collect those. 

I have not yet received your pictures 
from Olson. I shall write to him about it. 
Dear Sister, the package which you sent my 
wife has not yet come, but she is grateful 
for it, all the same. I have read Kr. Jonson's 
preface to "On the Pure Doctrine." I like 
the idea of translating it and putting it in 
the Icelandic papers giving the Icelandic 
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public an opportunity to compare its own 
traditional religion to that of the "Synod" 
which is totally void of any spirit of chari
ty. 

I am confident that you are going to 
write to me about Icelanders at home, and 
I am looking forward to seeing it. I know 
that the two of you will bring about a great 
deal of reformation where vou are. Some 
will probably show indig�ation toward 
you. , 

I and my wife send the two of you our
best, and ask God to protect you living and 
dead. 

Your loving friend, 
Fridjon 

Letter #19 

Gimli, Dec. 19, 1880 

Dear Friends, 
I thank you, my friend for your letter 

written on the 28th of September (last sum
mer, each arrival of the mail boat brought 
me a letter from you.) My wife asked me to 
thank you her dear friend - for your cor
dial letters to her as she does not have the 
opportunity to answer them now. Your 
letters are our best guests just as you your
selves used to be our best guests, and you 
will always be our best friends. I send this 
letter in the hope that it will catch the mid
winter mail boat - if there is going to be 
one. Actually, there are a lot of different 
subjects about which I could write to you, 
but I am going to condense them as much 
as possible. 

My wife and I are feeling all right; we 
are healthy, for the most part; we have 
enough food and drink and other necessi
ties - similar to what we had while you 
were in the neighbourhood. Our children 
develop normally. Hermann, however, has 
been ill now and then, mostly suffering 
from stomach problems. Nevertheless, he 
is big and strong, but he did not start walk
ing until October. He seems to be intelli
gent, and by now he has begun speaking a 
good deal. He is hot tempered. I wonder 
how his temper will turn out in the future. 
Arora is healthy. She is no longer as fearful 

Vol. 59 #2 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN 73 

as she was last year. She speaks clearly, she 
is lively and alert and tender - in a word/ a 
lovely and good child. 

My father, his wife, and their child live 
in your old house. My other in-laws are at 
Lon':•. Their condition - in terms of health 
and standard of living - has not changed 
much. Fridsteinn and Fridbjorn have tem
porary jobs hither and thither. Since this 
summer Olgeir works as a farmhand for 
Penrose, Kinsberris' friend. Olgeir is nice 
and gets along excellently with people. I 
think that he will make a good farmer. 

New Iceland saw a bleak summer this 
year. It rained a lot and we had frost in July 
ruining a great amount of potatoes and 
other vegetables, but worst of all was the 
flooding in Lake Winnipeg that covered 
meadows and fields. In various places, 
houses were caught in the flood forcing the 
people to leave their homes for a period of 
a day or two. When the storm was over the 
water fell but there remains a lot of damage 
especially in terms of hay. Therefore, some 
farm animals have been killed while other 
have been taken to Manitoba for feeding. 

None has to worry about destitution 
because there was exceptionally much 
work last summer with railroads, house
building, etc. However, most believe that 
there is no future for New Iceland, and the 
majority of the inhabitants plan on moving 
by this spring. A few have taken land in 
N.W.T., township 6, Range 14, approxi
mately 120 miles west of Winnipeg where 
most of the land is prairie and forests in 
between. I expect many to look for land 
there by the spring because, fortunately, 
the Icelandic spirit of togetherness is not 
dead yet. There is a lot of discussion about 
this �oving going on presently, but none 
has volunteered to be a leader - similar to 
what Taylor and Sigtryggur did when we 
moved to New Iceland, but then there is no 
need for such a leadership. Let each person 
get used to taking care of himself and to 
trust in God and to trust in his own 
strength. I am convinced that Icelanders are 
learning a lot - at least lately. I will proba
bly go west myself this spring looking for 
land for myself and my family and maybe a 
few others. If I like it they will probably 
move west this summer. I will probably 

stay in Gimli, Selkirk, or Winnipeg next 
year. I will, however, keep a close contact 
with the west if I see hope for a future job 
for me there. All this will become more 
clear by the spring. At that point I shall 
write to you about it. Manv who want to 
move we�t are not going to be able to do so. 
Some cannot move because of poverty 
since it is impossible to go there destitute 
intending to take up farming. It is essential 
to have some oxen, ploughs, cows, and 
some food in order to survive while one 
waits for new crops. There is neither going 
to be the Synod nor Rev. Pall to take care 
of people, fortunately. To tell you the 
truth, if close to Rev. Pall, Icelanders are 
lead to temptation and he is bound to dom
inate their spiritual life if they are in his 
presence. Therefore, it is best to keep away 
from him. He helps a lot south there. His 
purpose is obscure, but the results are 
going to be in the form of spiritual enslave
ment, the more so the more mouths there 
are to be satisfied. I do not have the time to 
discuss the settlement further. 

The latest mail included an official let
ter of appeal for Rev. H. Briem to become 
a minister for Icelanders in Minnesota for a 
period of one year - longer if negotiations 
could be worked out. The salary is to be 
$300 a year plus housing. Those who 
appeal to him on behalf of the congregation 
are Jonatan Jonatansson, Bjorn Gislason, 
Gudmundur Petursson, Stefan Sigurdsson, 
Arni Sigvaldason, Snorri Hognason. Since 
the New Iceland congregation has recently 
informed Rev. H. that they cannot extend 
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his contract, he will undoubtedly accept 
this proposal. I think that none welcomes 
these developments as wholeheartedly as I 
do because I had become worried about 
not being able to offer him any resolutions. 
I praise my good luck that he has been 
offered a job ridding us of him in a decent 
way. Writing to you, I can reveal that I find 
Rev. Halldor the most miserable minister I 
have known in my whole life concerning 
preaching and the ability to touch one's 
feelings and heart. His imagination is poor, 
and presentation of his ideas is unbearably 
colourless, dry, unclear, and naive. I may 
be that member of the congregation who 
resents this fact the most, but I think that 
all the most perceptive individuals among 
us agree with me. Naturally, I refrain from 
discussing this matter with most people. I 
have brought it up with Bjorn and Skapti, 
our best individuals, and thev couldn't 
agree with me more. At least the' three of us 
are glad to get rid of Rev. H. this easily 
without being forced to state our distrust in 
him as the reason for our rejecting his ser
vices. We give him the explanation that 
there are so many moving away from the 
colony that there is no need for a minister. 
I must admit that I have not discussed the 
matter with Rev. H. because I have been of 
the opinion that he cannot help this feeble
mindness of his, and therefore, bringing it 
up would only hurt him. I have attended 
church regularly and urged others to do so, 
but I have not learned much. I repeat, Rev. 
H. is a child who needs a good father, but I
cannot become his father. I wish him all the
best, I am able to get along with him, but I

think that he is neither adding to my spiri
tual development nor that of other mem
bers of the congregation, and therefore I 
prefer his absence. I am hoping that the 
people of Minnesota will be more 
impressed with him than we were because 
they are not used to as high a quality as we 
are. If we, your former congregation mem
bers, manage to stick together I do hope 
that you will be able to join us before long. 
Next Christmas Eve there is going to be a 
get together in Lundur (i.e. Icelandic 
River), and my wife and I are invited. There 
is a group of people in the south part of 
New Iceland) sticking together and intend
ing to settle in the N. W. T. as I mentioned 
before. 

This letter has become longer than I 
intended, but there are always so many 
things that I wish to discuss with you, dear 
friends, some of which I have to omit this 
time. You asked me about Mr. Taylor and 
some Others. He (Mr. Taylor) has not 
changed much except for his health which 
is somewhat declining. He continues to 
build castles in the air but his enthusiasm is 
fading. He, by the way, is in favour of the 
transfer. He himself intends to move. He 
still collects his salary and he is as generous 
as ever. Poor soul! I do respect him highly 
in spite of his shortcomings. He is such a 
good, loyal, and well intentioned person. 
W. Hearn is presently Taylor's aid taking
care of 13 calves and himself. John Hearn
went home to Ottawa this fall - that was
good riddance. Wm. Taylor has taken land
in N.W.T. He is fine, and he does not
regret anything except failing to kiss you,
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dear friend, when you said goodbye 
because he later learned that kissing good
bye is only a respectable sign of friendship 
in Iceland. "But they do not do this in 
Ottawa". 

My friend Sigtryggur refuses to discuss 
New Iceland or a move neither for nor 
against. Otherwise he is in a good state of 
mind. None knows what Johann Briem 
intends, but the majority of the people at 
Icelandic River depend on him. Rebekka 
c:-,:•Gudmundsdottir of Meidavellir near 
Gimli, a well known midwife) is tired, but 
she will probably stay. Jon doesn't care 
what happens. 

BUSINESS 
The photos are here, and there were 

two extra,(':-,:•one of) of each of you. Those 
two I gave to Rebekka C\) hoping that 
you would want her to have them. 

Dear friend, I gave the picture which 
you gave to me to Gudny Aradottir 
because she wanted it so badly. Gudny 
deserves it, and besides, I had a picture of 
you, one that is truer to your beauty than 
t�is new one, and that picture I shall never 
give to anyone. 

I keep the stone from your broach. The 
collars which you sent to my wife never 
came. Never mind. Anna Ovale has not 
responded to my letter yet. I hope that I 
didn't proceed too fast. 

For a long time I didn't remember 
writing to Reiling, but now I have written 
to him and sent him $2.00 for Norden(a 
periodical). 

This summer Sigtryggur got a cheque 
(from Eyolfur Jonsson or Sigurjon) issued 
by Sigmundur Jonsson from Hjardarhagi 
made out to you. Eyolfur failed to inform 

Sigmundur about this and therefore 
Sigmundur - by request from me - sent you 
another cheque covering the same pay
ment. 

This is a mess, but I hope that it can be 
straightened out. 

I kept some $120.00 for you, if I 
remember correctly. I, by the way, do not 
have too much money, but I can manage. 

The business in Gimli is very slow. 
"Victoria" (':-,:·should be italicized rather 
than put in quotation marks. This is the 
steamboat owned by Sigtryggur and 
Fridjon. It raised a lot of money for us this 
summer. By now we have paid approxi
mately half of its cost. If everything goes 
well next summer I hope that we can finish 
paying it by the fall. 

This fall I sent you the school books. I 
hope you received them. 

I am hoping to have some time for 
reading this winter. I need it. I love getting 
the news from Iceland, and I appreciate 
what you have written to me. 

Why don't we, you and I, take over the 
printing shop of New Iceland and publish a 
paper when you come back. 

I and my wife C':·My wife and I) both 
send you our best. God bless you. 

Your loving brother (':-,:•"brother" -
not literally) and friend, 

Fridjon 

Editor's note: Lon is the farm just 
north of Gimli, now the site of Loni Beach. 
Fridjon 's wife's parents lived there for a 
time before moving to Icelandic River, and 
Fridjon 's father and his second wife and 
daughter evidently occupied Rev. Jon and 
Pru Lara's former house. 

ge 
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Frank Oscar "Buster" Thorsteinson 

by Norma (lngimundson) Busby 
Edited by Jim Busby 

I often think of my Amma Vilborg 
Thorsteinson. She had six children while 
married to Gudni Thorsteinson. Only two, 
Fanny and Frank, survived to adulthood, 
and Frank was killed while serving overseas 
in The Great War. 

I became intrigued with my great
uncle Frank - thinking of his death at such 
a young age, living in those horrible condi
tions in the trenches of World War One; 
dying all alone in a foreign land, with no 
family near. In my search to find out about 
Frank, I contacted the National Archives in 
Ottawa. They sent me a copy of his service 
records. Family obituaries were another 
interesting source of information. Frank is 
also talked about in another more surpris
ing forum, but more about that little sur
prise later. 

Frank Oscar Thorsteinson was born 
on November 14, 1894, in Gimli. In 1901, 
his parents, Gudni and Vilborg, separated, 
and Frank moved with his mother and sis
ter Fanny to Selkirk. In 1905, the family 
moved to a house Amma Vilborg pur
chased at 505 Beverley Street in Winnipeg. 

I learned from accounts written by 
Nelson Gerrard, a well-known genealogist, 
that Frank was an avid hockey player. He 
was injured at least once, suffering a per
manent scar on his right knee after being 
hit by a skate blade. 

The early spring of 1916 saw Frank in 
Swift Current, Saskatchewan. No doubt, 
he felt the patriotic fever, or maybe it was 
patriotic pressure, to enlist. Whatever the 
reason, on March 1, 1916, he signed up 
with the 209th Battalion of the Canadian 
Expeditionary Force to serve in the army 
overseas. His Attestation Paper says he was 
55" tall, weighed 140 pounds, with a dark 
complexion, hazel eyes, and dark brown 
hair. And, of course, he was a Lutheran. 
Frank shipped off to the great adventure on 

October 31, 1916 aboard the RMS Caronia. 
(Four years earlier, the RMS Caronia 

was involved in another world famous 
tragedy. On April 14, 1912, the Caronia 
sent a radiotelegraph warning about ice
bergs which, though acknowledged, was 
ignored by the RMS Titanic.) 

The 209th Battalion arrived in England 
on November 11, 1916, and stationed at 
Shorncliffe. However, before being sent off 
to the front lines in France, the battalion 
was broken up as reinforcements for exist
ing units. This was a common practice, 
caused by the horrible casualty rates aver
aging about 2000 men each day in the 
Commonwealth allies. Frank was assigned 
to the Ninth Reserve Battalion at 
Bramshott awaiting overseas assignment. 

Reserves were normally assigned fol
lowing major actions. Frank got his chance 
just after Canada's most famous action of 
World War One. We all know of the 
famous attack on Vimy Ridge on Easter 
Monday, 1917. Eleven days after the attack, 
Frank was assigned to the Tenth Battalion, 
as a replacement for one of the 374 men 
that battalion lost during the Vimy battles. 
Frank would have joined the Tenth while 
they were still fighting in the Vimy area. In 
early June, the battalion was at a rest camp 
at Mont St Eloi, known ironically as the 
"Winnipeg Huts". On July 11, 1917, the 
Tenth was reviewed by King George V. 
From the end of July to mid October, 
Frank's unit was in combat in the Lens
Arras campaign. From there, the Tenth 
fought in the infamous Paaschendaele cam
paign in November 1917. 

Frank's military service was not excep
tional. His records show no special actions, 
no citations or medals, in fact nothing par
ticularly out of the ordinary. He was never 
promoted, remaining a private for his 
entire service. He was paid the overseas 
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service rate of about $1.30 per day, of 
which he assigned $15.00 per month to his 
mother back home. 

During World War One illness caused 
almost as many casualties as bullets and 
bombs. Frank was to become a casualty 
due to illness. At the end of December 
1917, Frank was sent to hospital suffering 
from the mumps. After about two weeks in 
hospital, he spent another month in conva
lescence in the Boulogne area. After two 
more weeks in the Reinforcement Depot, 
Frank was ready to return to his unit. Of 
course, on his return, the unit promptly 
sent him on two weeks leave. 

The Tenth Battalion history notes that 
from December 1917 to March 1918, the 
unit served four separate tours in the front 
lines but suffered only two fatal casualties. 
Frank returned from leave in time to be 
detailed as one of 40 men ordered on a 
trench raid during the night of March 
12/13, 1918. It is possible that the Germans 
knew the raid was coming. When the 
Canadians reached the German trench, 
they found it virtually deserted. Suddenly, 
the Germans began firing from well behind 
their own lines, including poisonous gas 
shells. Frank was one of five men wounded, 
being overcome by gas. He survived the 
journey to the casualty clearing station. His 
medical record described his injury as 
"Dangerous", meaning that the medical 
staff knew he probably would not survive. 
Near the front lines, medical resources 
were limited. Staff would have concentrat
ed their efforts on soldiers who had a 
chance of surviving. Frank Thorsteinson 

died of the effects of gas poisoning on 
March 14, 1918. At a time when thousands 
were killed every day, Frank was one of 
only three soldiers killed in his battalion 
during the winter campaign of 1917-18. 
According to the regimental history, Frank 
was also one of only three Tenth Battalion 
men lost to the effects of poisonous gas 
during the entire war. He is buried at 
Barlin Communal Cemetery near Arras, 
France. 

I mentioned at the start that I had one 
other surprise about my great uncle Frank. 
It was probably the hardest thing to track 
down. Last year's Winter Olympics 
brought back memories of Canada's first 
Olympic gold medal hockey team: the 1920 
Winnipeg Falcons. This Spring an entire 
issue of "The Icelandic Canadian" was 
devoted to hockey, with special emphasis 
on the Falcons. The cover was a caricature 
of the 1913-14 Falcons, including one 
"Buster' Thorsteinson. The picture was 
drawn by Winnipeg artist Charles 
Thorson, who later became one of Walt 
Disney's illustrators, (e.g. "Snow White"). 
Thorson, apparently, loved to draw pic
tures of the Falcons. Included in this issue 
was an article written bv Fred Thordarson, 
a member of that te;m, for "Canadian 
Sports and Outdoor Life" magazine in 
1933. In this article, Thordarson mentioned 
that the Falcons had dedicated their gold 
medal season to one of their own, "Buster" 
Thorsteinson, who had: "made the 
supreme sacrifice for his nation in Flanders 
on the eve of armistice, just after his last let
ter to his loved ones in Winnipeg, telling 
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them of his joy in being able to get a few 
days of leave." Thordarson went on to 
describe Buster as "an iron man type of 
player, a clever stick handler ... a little man 
but sturdily built". 

I knew Frank was a member of the 
Falcons Athletic Club, and a hockey play
er. Could Fred Thordarson's "Buster" be 
my great-uncle Frank? Fred's daughter, 
Shirley McCreedy, is a friend of mine. The 
trouble was that no one seemed to know 
Buster Thorsteinson' s real first name. We 
had a bit of luck, though. In 1996, the 
"Icelandic Canadian" published a photo
graph of Buster, and Shirley had a copy. 
Now, if we only had a photograph of 
Frank for comparison. We searched the 
Web but no luck. The government archives 
had lots of documents, but no pictures. In 
fact, they asked us for one. Frank seemed 
to be pretty camera shy. 

We checked various war memorial 
records. He does not appear on the memo
rial plaque at First Lutheran Church, 
where he was a member. Some of the 
details of Thordarson's dedication are con
sistent with what we know of Frank, but 
others are not. There was another 
Thorsteinson killed near the end of the 
war, in Belgium (i.e. Flanders). 

I asked my cousin Leslie Lindberg. 
Leslie is the daughter of Frank 
Ingimundson, Frank's namesake. I showed 
her the magazine article. That's strange, she 
said. She found a framed caricature of 
Buster Thorsteinson, similar to, but not the 
same as the magazine cover, in her father's 
papers. Leslie wondered who Buster might 
be. Pretty close, but I still wasn't sure. 

Then last month Qune 2003), at my 
Aunt Gwen's 90th birthday, my cousin 
Fred Ingimundson arrived with a package 
of pictures. Lo and behold, the first item in 
the package was a postcard style photo
graph of Frank Thorsteinson. And guess 
what ... Frank is Buster. I don't know 
where the nickname came from, but maybe 
Thorson's drawing is a clue. Thorson drew 
Frank "busting" an opponent. 

Genealogical research can be so inter
esting. At one time, my great-uncle was lit
tle more than another statistic. I now know 
he was so much more. Some time soon, my 

son Jim and I will visit his grave in Barlin, 
France. We will leave behind a little soil 
from Winnipeg's Vimy Ridge Park. We 
will honour Amma Vilborg's grief, and that 
of the Ingimundson family. We will con
template what might have been; that little 
iron willed man who was the spirit behind 
Canada's first Olympic hockey champions. 

Frank Thorsteinson is buried in plot 
25-2283, Barlin Cemetery. This cemetery is
located near Barlin, between Bethune and
St. Pol in NW France, not far from the
Belgian border.
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Poetry 
by Douglas Henderson 

An Icelander awaits in ambush in my blood 
a quarrel with me means both fire and glacier. 
Harsh and unforgiving, 
beyond the limits of understanding. 

an Icelander awaits in ambush. 
Forget those stolid Lutheran or Unitarian 
fishermen from Gimli, 
or the dynasty from within that controls 
Eaton's. 

An Icelander awaits in ambush 
Fickle, fey and remorseless, 
we burn each other's homesteads 
in the Sagas, 
laughing all the while. 

An Icelander awaits in ambush -
we can't help it, you see. 
All or nothing on the cast of the dice. 
Argumentative and petulant, 
a dark surgeon 
at the bottom of my genetic pool. 
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Untitled 

Let us all become Icelanders, 
There is a 99% literacy rate. 
Everybody is published 
And everybody is a poet. 

Let us all become Icelanders 
And brood over the Sagas. 
The men take the father's name 
And the women the mother's. 

Let us all become Icelanders 
And vote the Earliest Republican ticket. 
We take no guff from the Danes 
And we give the Norwegians nightmares. 

Let us all become Icelanders 
And scare away the British trawlers. 
Our sons and daughters will be clear-eyed 
And write poetry unashamed. 

Let us all become Icelanders 
And wear our Lutheranism very lightly. 
Odin and Thor go drinking with us 
And Loki 

IS 

never 
very 
far 
away. 
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Bool< Reviews 

Playing the Black Piano 

By Bill Holm 

Reviewed by Linda F. Sigurdson Collette 
Milk Weed Editions, 128 pages 
$22.50 

Playing the Black Piano is Bill Holm's 
tenth book. His literary works range from 
essays to poetry, his first love. This cos
mopolitan man has lived in different places 
in the world, but his heart is centered on his 
Icelandic heritage. Many of these world 
experiences form the substance of the 
poems in this book, some which have been 
previously published. 

Besides being a teacher at Southwest 
State University in Marshall, Minnesota, 
Holm is a musician. The teacher and the 
musician interact throughout the book as 
does the man who commands. The first 
indication is the cover, a swirl of music 

with the "p" command, the musical nota
tion of quiet, soft, gentle. The hypnotic 
pull is to the dark center and there, a search 
for meaning. 

The book itself is divided into five 
titled chapters with about a dozen poems in 
each. The back cover states that the poems 
"comment on the waywardness and 
promise of the human species .... and 
.... speak of this man's full embrace of the 
world and his passion for living well". 

In the book's title poem, Holm 
describes the result of his and his friend's, 
the late Dr. Mike Doman, playing on the 
black piano. Dr. Doman could not "master 
forgetfulness: the necessary gift", yet felt 
"spontaneous joy". Holm is willed this 
black piano and ends the poem with two of 
his writing characteristics, the punch line 
and the question, ''I'm left to wonder: what 
music will it make now?" 

Holm's words, "master forgetfulness", 
are necessary words when entering his 
world. His views are original and many, 
proclaimed with strength and humour. As 
stated on the back cover, this book 
"reflects Holm's time in Iceland (his ances
tral home), his ongoing love affair with 
music, a friend's death from AIDS, and his 
bold reactions to the world around him". 
He writes of Oregon forests, Tucson 
deserts, long distance telephone service, 
MRl's. Savour each poem. 

Holm ends his book with the poem, 
"Letting Go of What Cannot Be Held 
Back". He advises and commands his read
ers with "Let go of the dead now. So quiet 
down. Let them go. Practise your own 
song. Now." Holm has answered his own 
question about what kind of music the 
black piano will play. He has achieved res
olution, but have his readers? 

These modern poems are varied in 
theme and style. Each one is an experience 
of the five senses which W. H. Auden calls 
the "precious five." Auden says that "poet-
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ry without them is unthinkable, pointless, 
no fun at all". With them, "they reach the 
mind and soul". True to his Icelandic her
itage, Holm also utilizes his sixth sense, 
intuition, that which is hidden, mysterious, 
hard to understand, as expressed in his 
poem, "Bird Poetry on Skagafjord." 

In conclusion, readers will either like 
the collection or not. These poems are the 
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work of a master wordsmith, humourist, 
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Stephan's 
· :Daughter

Stephan's Daughter: 

e Story 
.�glaug 
iktson 

The Story of Rosa Siglaug Benediktson 

By Joanne White 
Calgary, AB. : Benson Ranch Inc. 

Reviewed by Elva Simundsson 

The book, Stephan's Daughter is a col
lage of a multiple of mementos, inter
spersed with narrative by the author. The 
author, Joanne White, has made the collage 
work. The essays, diary entries, letters and 
newspaper articles arc each just snapshots 
of a moment, but the arrangement, inter
spersed with pictures and narrative to tic 
them together, gives the reader the pleasure 
of meeting and getting to know a very 
interesting woman. Rosa was the daughter 
of the famous Icelandic poet, Stephan G.
Stcphansson and in that regard is worthy of 
note. What is much more evident from this 
book is that she was an interesting and 
intelligent woman herself and entitled to 
her own recognition. 

In many ways, the story of Stephan's 
youngest daughter, Rosa, is the every
woman story of the post-pioneer genera-

tion that populated western Canada. The 
story is so often told of those years, settling 
the West, building the succession of 
shanties and houses as the family fortune 
allowed, tilling the soil, building the com
munity infrastructure - the school, the 
church and all that goes with establishing a 
thriving community. As the child of pio
neers, she grew up with hardships and tri
als that came with the growing pains of a 
western prairie settlement. Less frequently 
is a story like Rosa's told, that of the child 
who is born in the new settlement and who 
becomes the true spirit of the new life in 
the new place. For that reason alone, this is 
an interesting story, notwithstanding her 
place in a special family in the history of 
the Icelandic immigration to North 
America. 

The book can be described as a tribute 
to Rosa's strong and determined spirit. 
Accolades and tributes have been present
ed, monuments have been erected, books 
have been written so that Stephan G. 
Stephansson will not be forgotten. It is 
very fitting that we have this story told to 
us ;o we can see how the work of Stephan's 
daughter fits into her father's memorial. 
Families usually have an individual who 
takes on the role of the keeper of the fami
ly history. The task of telling the next gen
eration what happened, how it happened 
and keeping the memories alive are so 
important in our collective succession of 
lives. Rosa assumed that role in her father's 
honour and was that keeper of the story. 

The story tells us how Rosa took great 
stock in her father. She would sit with him 
late at night, just watching him while he 
wrote, then listened to him as he recited his 
poetry. After his death, she describes how 
she used his writings as guidance to give 
her advice and comfort when she was look
ing for solutions to life's problems. As she 
took on the role as family spokesperson, 
she gave many speeches, presentations and 
poetry recitals on her father's work. Fro1:1 
her writings we are able to understand a bit 
more the physical and social circumstances 
that shaped her father's work. 

We are also told of the special role her 
mother, Helga played in family dynamics; 
how she was a pillar of strength for her 
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father as well as raising a family in difficult 
pioneer circumstances. We are given the 
glimpse that in her strong work ethic and 
her indomitable spirit, Rosa is as much 
Helga's daughter as Stephan's. The stories 
of the Icelandic pioneer women have not 
been told enough. This book is a great 
addition to that under-represented genre. It 
presents the opportunity for the Icelandic
Canadian cultural community to give more 
visibility to those incredible women who 
held the fabric of the home and family 
together and made the pioneer settlements 
into real communities. The strength and 
determination of the Icelandic pioneer 
women is its own unique story and we are 
the richer for the telling of this one. 

Unfortunately, the author continuous
ly refers to Canadians of Icelandic descent 
as 'western Icelanders'. This, in my opin
ion, is a misnomer. People of Stefan's gen
eration were the Icelanders who went 
'west' to North America. The term is a 
translation of one that is used in Iceland to 
refer to the North American descendents 
of Icelandic emigrants, but it does not 
translate into the English without dimin
ishing the value Americans and Canadians 
have to their own nationality. The book 
also suffers in that someone more versant 
in the Icelandic-North American cthnocul
tural community could perhaps have done 
a final proofreading. For instance there is a 
reference in a letter written by Rosa to "L
H" as an abbreviation. The author has 
inserted a o?p indicating she doesn't recog
nize to what this could be referring. It is 
obvious to anyone who has been involved 
in this cultural community that Rosa was 
familiar enough with the newspaper, 
Logberg-Heimskringla, to make use of its 
common abbreviation, and expects the 
same recognition from the reader of the let
ter. There are a few such anomalies, but 
certainly nothing to detract from the great 
story it tells. 

I enjoyed reading the book. It tells us 
the story of that dual-culture generation 
who were the product of the Icelandic pio
neers. These were the people who were 
raised as Icelandic-Canadians and raised 
their children as proud, successful 
Canadians, but kept the history and her-

itage of their forefathers alive. The work 
that Rosa did in reviewing her father's 
writings makes it more accessible to the 
following generations who may not have 
the good fortune of being bilingual enough 
to understand the Icelandic of the original. 
The book preserves many of her speeches 
and presentations and outlines much of the 
story-behind-the-story that gives us the 
setting from which we can better under
stand the work itself and the memorials to 
this marvellous "Poet of the Rocky 
Mountains" as he is known. 

It is said that to know oneself, one 
must first know one's roots. The book will 
be a terrific legacy for the descendents of 
Stephan G. and Rosa, in preserving their 
family history and a remembrance of their 
roots. But, it is more than that. It is a piece 
of our Icelandic-Canadian history that is all 
too often neglected. It takes what one 
might at first glance presume to be an ordi
nary life and makes it a story worth telling. 
Rosa's story reminds us of how extraordi
nary the daily lives of our forefathers in 
this land were, and how Rosa's spirit made 
her father's memory all the more extraordi
nary. We need to remind ourselves to tell 
these stories more often. Each generation 
owes it to the succeeding generations to 
keep its stories alive and give their dcsccn
dents a venue for discovery when they go 
out in search of that story. This is a book 
that in my opinion may have been mis
named. The story tells us all that Rosa 
Siglaug Benediktson was certainly much 
more than merely Stephan's daughter. She 
is worthy of a story in her own right. 

Rev. Stefan]onasson 
ARBORG UNITARIAN CHURCH 

GIMLI UNITARIAN CHURCH 
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Winnipeg, Manitoba R3J 2N4 
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E-mail: sjonasson@uua.org
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Jim is involved in his union and his church. His other passion is military history. 

LINDA F. SIGURDSON COLLETTE is daughter of Johann Straumfjord and Helga 
G. J. Sigurdson of Lundar, has been a teacher, vice-principal, and federal government 
employee. For almost two decades, she contributed articles and served on the Board of 
Directors of Logberg-Heimskringla. She has also been involved with Icelandic Canadian 
Fron, Canada Iceland Foundation, Icelandic Festival of Manitoba, Lundar Chapter of the 
INL, Winnipeg Girls' Senior Choir and other civic activities. In 1996, she formed 
Lestrarfelag Winnipeg which meets monthly at the University of Manitoba Icelandic 
Collection. 

DOUGLAS HENDERSON was born in Kitchener, ON in 1944. He has five books of 
poetry published and is a retired antiques dealer in Victoria, B. C. Through his mother 
Marney Hill Henderson, he is descended from Gudrun, sister of Stefan Bjornsson who pio
neered in Gimli. 

ELI PALSSON is an inspector for the Director of the Ministry of Fisheries in Iceland. 
Eli will be coming to Canada this summer to visit his relatives here. We are hoping to have 
an event that readers may hve the opportunity to meet him during this visit. 

KRISTINE PERLMUTTER is a special education resource teacher and feelance writer 
living in Winnipeg. She is married to Bill Perlmutter and is the daughter of Borga and the late 
Dr. Bjarki Jakobson, all of whom have been heavily involved in the Icelandic community. 
She spent twenty-five years as a member of the editorial board of The Icelandic Canadian. 

GORDON REYKDAL is the son of Margaret Qohnson formerly of Lundar) and 
Walter Reykdal originally from Oak Point. He is the Honorary Consul of the Republic of 
Iceland in Edmonton and owner and CEO of Rentcash. Inc. 

OSKAR T. SIGVALDASON is a native son of Arborg, and son of Gudni and 
Adalbjorg Sigvaldson, Oskar has recently retired as CEO of Acres Group of Companies. He 
is the Chairman of the Energy Council of Canada and director of both the Canadian 
Academy of Engineering and Toronto Board of Trade. He is married to Giancarla Criveller. 

ELVA SIMUNDSSON is the regional librarian for Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 
Central & Arctic Region. Elva is a resident of Gimli and has taught Icelandic language class
es in Winnipeg and Gimli. 
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