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is uncertain whether or not he wants to take over the farm. Ingibjorg has a 
substantial library of books in English, Danish, and German, and as we watched the 
evening news, her brother, 8 meteorolagist, appeared on television as the reader of 
the weather report. She also lent us a German thesis, written by a student who had 
stayed with them, which studied Flj6tstunga as a representative middle-size farm. 

A secondary school teacher visited us after dinner, with recordings of 
/ 

passages from Njala and other sagas by Einar Olafur Sveinsson, one of which I was 
happy to buy. The teacher then held forth rather sententiously on the virtues and 
faults of English and American literature, while the son grew visibly annoyed. We 
all departed the table except the son and Bill, who struggled to finish the 
conversation with a quiet handshake. 

August 5th 
At one point Ruth led us to hSnorri's Stone," an impressively heavy rock 

which was presented to us as a traditional test of strength. A few members of the 
party tried vainly to budge it, and finally a group raised it together with great 
difficulty ("Drops of water turn a mill •••• H). Near Reykholt Gary was able to 
visit with a ninety-year old farmer with whom he had stayed in 1974, a vigorous 
author of several books in which he expresses his firm belief in life on other 
planets. Gary smilingly returned with the latest. One can argue, after all, that 
the old farmer's projections are a reasonable variant of the common belief in 
Icelandic "huldufolk"--"hidden people." It would be mildly surprising if such a 
remote, sparsely populated, desolately beautiful landscape did not inspire fond 
fantasies of unseeable kinspeople (as in Ireland). By now all three of us were 
quite cold, and we were relieved to be able to buy scarves and hats in 
Reykholt. 

After a pleasant indoor picnic lunch and conversation, we walked down to view 
Snorri Sturlusson's tep.th-century bath, Snorra aug, a small circular pool formed by 
the hot spring Skrifla, and connected by a dark tunnel to a nearby farmhouse. 
Here, according to the Sturlunga Saga, Snarr! was murdered in 1241, and the 
Norwegian sculptor Gustav Vigeland's dignified statue of him stands solemnly in 
front of the local school and the now-familtar simple church. Perhaps it is the 
influence of Snorri's stone, but I have come to find it depressing and ominous that 
all the stories we have heard so far are the exploits of knife-, club-, and spear­
wielding men. 

We finally stopped at Gilsbakki ("ravine bank"), where Ruth has worked most 
summers since she first came here as a student. We walked about in the large sheep 
shed and tried out clipping shears, as Ruth described the fatigue in the hands that 
comes from thousands of compressions in a few hours. We peered over the edge of 
the huge ravine that gives the area its name, and collected samples of wool from 
the fences. As we gathered together for group photographs by the ironclad shed, I 
looked up into the horse pastures nearby, and contemplated their many colored 
horses--white, speckled gray, black, and even on2 steel-gray (there are also steel­
gray cows, new to me). 

Afterwards we walked out to a secluded glen where the priest at Gilsbakki 
arranged to say his farewell to Morris and the others. We walked first along a 
river, past a bank with long smooth grasses, then down to a grass-edged pond used 
for swimming, and back over a short stretch of land to the river, where we rested 
in the leafy enclosure where Morris said goodbye. 

Later in the a(ternoon, we visited Barnafoss ("children's falls;" legendary 
site of the drowning of two young children), cut through a lava plateau covered 
with floral vegetation to the deep turquoise river below. Above the falls is a 
kind of natural stone arch, only fully apparent to the eyes from above, a good 
configuration. The scene was less grand in scale than Gullfoss, but, even more 
beautiful--in part, because more accessible. We all climbed a good deal, and took 
many pictures. 

After dinner I wrote seven cards before I succumbed to sleep while working on 
an eighth, to Dick Smith. I felt sorry I hadn't been more informed about Morris's 
journey before the trip, but found the farm's stillness and remoteness very 
peaceful. As I sat at my makeshift desk, I could look out the window down the 
valley in the lingering summer light. Here too, I felt genuinely remote from 
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home--like Morris, I hope I may be able to confront it with greater wisdom and 
purpose on my return. In the stillness, one can to some extent waive needs for 
day-to-day reinforcement and recover a sense of the ultimate purposes of one's 
work. 

August 6th 
On the bus in the morning light, t was again struck by the beauty of the steep 

green pastures under the glacial mountains. We passed several lava fields, 
creviced in places but sometimes smooth, and covered everywhere with the 
characteristic lichen and spongy moss that is so pleasantly soft to walk on (if 
sometimes deceiving), and dotted with tiny flowers: white, yellow, and purple 
thyme, campion, gentian, cow's ear. In marshy areas a cottony-like tufted plant 
grows called bog-grass. The ground became bleaker and rockier, the bus bumped on, 
and we approached Surtshellir ("black cave"), Iceland's largest lava cave; 
according to the travel brochure, it is only two kilometers from our farm, hard to 
believe. 

With Ingibjorg's son as a guide, we made our way to the rim, torch-sticks in 
hand. Parts of Surtshellir, it seems, provided refuges for outlaws; as we 
descended, thoughts of the lonely and gloomy life in its interior evoke 
Aristotelian pity and terror. We only ventured a few hundred feet into the cave--a 
cautious two-hour journey to the first outland "apartments" and back. At its large 
gaping mouth, boulders of lava clearly break off from time to time and join the 
debris, a sobering thought. Nigel bravely hoped to make the trip, with his 
painstakingly wrapped knees, but had to give up, and Edmund stayed behind to keep 
him company. 

We crawled over large spiked stones for the length of a couple city blocks, 
across a glacier-carved aperture, through a darker, mossy pass8ge, and up into a 
side-c.ha.nne"L, ",here ",e €ound t.ne "apart.ment.... l'ina1.1.y, ..e st.ood c.'nee-c£u1.1.y in t.he 
strange, room-like passagesay, and took pictures by the eerie, smoking light of our 
flares. Ruth narrated a tale in which some saga "heroes" blinded and c8strated a 
luckless opponent in the cave, and it was all too easy to believe. The Gtla~~ 

("outlaws") lived by stealing sheep until they were finally hunted down and killed. 

Surtshellir is in the region of the Grett~~sa~~, and its bleakness makes 
understandable the tale of that grim hunted man. Grettir had few redeeming traits 
to my mind--his first significant act, at fourteen, was to kill someone who 
wouldn't let him mount a horse, and he seems to have killed almost everyone else he 
encountered thereafter--but he would have relished Ruth's tale. In their 
introduction to the saga, Magn~sson and Morris describe him, too favorably, I 
believe, as "a man far above his fellows in all matters valued among his times and 
people, but also far above them all in ill-luck, for that is the conception that 
the story-teller has formed, of the great outlaw••• he is the same man from 
beginning to end; thrust this way and that by circumstances, but little altered by 
them; unlucky in all things, yet made strong to bear all ill-luck; scornful of the 
world, yet capable of enjoyment, and determined to make the most of it •••• " 
Morris had afterthoughts later, when he viewed one of Grettir's actual hideouts. 

As we started back, Neville and Holly turned up missing, and we were worried 
till we reached the clearing midway, and learned they had emerged from another 
shaft further down the cave, after venturing through what for a while was complete 
darkness. As we approached the light at the end of the tunnel, I contemplated what 
human beings will do in the name of pleasure, edification, and "adventure." All 
but three of the group are older than we are, and I am impressed by their vigor. 
When we emerged, Edvige stretched out on the ground in exhaustion, and quoted in 
her own langugage the lines in which Dante celebrates his escape from hell: "And 
after this I saw the stars." 

Later, back on the "road" we stopped to view a lava formation said to resemble 
a troll's face--a proboscid profile, framed by the usual scrub-birch, sturdy 
gnarled trees which struggled against the wind. We stopped for lunch at a 
sheltered lava formation nearby, and paused briefly at our farms to deposit those 
who did not want to rent riding horses, en route to Bjarnasta~ir, a nearby 
farmstead with horses. We waited a while for the horses by the Hv{ta: and 
contemplated again its many little falls and turquoise water. The sturdy Icelandic 
hestar--ponies, really--did well by us. Their large bodies and short legs maneuver 



8 

well over the stony ground. Eugene and I enjoyed our two hour circuit ~long a 
river and through some wooded flat terrain. Trained in four ordinary gaits, the 
hor~es can also do a fifth, more elegant "running walk," which one of the guides 
demonstrated for us. Bill awaited us back at F1j6tstunga, and we ate our usual 
vegetarian meal of salad, bread, and skfr. 

August 7th •• [To Geitaskar~ near B1ondu6sJ 
August 8th 

From Geitaskar~, we beBan the long drive to the other farmhouse on the other 
side of B1ondu6s, handsome again by its elegant bright blue firth, under layers of 
striated gray clouds. At one point H~nafjor~ur seemed to divide neart1y into a 
shining glassy blue layer and another deep, rougher blue one close in. We then 
travelled down to Vatnsda1ur, one of the most beautiful valleys we've seen 
(Morris's "Water-dale"). Green tun-steads surrounded neat red-roofed two- or 
three-building farmhouses, and Vatnsda1ur's striking pa~a11el rivers seemed to coil 
and undulate like ribbons, until the dale finally became a watery pasture of grassy 
islets and soft green mounds. Largish hills, formed by a landslide, appeared on 
our right all clustered together. We rode round a beautiful small, still blue 
lake into a region in which Grettir killed one of his opponents, G1amur the 
Undead, at Thdrsha11-stead. Afterwards, we entered a beautiful broad valley, green 
and yellow-green, with carefully ploughed fields and dirt heaped boundaries (from 
digging for drainage) and passed several diminutive waterfalls, clear and 
dignified against the dark brown and gray rock. For waterscapes, this has been our 
best day yet. 

At the top of Vatnsda1ur we continued south past Hop and Hausar, and passed 
the site of the temple of Ingimund, a Celtic priest who made an early attempt to 
Christianize Iceland. At our stopping point at Forsae1uda1ur ("shadow dale"), we 
stood together on a knoll looking south toward a cluster of conf1ating ridges and 
hills. "Shadow-dale" is the name of a valley in Root~ of the ,!ountains, and this 
one looked appropriately lush and protecting; Morris obviously shared Icelanders' 
interest in the differences between the "characters" of one valley and another • 

• • • • We then drove further north to Thingeyra, site of the first Icelandic 
monastery in 1133, now marked only by R farmhouse and nineteenth-century church. 
When I walked along the tufted fields to find a good angle for a picture, I 
marvelled that the crevices in the ground were so large that rivulets could run 
through them, and walked with care. Against the headlands, with the river behind 
and H?navatn to the left, the site looked indeed like a dignified outpost of early 
Christian history. I could imagine readily enough that one might embrace 
Christianity here, at the edge of the known world, as an explanation for the 
meaning of one's quiet and isolated life. When we left, we again drove past the . .,­
f1rth and small mounds, and around the Hop's handsome large oval of deep blue. We 
passed endless sheep, of course, often mere white and black specks in the distance, 
usually one or two black in a cluster of white. I saw one sheep frolic and jump, 
and laughed aloud. 

At Borgarvirki ("castle fortress") we unwrapped our lunch, then e1imbed the 
huge castle-like formation atop a hill at the head of the peninsula. It was windy 
and cold on a mild August day, and I felt astounded and depressed to think that 
humans had built this laborious structure, workers and slaves dragging huge black 
stones painfully upwards to set them on the others. Borgarvirki is constructed in 
a rough crater-like circle, with a smaller stone room1ike structure within. From 
the crest of the fortress we had another beautiful outlook, 360 degrees, headlands 
to the left and right, the firths in front of us, and Hbp behind. According to 
Morris's map, his group didn't reach the virki, but he described the legend of its 
founding, and stayed at two farmhouses in the area, one nearby and another at a 
site we passed on our route south. 

At five or so in the afternoon we arrived at Hvammstangi, a town of seven 
hundred people. All seemed cheerful until our driver Stefan severed a tendon in one 
of the baths. Although ordered by the doctor to return home, he managed with some 
pain and discomfort to drive us home. As we returned through the Waterda1e region 
towards B1ondu6s, the rivers shone silver in the end-of-day light. At Geitaskar~, 
we had a late dinner about 8:15, and talked a bit afterwards to unwind. I then 
wrote in this journal until about 11:30 p. m. One week of this strenuous and 
interesting trip is over. 


