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      One evening, many years ago, I was travelling through south Iceland with two of my cousins. We stopped in the town of Vík to camp for the night. After pitching our tent at the campsite we decided to take a walk before turning in. It was in the middle of summer, so it was broad daylight even though it was late in the evening.

      After a short stroll we came to a place where we had a gorgeous black sand beach on our right, a grassy area (on which we were walking) in the middle, and a steep mountainside on our left. The waves were rolling in, and on the beach was a large colony of arctic terns. As many readers will know, arctic terns are exceedingly aggressive birds, and as we passed, literally hundreds, if not thousands, of them flew up screeching and shrieking, instantly starting to divebomb our heads in an effort to drive us away.

      Suddenly we stopped dead in our tracks. Through the screeching of the birds we heard this incredible sound, like a huge banquet going on, with hundreds of people laughing and talking, glasses clinking, dinnerware clanking ... all coming from somewhere beyond the cliffs. We looked at each other, completely mystified. Where was that sound coming from? Was it from the campsite? We decided it couldn’t be—we’d only just left it and the number of people required to make that sound, not to mention all those glasses and dinnerware, could not possibly have been transported there in such a short time. Was it from the town? Hardly—the sound seemed like it was just beyond our line of vision and the town was too far away. Was there a banquet hall around, somewhere? Perhaps back from where we had come? We certainly couldn’t rule it out, even though none of us had seen one.

      The strange thing was, the party sounded like it was inside the cliff, but we obviously knew it couldn’t be. Or could it? We had pretty much ruled out all possibilities, and were starting to think Shakespeare had hit the nail on the head with the immortal words: “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

      We stood there for about ten minutes. That is how long it took us to recognize that the sound was being made by the combination of the birds screeching and the waves rolling in, echoing off the cliffs to our left. At that moment we realized that this was the sort of fantastical experience that must have made our ancestors conclude that trolls lived inside the mountains. How could they possibly have come to any other conclusion?

      We mused on this a while as we continued our trek. We thought about all those formations rising out of the lava fields that seemed to move in the mist or twilight. Or dark shapes on the rims of the mountains, which appeared to be alive in the fading light when silhouetted against the sky. And what about the howls of the wind in the midwinter nights? Surely it was not too much of a stretch to believe those were the voices of the dead—particularly if the presence of ghosts was a normal part of life for you.

      Suddenly it became clear how natural phenomena such as these could become transformed into stories that people told each other. After all, stories were what kept the spirit of the Icelandic nation alive in those long, harsh, oppressive winters, when people were forced to spend most of their time indoors. With wood virtually nonexistent, the Icelanders made their houses mostly out of rocks and turf. There was hardly any light or ventilation, since anything that allowed for such comfort also released precious warmth. All the members of a household, which typically included the farmer and his family, various farmhands, and sometimes orphans or widows who had been allocated a place at the farm, lived together in communal quarters called the baðstofa. The word baðstofa literally means “bath chamber” and at the time of the settlement it was used for the room in the house where people bathed. However, as the Icelanders gradually stripped the land of its abundant forests and firewood became scarce, people were forced closer and closer together in an effort to stay warm. Eventually, all the members of a household occupied the baðstofa, which was only around six or seven ells wide (just under four meters, or about thirteen feet) and was often built above the sheep shed to utilize the warmth from the animals. There were beds along both walls and a narrow aisle in the middle, and this was where people lived, slept, ate and carried out their winter tasks—working the wool, knitting and weaving, making shoes, clothing and tools, preserving food ... essentially all the tasks that required working with the hands and could be performed indoors. Those tasks were reserved for the winter, of course, since the summer, with its precious light and more accommodating climate, was used for outdoor work.

      From our twenty-first-century perspective, it is hard to fathom that people could exist in such conditions—and stay sane. Imagine living in such close proximity to other people, in houses that were dank, musty, and filled with bugs. Washing was considered unnecessary and hygiene was non-existent. People smelled, chamber pots smelled, the fish oil used for the lamps smelled, and the animals beneath the floor smelled. The bedding was cleaned only once a year, in the spring, when it was taken out and washed in urine, then rinsed in a brook and laid out on shrubs to dry. Similarly, the floors were cleaned only once a year, when debris and other matter that had formed a thick cake-like substance on the floorboards was scraped off and dumped outside.

      Yet, people survived. Not only did they feed their bodies, but they managed to feed their minds and spirits as well. The Icelanders at this time forged a standard of literacy that was among the highest in the world. Despite their abject poverty, virtually everyone in the country could read and write, people were remarkably well informed about history and geography, and they read daily from the Scriptures. All of this was primarily due to one widespread custom that was effectively a national institution: the kvöldvaka.

      The word kvöldvaka is a compound noun: kvöld meaning “evening” and vaka essentially meaning “staying awake.” Basically this was the term used for the indoor activity that people undertook in the evenings, and which consisted mostly of storytelling. It was done to pass the time while they sat on their beds and carried out whatever winter tasks they had been allocated. Their stories consisted of folk tales, like the ones that you will read in this book, stories of heroic exploits (sometimes their own, sometimes those of others), re-tellings of the Icelandic Sagas, epic poetry recited in a sort of singsong fashion (called að ríma in Icelandic), or gossip from the neighboring farms. Indeed, there was a whole subculture of vagrants who moved from one farm to another, whose “job” it was to pass news (or gossip!) from place to place. They stayed at different farms for longer or shorter periods, and many of them were considered a nuisance—but not those who were good storytellers. They were almost always welcome. Some of them even stockpiled books that they carried around with them, stuffed inside their outer clothing, which was then bound with string around the waist to prevent the books from falling out the bottom.

      The kvöldvaka was also where children were taught to read and write, and as such it played a hugely significant role in creating the abovementioned standard of literacy.
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