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In his cover illustration Wesley Wilson has captured the theme of 
beginnings and never-ending hope for a prosperous and happy future.

The time is early spring, at eventide. The man and woman looking 
towards the horizon over the flat prairie land have a deep respect and 
love for the land, and a hope that it may yield a bountiful harvest.

To the right the old tree, with its branches bare, symbolizes survival 
in a land which of times can be lonely and weather-wise hostile, at 
other times bountiful and compelling in its beauty. The tree has 
hundreds of tiny branches reaching up, to represent the many 
descendants of the great-great-grandparents.

At eventide the figures and the tree are sharply silhouetted against 
the cloud and sky on the horizon. The clouds, partially blocking the 
sun, symbolize the adversities which faced pioneers but which never 
totally obscured their vision of a bright future for their descendants.
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FOREWARD

As I pensively think of bygone days,

My thoughts turn back in rhyme,

To the pages of life forever enshrined

In the pioneers Book of Time.

These pioneers came with hope in their hearts

And a prayer for a life secure,

Though little of wordly goods they possessed

Of faith in themselves they were sure.

This country seemed both vast and strange,

But their true Viking spirit endured

And from the stubborn soil and the stormy sea,

A bountiful crop they secured.

Though often they yearned for the sloping hills

And companions and ties of yore,

This country they learned to love and respect,

And proudly its emblem they wore.

Through sagas retold and poetic verse,

They preserved their traditions of old,

And blended these into our Canadian mosaic,

With bonds of love and courage so bold.
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Chapter 1.

ROOTS IN ICELAND....PAST AND PRESENT.

6

Who are we? What were our ancestors like? What kind of Eves did 
they lead? These are questions all of us have asked ourselves at one 
time or another. A picture here....a little anecdote retold at family 
gatherings...records kept through the years..a favourite tradition.... 
these are all clues that we seek out and research.

Gradually a picture and an identity emerge. The final result may 
perhaps be that eventually we are able to link our lives with our 
ancestral roots. From this knowledge we gain an insight into our 
heritage, for family roots bind its members in unshakeable bonds of 
love and tradition.

Sigvaldi Johannesson (Grandpa) was born October 5, 1848, at 
Solvanes in Tungusveit, in Skagafjardarsysla in the north-western part 
of Iceland. His father was Johannes Einarson and his mother was 
Gudrun Olafsdottir. Sigvaldi’s grandmother (Einar’s wife) was 
Arnfridur, but his grandmother on his mother’s side was Gudrun 
Bjarnadottir. By going back three generations our ancestry traces to 
Petur Peturson, a brother of Hallgrimur Peturson who was a Lutheran 
minister and poet, as well as the author of the famous Passion Hymns, 
which have been translated into at least 22 languages.

Ingibjorg Steinunn Magnusdottir (Grandma) was born on April 9, 
1851, at Prestbakka near Hrutafjordur in Hunavatnsysla. Her father 
was Magnus Isleifson Jonssonar. Magnus’ mother's name was Gudrun. 
They farmed at Storuhols in Strandarsysla.

When Ingibjorg was a week old, she was adopted by her Aunt Anna 
Isleifsdottir and her husband, Bjorn Danielson. He drowned when she 
was only five years old. He had been a wonderful husband and father, 
so he was deeply mourned by his wife and little daughter. Ingibjorg 
(Grandma) always spoke of him as the dearest father any child could 
wish for. Anna married again, a man named Gudmundur Magnusson, 
and they brought Ingibjorg up until she went out to earn her own living 
at sixteen years of age, which was usual at that time.
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Family Tree - Sigvaldi and Ingibjorg’s children and grandchildren
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A FAMILY IN ICELAND

left with adoptive parents in

8

1. BJORN INGVAR (1878-1947)
2. OLAFUR (OLIVER) (1879-1962)
3. GUDRUN (1881-1905)
4. JAKOB (1884-1953)
5. ANNA (1886-1978)
6. SIGRUN (1888-1893)
7. SIGURDUR (1894-1894)
8. SIGURDUR (1896-1979)

Ingibjorg Thorsteinsdottir, who was 
Iceland.

At the age of four years, Sigvaldi moved with his parents to Grof at 
Vatnsnesi in Hunavatnsysla, and was brought up there. He had two 
brothers, Einar and Olafur, and one sister Margaret. Einar was the 
only one of them that did not move to Canada.

Sigvaldi and Ingibjorg were married in 1877, and farmed at 
Audnastodum in Vididal in Hunavatnsysla until 1883. That year they 
sold what they had and moved to Canada.
SIGVALDI JOHANNESSON (1848-1924) married GUDRUN
THORSTEINSDOTTIR
1 child
1. Johannes Lindal (1876-1948)
SIGVALD JOHANNESSON married INGIBJORG MAGNUSDOTTIR 
(1851-1934) 1 daughter

1. INGIBJORG THORSTEINSDOTTIR (1870-1943)
8 children
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A FAMILY IN ICELAND

Jon Gudmundson and Maria Tomasdottir.
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a. EDDA (1965)
b. MARIA (1973)

1. JON GUDMUNDSON (1897-1978) married MARIA TOMASDOTTIR 
(1907)

INGIBJORG THORSTEINSDOTTIR (1870-1943) GUDMUNDUR
1 son

A. HORDUR ARINBJARNAR married RAGNHEIDUR HARALDSDOTTIR
(1937) 2 children

When Sigvaldi and Ingibjorg left Iceland in 1883, Ingibjorg had to 
sever all ties with her dear daughter Ingibjorg Thorsteinsdottir, who 
was left with adoptive parents. She grew up on a farm and later 
married Gudmundur.

Ingibjorg Thorsteinsdottir’s son, Jon Gudmundson, spent his 
childhood and early working years on a farm. From there he went to 
Reykjavik, where he became employed in a warehouse, eventually as 
foreman.

In Reykjavik Jon met a widow, Maria Tomasdottir by name, who 
had a son Hordur Arinbjarnar. When he was in his early fifties, Jon 
and Maria were married. Jon was very fond of Hordur and was always 
a wonderful father to him.

. '<■ ■ 
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Left to right - Maria on Rannveig's knees, Edda with her pet dog and 
Hordur.

In Jon’s heart there was always a deep longing to know more about 
his grandmother’s family in Canada. Anna Austman began to 
correspond with him and in this way he began to learn a bit about his 
relatives in Canada. Gradually the younger couples began to travel to 
Iceland and met and learned to love their soft-spoken and kindly 
relative Jon, and his hospitable wife Maria. Helgi and Lillian Austman 
and several of Bjorn and Lara Sigvaldason’s children have been 
fortunate enough to have met Jon. Each couple from Canada has been 
presented with a beautiful sheepskin-covered guest book by Jon and 
his family, as a memento of their visit to Iceland.

In 1974 when we were in Iceland, one of my happiest experiences 
was in meeting my cousin Jon, his wife Maria and their son Hordur and 
his family. Jon had a deep honesty and gentleness about his manner 
that completely won our hearts. The day we left, after a visit with 
them, Jon walked with us to catch the bus on Austurstraeti. Somehow, 
it seemed to us as if Jon wanted very much to know about his relatives 
and how they were all doing; and what our life in Canada was like. We 
thought afterwards what a wonderful experience and adventure it 
would have been for him to have been able to make a trip to Canada. 
But that was not to be, for a year or so later, Jon became bedridden 
with a stroke.

Jon and Maria’s daughter-in-law, Rannveig Haraldsdottir, has often 
spoken of Jon’s kindness;

‘‘Jon is the kindest man I think I have ever known. He and Maria had 
a good and happy marriage and he was always a wonderful father and 
grandfather. His warm nature and his love and concern for us 
endeared us all to him.

Anna Austman’s letters and tapes about her parents’ life in Canada 
meant a great deal to him. In a way they brought him a little closer to 
his relatives in Canada.’’
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MEMORIES OF YOUTH AND HOME 
BY

Arma Austman 89 years of age 
(Taped & translated interview sent to Jon and Maria in Iceland, in 1975)

As I reminisce, my thoughts go back to my parents, Sigvaldi 
Johannesson and Ingibjorg Magnusdottir, who, inspite of hardships 
they endured in Iceland as well as in their first desperate years of 
establishing themselves in Canada, yet clung to their vision of a bright 
future, filled with greater opportunities for their children and future 
generations.

In the early 1880’s, there was extreme poverty in Iceland, especially 
in the northern sector. At that time ice covered the low-lying areas of 
Northern Iceland. Little or no fodder for cattle was available, as no 
hay could be cut until the fall, and very poor-quality hay at that.

My parents lived at Hunavatnssysla and at that time had three 
young children. They felt that they had two choices open to them 
during these hard times...to sell their belongings and move to America, 
in the hope of availing themselves of better opportunities in life; or else 
to have to accept help from the government in Iceland. They were 
proud and independent people and had seen to much of the humiliation 
suffered, especially by children, through accepting help. Under these 
circumstances, they decided to sell their cattle and belongings. In this 
way they were able to raise enough money for their passage to 
Canada, plus a little extra money to tide them over during their first 
months in a new country, at least until Father would find some work to 
do.

My parents left Iceland in 1883 with two of their children, Bjorn 5 
years of age and Gudrun two. The second son, Olafur, had gone to 
Canada with an Uncle Olafur Johannesson, who was very fond of him. 
They travelled by boat to Scotland and then on to England, where they 
boarded another boat for Canada. The trip was a gruelling one and 
little Gudrun, who was never too strong, was quite sick and restless 
during the entire trip. Fortunately, once my parents arrived in 
Winnipeg, she seemed to pick up in strength.

At this time there were very few jobs in Winnipeg, and what jobs 
there were, paid very little. My parents therefore, remained in 
Winnipeg only a short time, then left for North Dakota to stay with a 
family named Thordarson, who had moved there from Hunavatn­
ssysla in Iceland. They stayed with them during the first winter. In 
March Father left for Winnipeg to try and get some work for the spring 
and summer.

During his stay in North Dakota, Father had look around for land. 
However, the only land available to him was very poor, both sandy and 
hilly. The better farm lands were not within his reach as he had little 
money.



School near Gimli -1901 with sheep grazing in front. Man. Archives.
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After a short stay in Winnipeg, Father was able to find work. He 
moved his family into rented quarters there. Here they lived for two 
years, and it was during this time that another son, Jakob, was born.

Father, who had always been an independent man, with roots close 
to the soil, longed to own his own farm. He had steady work, but his 
dreams and hopes now centred on becoming a homesteader and 
having animals to care for. In 1885 my parents moved to Nyja-Island 
(New Iceland), an Icelandic settlement along Lake Winnipeg, with its 
centre at Gimli.

FL 71
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CHAPTER 2

CULTURE OF NEW ICELAND—PAST AND PRESENT.

BY

CAROL PRENTICE.

The Viking Statue at Gimli [Manitoba Archives],

13

The town of Gimli, Manitoba, nestled against the shores of Lake 
Winnipeg, is today a bustling town of 2100 inhabitants. As one strolls 
down its main streets, treed parks and sandy shorelines, one gets the 
feeling that Gimli is similar to many Canadian towns. But there is 
something special here, a certain spirit, which excludes Gimli from a 
category of “typical Canadian towns”. It is the strong Viking spirit, the 
spirit of the people who built and formed Gimli into the town it is today.

It does not take a very observant eye to notice some influences of 
Gimli’s Icelandic founders; fishing boats in the beautiful and scenic 
harbour; merchant stores bearing such names as H.P. Tergesen & 
Sons General Store; Einarson Realty; The Norsemen Motel, and 
Arnason’s Furniture; the mighty Viking statue, with the giant Viking 
warrior appearing to rise out of the sea, bearing aloft his powerful 
weapon—all these are testimony of the settlement by people of Viking 
origin.



14

■

The true Viking spirit however, Res in the hearts and souls of its 
people. Nowhere is this in more evidence that at Betel Old Folks Home, 
a home where now reside the sons and daughters of the courageous 
settlers of over a century ago. Betel Home continues to maintain the 
tradition of open-arm hospitality and love, so typical of an Icelandic 
home. The Icelandic language is very much in evidence here, although 
almost everyone speaks English as well. Here one can learn, from 
these pioneers, the history and sagas of New Iceland.

The area referred to as New Iceland, has no boundaries or statistics 
on population. It is a general term referring to an area starting 
approximately 50 miles north of Winnipeg, Manitoba, and including 
several towns and communities congregated along the Lake Winnipeg 
shoreline, as well as further inland. The first Icelandic settlement in 
New Iceland was at Gimli, but as the years passed the population 
spread north and west. Towns like Arnes, Riverton, Arborg, Hnausa, 
and communities such as Vidir and Hecla Island soon developed. 
Founded by Icelanders, with the majority of their population being of 
Icelandic origin, all these settlements were included in the area, New 
Iceland. Today there are many other settlements in Canada that have 
a considerable number of people of Icelandic backgrounds—towns 
such as Selkirk, Lundar, Oak Point, Brandon, Baldur, and Glenboro in 
Manitoba, and Foam Lake and Elfros in Saskatchewan; and cities such 
as Winnipeg, Toronto, Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver, and Victoria.

New Iceland was not the first Icelandic community in the Americas. 
Quite a number of settlements had previously been started in other 
areas, and the purpose of these establishments was motivated by the 
same reasons. The emigration movement from Iceland started in 1863 
and continued until the early 1900s.

Iceland was experiencing hard times during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. She was involved in a fruitless struggle for 
political freedom from Denmark. The people had suffered from 
adverse weather conditions and volcanic eruptions and a small pox 
epidemic in 1707 weakened Iceland’s strength by taking one third of 
her population. There was continuing inflation, under-nourishment 
due to unwholesome food, and a high death rate. Conditions seemed to 
improve at the turn of the nineteenth century, but the years 1860 to 
1880 brought a return of hardships. The mainstay of the Icelandic 
economy, sheep, suffered a widespread epidemic; arctic ice turned 
summers into virtual winters in the years 1858, 1859, 1870, and 1881. 
Mount Helca erupted in 1875 causing loss of property and livelihoods. 
Emigration appeared to be an immediate response to these continuing 
hardships. The nineteenth century also brought reports of a better life 
possible in the New World and a means of reaching it. People were 
gradually becoming aware that if freedom or comfort was not 
available in their mother country, there were vast unsettled territories 
in America to which they could migrate.

North and South America was seen as their solution, their promised 
land. The movement of Exodus from Iceland began in 1863 when a part 
of forty left for Brazil. In 1870. emigration to North America began.



Map of Nyja Island showing area districts.
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This figure disregards a small group who went to Spanish Forks, Utah 
in 1855; these were Morman converts who had no real relation to the 
main stream. The second Icelandic settlement in the United States was 
in Washington Island, Wisconsin. Unfortunately, the settlement never 
grew larger than a few families. Wisconsin failed to provide the 
opportunities the Icelanders were seeking; the economic situation was 
poor and they were extremely isolated. The year, 1872 brought three 
hundred Icelanders to Milwaukee to join the first few who had 
ventured there. Milwaukee, ethnically speaking, was said to be the 
capital of the Icelanders in the Western World between 1872 and 1875. 
There was a relatively small population, but all Icelandic activity and 
Icelandic leaders had centered their headquarters in Milwaukee. A 
ship from Akureyri, the northern capital of Iceland, brought one 
hundred and eighty five more Icelandic immigrants to Canada, in 1873. 
They had all agreed to settle in the same location, but ended up 
scattered throughout the United States and some in Canada.

There was a desire among the Icelandic immigrants to establish one 
district large enough to contain all the immigrants to North America. 
The efforts for settlements in America were met without success, so 
their attempts turned to Canada. The Canadian government responded 
immediately and carried on an active program to encourage 
immigration. In 1874 the steamer, "St. Patrick", brought three 
hundred and sixty five Icelanders to Quebec. Many wanted to continue 
to the United States because there was a general belief that there was 
more freedom in the U.S. than in Canada. After negotiations, the 
Icelanders decided to remain in Canada provided the following 
conditions were upheld:
1. As soon as residence qualifications were fulfilled the Icelanders 

could enjoy full liberty and rights of citizenship, like a native born 
Canadian.

2. They would be given a sufficiently large and suitable tract of land 
for a colony.

3. They were to reserve unhindered their personal rights, language, 
and nationality for themselves and their descendants forever.

This was a turning point in Icelandic immigration; the Icelandic center 
was transfered from Milwaukee, Wisconsin to Winnipeg, Manitoba, 
and Canada received the majority of the immigrants from this point on.

Settlements such as Kinmount, Ontario, Rosseau, Ontario, 
Markland, Nova Scotia and other sites in eastern Canada developed, 
but again the settlers were not satisfied. In 1875, a committee was 
established to find a better location for the immigrants. The committee 
selected a strip of land along the western shores of Lake Winnipeg and 
called it New Iceland (Nyja Island). There were many positive factors 
leading to the selection: the area’s abundance of timber; fertile soil; 
fish and game; wild fruit; bright sunny days; and above all its lack of 
grasshoppers. There was also transportation on the lake and the Red 
River, by water in the summer and by ice in the winter. It was a large 
unpopulated area with ample space for the establishment of an 
Icelandic district.
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1. Vidinesbygd (Willow Point district).
2. Arnesbygd (Arnes district).
3. Fljotsbygd (River district).
4. Mikleyjarbygd (Big Island district).

On October 21,1875, two hundred and eighty five Icelanders arrived 
at Willow Point, a peninsula which stretches out into Lake Winnipeg 
about four miles southeast of Gimli. Ice was already forming on the 
lake and there was no time to lose. The settlers chose a building site on 
a wide crescent bay at the present Gimli location. Huts were erected 
and families doubled up for the winter. Frost set in and one week later 
the lake froze. The abundance of fish, which was a factor in the 
selection of this area, were now under ice; the settlers had had no 
experience with ice fishing.

In spite of the severe winter, a school was organized by Christmas. 
In 1876 Jon Gudmundsson started a paper, wholly written in longhand, 
called “Nyi pjodolfur”, named after a well known paper published in 
Reykjavik at that time. The colony was continually expanding, 
attracting Icelanders from other settlements in Canada, the United 
States, and Iceland. Unfortunately a small-pox epidemic broke out in 
1876. The district was quarantined from November 27, 1876 until July 
20,1877. The illness caused one hundred and two deaths, in addition to 
heartache and sorrow. The settlement was starting off badly, but the 
Icelanders held on.

Hardships did not interere with the establishment of a government. 
The founding fathers of New Iceland were now free from Danish rule 
and could establish their own independent government, given 
permission to do so by Canadian officials. New Iceland’s political 
system adhered to Canadian laws but was based on the Icelandic 
tradition of representative government. They established four districts 
identical to the ancient Quarter Division of the Icelandic Parliament at 
Thingvellir, established in 930 A.D. On Febuary 5, 1877 the New 
Iceland colony or region was named the “Lake Region” and was 
further divided into four districts:

Each district contained a council of five, including a reeve (mayor), a 
deputy reeve and three other members; they held jurisdiction over 
local matters. The colony’s government also consisted of a regional 
council called “Thingrad4,” which consisted of a President of the 
council, called Thingradstjori5, a Vice President called “Vara 
Thingradstjori ” and the reeves of the four districts. The duties of the 
“Thingradstjori” were to establish a liaison between the Dominion 
Government and the district councils, along with advising and holding 
necessary mootings. The council discussed such questions as the 
clergymen; the building of churches, schools, roads; and welfare for 
widows and the ailing.

Unfortunately, the chosen land for an Icelandic colony was not as 
productive and inviting as was first thought. The hardships were 
tremendous and many settlers became discouraged and left.
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Gimli Lakeview Hotel - 1908. 
[Manitoba Archives],
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4 radtcouncil
5 stjori: a very general term, and may mean chairman or governor, 
according to the circumstances.

Religious controversy betwen the fundamentalists and the more 
liberal minded also served to split the colony. Several settlers moved to 
North Dakota because of the different religious views. By 1881, only 
two hundred and fifty remained out of the fifteen hundred original, 
and these strong souls remained mostly out of loyalty to the colony. 
New Iceland's special status ended and the settlement was forced to 
become a part of the Manitoba province, giving up their independent 
government. However, by 1883, the weather for crops had been good, 
the Icelanders had organized the digging of ditches and drainage, 
roads improved and life became easier. Immigration to New Iceland 
resumed and by 1894 the population had increased to fifteen hundred 
and fifty five inhabitants. The tempo of life increased and in 1897 New 
Iceland was opened to the settlers of other nationalities. Since then, 
New Iceland has become a progressive and productive community 
which has contributed much to Canada.

New Iceland from 1897 onward ceased to be exclusively Icelandic; 
the people of Icelandic origin are probably outnumbered now by 
Ukranians, Poles, Germans, etc. But it is a community which can boast 
to have more people of Icelandic descent than any other in the world 
outside the mother country itself. It is also a community which can 
show the stronger Icelandic influence on their life styles, minds, and 
spirits than any other in the world. Many of the Icelandic 
characteristics brought over the sea by New Iceland’s founders can 
still be found in their descendants.

----- TH E
LAKEVIEW

HOTEL r
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Ethnic characteristics of an Icelander are not so much a matter of 
physical appearance or outward customs as of the mind and spirit. 
Icelanders are basically of Nordic and Celtic origin, consequently they 
vary tremendously in physical appearance, although many are tall and 
blonde. Icelanders are also very adaptive; they have had to be over the 
years in order to survive. This is why one finds few distinct customs 
setting them apart from others. There are many characteristics, 
however, which are found in almost every Icelander and these are 
basically their love of independence, literature, language, and land.

In the opinion of many experts on Icelandic emigration (W. 
Kristjanson, W.J. Lindal, Eric Jonasson), the prime factor involved was 
not due totally to the hardships and severe living conditions the 
Icelanders faced. They had lived with worse in their 1100 year history. 
The prime factor was a longing for independence; an independence 
from Denmark and also an independence for themselves. Icelanders 
wanted a freedom in a new land to unfold what was within the 
Icelandic people and to be given the opportunity to lead a cultural life.

“The truth, sad as it may appear, is that the
Icelandic country farmer has never, since this land 
was settled, been in a financial position to live a 
truly cultural life.” 7
The people of Iceland are a hardy race, a people hardened by life in 

the mountains, by the sea, and by long years of privations and 
hardships. They possess a never ending spirit of love for life, freedom, 
and independence. Their independence, almost to the point of being 
stubborn, was well shown by the immigrants in their negotiations with 
the Canadian government. They demanded immediate liberty and 
rights to citizenship like a native born Canadian, a large tract of land 
for a colony, and the right to maintain their personal rights, language, 
and nationality for themselves and their descendants forever. No other 
immigrating nationality banded together in such a way, nor demanded 
so much from their new nation. The immigrants to New Iceland did not 
see Canada as their new nation; rather, they saw themselves 
establishing their own independent colony within Canada, with its own 
government, schools, religion, language, culture, and traditions.

Throughout the centuries the people of Iceland had retained a sense 
of cultural aristocracy which was so characteristic of the original 
settlers in Canada and the United States. This cultural aristocracy 
was the reason behind the establishment of the tightly closed colony, 
open solely to Icelanders.Even when the colony had opened to other 
nationalities, the Icelanders formed a social tightly knit group. 
Intermarriage with other nationalities which settled in New Iceland 
was very much looked down upon, even up to thirty years ago. The 
Icelandic settlers saw themselves as superior, and perhaps in at least 
one aspect, educationally, they were.

Iceland may have been a small isolated island with a hard life to 
offer its habitants, but she also produced a disproportionately large 
number of great men. These Viking people bore their hardships with 
7 Lindal, W.J. THE ICELANDERS IN CANADA, National Publishers,
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8 Eddas: two collections of literature, one of prose, the other of poetry. 
Eddas tell about the gods and heroes of the ancient Teutonic religion. 
Without the Icelandic Eddas, there would be little known about 
pre-Christian religion in northern Europe.
9Kristjanson, W. The Icelandic People in Manitoba: a Manitoba Saga, 
Wallingford Press, Winnipeg, 1965. p. 489.
10 Ibid., p. 490.

fortitude and even in times of greatest distress gave abundant 
evidence of intellectual vigor and a power of imagination. Education 
has always played an important role in Icelandic life. Home education 
was all that was available in many isolated family farms, but was 
definitely not an inferior educational system. Through the Eddas (8) 
and Sagas, Iceland’s folklore, history and literature were passed from 
generation to generation. Iceland’s love of literature and poetry is 
especially evident. Such men as Hallgrimur Petursson (1614-1674), the 
composer of the famous “Passion Hymns”, Bjarni Thorarensen 
(1786-1841), and Matthias Jochumsson (1835-1920) are among her 

leading poets. Great novelists such as Gunnar Gunnarsson (1889- )
and Halldor Kiljan Laxness, the nobel Prize winner of 1955 for his 
novel, “Islands Klukkan,” have written many great novels that are 
internationally known.

The Icelandic Canadians have continued this love of literture and 
can also drop a good number of names. The majority of the first 
generation were able to quote reams of poetry, and produced such 
authors and poets as Stephan G. Stephansson. He came to America in 
1873. His home was in Alberta, but his poetry was published in six 
volumes of “Andvokur” (Wakeful Nights) and had a large impact on its 
readers. Another great writer was Guttormur J. Guttormsson (b. 1878). 
He rates second only to Stephan G. Stephansson among the poets of 
Icelandic origin in America. (9) He lived most of his life in New 
Iceland, ...he was very original, had a great power of imagination, a 
wide range of subject matter and a beautiful style. (10) Thorsteinn 
Th. Thorsteinsson (1879-1955) was the most versatile of the Icelandic 
Canadian authors; he was a poet, historian, essayist, and short story 
writer. There are many many others including Laura Goodman 
Salverson, author of “The Viking Heart.” “Confessions of an Immigrants 
Daughter.”

Journalism also has played an important role in New Iceland's 
literature. The fact that Jon Gudmundsson thought it necessary to 
hand write an Icelandic paper, "Nyi pjodolfur”, during the first 
miserable winter is an example of its importance. In 1877, a printed 
paper “Framfari”, which means “Progress”, was established in New 
Iceland and was published on a regular basis. This was two years 
after the settlers first arrival and in a year of a devastating epidemic; 
this indeed is a unique achievement in the history of journalism.
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11 Kristjanson, W. The Icelandic People in Manitoba: a Manitoba 
Saga, Wallingford Press, Winnipeg, 1965. p. 58. A quote from 
“Framfari”, September 10, 1877.
12 Kristjanson, W. The Icelandic People in Manitoba” Hecla, 1975. p. 
32.

Pioneers of 1875 and 1876 at the 50th Anniversary Celebration of New 
Iceland, held in 1925, at Gimli, Manitoba.
1. to r. standing Sigtryggur Jonasson, Jon Gudmundson; sitting I. to r. 
Johann and Mrs. Briem, Mrs. Jonas Stefansson, Flovent Jonsson, Mrs. 
Thomas Jonasson. [Manitoba Archives].

‘‘There is a common agreement that two things were necessary 
for the preservation of their precious heritage, a separate colony 
and a paper in the Icelandic language, published in America. These 
two projects were so closely linked that it was scarcely to be 
considered that one would thrive without the other.” (11)
On September 4, 1877, after the quarantine for small pox had been 

lifted, Lord Dufferin, the governor general of Canda and a man very 
involved in Icelandic immigration, visited the Icelandic settlement. In a 
speech to the people, he said;

“I trust you will continue to cherish for all times the heart stirring 
literature of your nation and that from generation to generation your 
little ones will continue to learn your ancient Sagas; that industry, 
energy, fortitude, perseverance and stubborn endurance which have 
been the characteristics of the noble Icelandic race (12) (W. 
Kristjanson) has continued. A newspaper called “Logberg Heims- 
kringla” is published weekly in Winnipeg. The newspaper is in the 
Icelandic Language with a few articles in English. It has a good 
circulation and hopefully will continue in the future.”

J
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Preservation of the Icelandic language is very important in the 
maintenance of Icelandic culture in New Iceland. The first and second 
generation Icelandic Canadians actually learned Icelandic as their 
maternal language. It was spoken in the home always and English had 
to be learned at school. The church used Icelandic and taught 
confirmation classes in Icelandic until forty years ago. Icelandic is 
heard on every street corner in New Iceland, but unfortunately it is 
rarely spoken by the younger generations. With the coming of mass 
media, especially television and radio, the emphasis on Icelandic has 
decreased; only a few of the third and fourth generation descendants 
speak Icelandic fluently. For approximately fifty years, there was a 
trend among the young New Icelanders to reject the idea of being 
“Icelandic” in favor of the idea of being "Canadian”. This idea has 
continued until very recently. Thus, many customs and traditions, 
including language, slackened. The past few years have brought a 
growing awareness on the importance of their Icelandic origin. People 
have become more receptive to Icelandic customs and culture; for 
example, Icelandic is now taught at the elementary schools and is 
offered in the higher grades. A visitor from Iceland told Mrs. Kristiana 
Magnusson this summer, (1975).

“When I was in Canada fifty years ago, as a young man, I felt 
certain that the Icelandic language would be forgotton after ten 
years. Now I return after fifty years and find New Icelanders still 
speak a very fluent Icelandic and keep up Icelandic traditions and 
cultures.”
Agriculture and fishing have always been the basis of Iceland’s 

economy, and they continue to be in New Iceland. The Canadian 
prairies have provided better opportunities than the volcanic 
Icelandic soil ever did, although the settlers faced many more 
problems with it than ever imagined. Trees, something not found in 
Iceland, had to be cleared to develop the fields, a great achievement 
for the Icelandic farmer. But he did not stop there; he also built roads, 
dug ditches for drainage and irrigation, built homes, schools, and 
churches. Ice fishing was also a novelty to the New Icelanders, but by 
hard work, determination, and trial and error, they have developed 
into expert ice fishermen. While men were learning new skills in ice 
fishing, hunting, farming, and lumbering, the women learned to 
supplement their diet, using wheat kernels for coffee, and certain plant 
leaves for tea. This, of course, is not necessary today but is a good 
example of how adaptive and close to the land the first Icelandic 
settlers were. Many pioneers chose such work as fishing or farming in 
preference to office or factory work even knowing that harder work 
and less remuneration was involved. They preferred it because they 
could work at their own pace and in their own way...another facet of 
their love of freedom.

Icelandic Canadians have contributed much to Canada. They 
desired strongly to maintain their own Icelandic identity, and to a 
certain extent they have succeeded in doing so. At the same time they 
have also blended well into the nation's fabric, adapting and
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developing characteristics to suit the best of both worlds. In spite of 
their small number, they have had a large impact economically, 
politically, and culturally, on Canada’s foundation. They have 
cherished their Icelandic heritage and have maintained strong ties 
between Iceland and Canada. Icelandic Canadians have also 
contributed whole-heartedly in national life; serving in wars; taking an 
active role in government; creating beautiful literature; and building a 
community of good citizens and productive workers. The achievements 
of all Icelandic Canadians in the past should be a source of pride and 
inspiration in the years to come.
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“It was to the settlement at Gimli, in New Iceland, (Nyja Island) that 
my parents, Sigvaldi and Ingibjorg, moved in 1885. They were able to 
stay in a small log-house at “Fogruvellir” (Fair Fields), which was 
about one and one-half miles south of the village of Gimli.

Father selected land to the north-west of “Fogruvellir”, but as there 
were no buildings here, he was unable to move there until later.

After we were settled in the old log house, Father decided to go back 
to Winnipeg himself, in order to work for money to keep us during the 
winter months. Before Father left, he saw to it that Mother had a 
plentiful supply of wood and food, as she now had four small children 
to look after.

At this time Mother was 35 years of age. Memories of her bring up a 
picture of a person of medium height, tending to be rather overweight. 
Her beautiful, thick golden hair I remember well, for many a time I 
enjoyed watching her comb out her long golden tresses, then coiling 
them in a bun at the back. She was fair-complexioned, blue-eyed, 
bright of countenance, and had a high and well-shaped forehead.

At Fogruvellir the road was very close to our house. For some 
unkown reason, Mother was always terrified of Indians as they 
travelled along the road. Sometimes they would stop at our house and 
ask for a drink of water. Never, at any time, did they show hostility 
towards us. At times they offered Mother some bear meat, but. this 
offer she always gently refused, as she could not enjoy eating bear 
meat. Though the Indians were courteous and kind at all times, yet 
Mother could not still her fear. Perhaps she may at one time have 
heard stories of atrocities in earlier days, which she could never quite 
forget.

Mother also feared wolves. During the lonely nights that she was 
there alone with the children, their howling terrified her. There 
was dense forest beyong the house and here she knew the bears 
wandered freely. These she feared too, especially if the children 
should wander away. Several miles to the west, fires were burning. At 
night, as she sat alone with the little ones, the red glow of the fire 
against the night sky, held untold terrors for her.
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One particular night at Fogruvellir, the youngest child was very 
feverish. No doctor was available anywhere around. As Mother sat up 
all night with the restless and feverish infant in her arms, the red glow 
of fire which flashed on the window, truly alarmed her. Always, the 
fire seemed to draw nearer and nearer. The three older children slept 
peacefully in their beds. Mother, clutching her baby to her bosom, 
looked on in horrified fascination at the dreaded fire. The sick child 
tossed and turned, burning with fever. “Dear God, what can I do?”, 
she thought in agony. As the little one seemed to be slipping away she 
began to pray for help, “Help my little one, Dear God...help me”.

Towards early morning the child seemed to be slightly better and 
finally fell asleep. The wind too changed, and the miraculous sound of 
rain hitting the roof was like an answer to Mother’s prayers. She gave 
a silent prayer of thanks to God for the baby’s return to health and for 
the blessed rain, which now lessened the danger of the fire spreading.

The following day, Johann Jonsson from Bolstad, the neighbouring 
farm located one half mile to the north, came by. He inquired as to 
whether or not Mother needed any help. His kindness and 
thoughtfulness Mother never forgot. Too, the thought that a kind family 
lived close by, even though we could not see their home because of 
the thick forest between the farms, sustained her throughout the rest 
of the time she was alone with the children. In her heart she gave 
thanks to God for these kind neighbours in a strange land. It is my firm 
belief that many a pioneer from Iceland, lonely and frightened in a 
strange new land, had great need of their faith and belief in God, to 
sustain them through those first desperate years.

After Father returned from his job in Winnipeg he began to work on 
the farm, which was called “Grund”. There was no house there so that 
fall and winter he cut down trees and cleared a spot for a home. The 
following summer, with the help of another man, he built a house of 
spruce logs, which were fitted together on the corners with dovetail 
grooves. All joints and cracks were plastered and then the walls were 
whitewashed, so it looked quite nice. I am not sure about the 
measurements of this house, but it did have an upstairs and wood 
floors throughout, not mud floors as was sometimes used. The roof was 
sturdy and well-built and did not leak, so our home seemed very 
comfortable.

In the fall of 1887 my parents moved into their new home at Grund. 
By this time there were outbuildings for the animals. I believe they 
started with 2 or 3 cows and a few sheep. Sometime later Father was 
able to buy a pair of oxen to use for hauling hay, wood and various 
supplies.

There was a plentiful supply of wood as the forest was all around us. 
Although our wordly possessions were few at first, I do not ever 
remember that we were hungry....there was always milk, skyr, butter 
and bread on hand. We were able to buy fish from the fishermen at 
Gimli for very little, or else in trade. Father always slaughtered at 
least one animal each year, so there was a good supply of meat. Every
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into their homes 
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bit of the animal was used...the blood for slatur; the liver for livra 
pylsa; the head for head cheese; the heart roasted and stuffed; and the 
hide with the hair scraped off, was used for skin shoes. Indeed, in our 
warm home, secure against wintry blasts, with food enough in the 
larder, we considered ourselves very fortunate.

Our schooling was very irregular. A school at Gimli, which was 
three miles from our home, was held open for part of the year. 
However, the narrow rutted trails through dense forest and swampy 
spots, prevented our attending school too often. Bjorn was able to get 
some schooling there.

It was during these years at Grund that a sad accident occurred 
when Bjorn was 13 years old. In October 1891 Father had gone again 
to Winnipeg to earn some extra money for the winter. There were now 
5 children at home with Mother. One day Bjorn saw a flock of geese 
flying over the marshes beyond the farm. He hurried into the house for 
the shotgun. As he quickly pulled it off the wall rack the butt of the 
shotgun accidentally hit the floor. The loaded gun immediately went off 
and the bullet lodged in Bjorn’s upper left arm. The closest Doctor was 
at Selkirk, a distance of 45 miles by water. Gudni Thorsteinsson, a 
naturopath (homopati) who lived at Gimli, was called upon at once to 
attend to the the gunshot wound. As soon as he saw the wounded arm 
he realized the danger Bjorn was in. He told Mother that he would 
have to be taken at once to a Doctor in Selkirk, as the shot had lodged 
close to the shoulder. Two men, Baldvin Andersson and Magnus 
Halldorsson, who were both courageous and gentle, at once 
set to and got a small boat ready. Mother and Bjorn were taken to the 
open boat and they immediately set off for Selkirk. Baldvin and 
Magnus had naught but oars and their own strength of will and 
purpose, and throughout that long night they rowed tirelessly to 
Selkirk. Meanwhile Mother held onto Bjorn and comforted him as best 
she could. Fortunately, although this was in October, the weather had 
not yet turned very cold, but throughout that dreadful night of 
travelling with the wounded child in an open boat, she must often have 
feared the worst. At 5:00 A.M. they arrived at Selkirk and Bjorn was 
taken at once to Dr. Grey. He immediately placed him on a stretcher 
and removed his left arm, at the shoulder. All that remained was but a 
small stump.

Meanwhile at home, our kind neighbours took us i 
and looked after the farm animals. Mother contacted Father 
Winnipeg to let him know about the accident. He left Winnipeg at once 
to see Mother and Bjorn at Selkirk, then came home to look after his 
children and farm.

Mother remained with Bjorn in Selkirk, where they stayed with 
friends until his operation had fully healed. Indeed, it seemed 
miraculous that he surivived the terrible ordeal of travelling all night 
in an open boat with a gunshot wound, then surviving the operation 
that followed. Dr. Grey had told my parents that had Bjorn come to him 
an hour or two later, he could not have lived, because of the blood 
poisoning which had already set in, in the wounded arm.
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Grandpa Sigvaldi, Sigurdur and Grandma Ingibjorg

My parents now realized that having only one arm could be a 
terrible handicap for a growing young man. They felt that it would 
be very important that Bjorn received a good education, so he could 
become self-supporting. Fortunately, Bjorn too seemed interested in 
furthering his education and he had a natural aptitude for learning. 
My parents decided that the best thing to do, under these 
circumstances, would be to move to Winnipeg for a few years.

The following spring Father sold his animals, except for two cows. 
At that time people were allowed to have animals in Winnipeg, 
provided they lived on the outskirts. After three years of schooling in 
Winnipeg, Bjorn was able to get a permit to teach for a year. He 
furthered his education after that on his own and eventually was able 
to teach anywhere. He was considered an excellent teacher and was 
the first teacher in Vidir.
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During those years in Winnipeg Gudrun and Jakob also attended 
school regularly and I started school. What little schooling I had there 
helped me tremendously for I began to enjoy reading both English and 
Icelandic books. Our Mother taught us at home how to read Icelandic.

It was during these years in Winnipeg also that two sad events 
took place in our family. Our little sister Sigrun died of measles and we 
all felt keenly the loss of this dear and happy little child, who had 
brightened our days for such a short span of time. A short time later, 
another child, Sigurdur by. name, was born. He lived only a few 
months, so these were days tinged with a deep sadness.

My parents, who were so interested in the happiness and well-being 
of their children, rejoiced in the success that Bjorn had made of 
himself, both in his education and in his remarkable attitude in 
overcoming his handicap. Indeed, throughout his life, he took great 
interest in educational matters and became deeply involved in 
community life. Jacob and he were one of the founding members of the 
Arborg Co-Operative Creamery Association, and Bjorn was the first 
secretary of that Organization.

I will now relate a bit about the other members of our family. In the 
fall of 1894 we moved back to our farm “Grund”, near Gimli. Now the 
problem of schooling for us concerned our parents. The closest school 
was at Gimli, 3 miles away. Our schooling there was irregular. 
However another school was built around 1900, only a half-mile away 
from our home.

When I was 14 years of age, and Jacob 16, we were confirmed. 
There had not been a regular minister for a while, so that year there 
was a large group confirmed and some of the confirmands were 16 and 
17 years of age. At that time it was usually the custom on the farms, 
that once a child was confirmed, he or she was prepared to work for a 
living. I had helped at home with haying and various chores. Gudrun, 
my older sister was working in Winnipeg and she was able to find a 
helper’s job for me there, with an English family. Here I found, that 
although I had received some schooling in English, my grasp of 
conversational English was indeed meagre. At school we had spoken 
English during classes, but had reverted immediately to Icelandic 
during any free time. The teachers had been Icelandic, and if we didn't 
understand them in class, they would explain to us in Icelandic. Now 
with this English family, I found it hard to understand what was 
sometimes expected of me. This lack also prevented any interesting 
conversations with the family, so I became very lonely and longed for 
home again. Gudrun tried to make my life in Winnipeg more pleasant 
but nothing could replace the longing I had for home. I worked in and 
around Gimli for some time after that.

After I had worked in Gimli for some time I decided that I would like 
to further my education in Winnipeg. However, that was not to be just 
then, for my sister Gudrun, who had never been robust, suddenly 
became very ill. She spent some time in a Hospital in Winnipeg, but 
there was little they could do for her there, so she was sent home. Now
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Mother needed me at home as Gudrun was bedridden. She passed 
away at the age of 24.

During this time we read everything we possibly could, in both 
English and Icelandic. Bjorn often sent books home, as he too was 
most anxious that we learn to enjoy reading books and profit from the 
knowledge found in reading them. Many of the books he sent were 
classics. One book in particular, which he sent me, proved invaluable. 
That was the English-Icelandic Dictionary and this 70 year old 
Dictionary I still possess.

My parents fared well at Grund after the first hard years, and they 
enjoyed the independence which was part of their life on the farm. 
They lived at Grund until 1912. By that time their sons Bjorn, Jakob and 
Johannes had all moved and taken up homesteads at Vidir, the most 
north-westerly part of Nyja-Island (New Iceland), due west of 
Islendingafljot (Riverton).

I had spent some time with my brothers in Vidir, as their 
housekeeper. Father became greatly troubled with rheumatism in 
later years and found it increasingly hard to manage the farm at 
Grund alone. Too, Father and Mother missed the companionship of 
their children, so they moved to Vidir in 1912.
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Ledger by Bjorn Sigvaldason 1895, when attending school in Winnipeg.

i

d

uQ

30

1 A

i

■

Uar.

After my brother Jakob married in 1907, I went to Winnipeg and 
learned sewing. I worked as a seamstress for a number of years and 
always had plenty of work. Through the years my enjoyment of sewing 
and working at various handicrafts, has been an added bonus to my 
enjoyment of life. I remained in Winnipeg until 1916, when my youngest 
brother Sigurdur, was called upon to serve his country in the First 
World War. I moved from Winnipeg then to Vidir to be with my 
parents at their home there, and therein lies another tale.

Helga Finnson of Vidir, whose parents were neighbours of Sigvaldi 
and Ingibjorg, remembers an incident about Ingibjorg when she lived 
at Grund.

“Ingibjorg was very anxious that her children have a chance to go to 
school. The Gimli school was three miles away. Between this school 
and Grund were low-lying water-logged spots, and heavy bush land, 
which made it hard for the children to attend school regularly.

One day Ingibjorg heard there was to be an important meeting to 
discuss opening another school, closer to their home. This was in the 
late 1890s or early 1900s. In those days women did not attend 
meetings, but Ingibjorg was determined she would be there.

She did attend the meeting. Furthermore she spoke up. This was 
unheard of-that a woman should have nerve enough to attend a 
meeting, let alone to speak up. Needless to say, there was a lot of talk 
next day about this bold woman who had dared to defy tradition and 
voice an opinion in public.”

- d
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A ledger kept by Bjorn Sigvaldason in 1895, when he attended school in 
Winnipeg.
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HOMESTEADING IN VIDIR

When Jakob turned eighteen he and his brothers Bjorn and 
Johannes, decided that they would take up homesteads somewhere in 
New Iceland.

At that time anyone eighteen years or over could obtain a homestead 
for an entry fee of $10.00. However, certain conditions had to be 
fulfilled. The homesteaders had to reside on the land for six months of 
the next 3 years; make certain improvements such as building a house 
and a barn; put up fences; and break at least ten acres of land. In 
cases where forests were very dense, certain allowances were made.

Bjorn had been teaching for a few years. Jakob had worked on the 
home farm at Gimli, Manitoba, and Johannes had gone out fishing 
during the previous winter months. Now they longed to work together 
in partnership on homesteads in the area. By 1902 most of the farm 
lands around Gimli and along the Icelandic River at Riverton and 
Arborg had been taken up. It would be necessary for them to ->o 
farther north and west. A floating bog 2 miles in width formed a 
barrier to the higher land beyond. This swampy area made travelling 
very hazardous and tedious.

Beyond this marshland however the terrain was higher, and here 
large bluffs of spruce and poplar promised sheltered spots. In the 
undrained low spots, willows grew abundantly, and in the swampv 
areas tamaracs showed off their beautiful crimson foliage in the late 
fall.In 1903 the three brothers filed for homesteads, on the uplands 
beyond the marsh. This area later became known as Vidir Th 
foresaw that this land, although a wilderness at that time, held great 
potential for them as homesteaders.

Although the swampy areas abounded with flies that tormented 
them mercilessly; although the trails through dense forests were lonelv 
and frought with danger; although the water squished and bubbled 
under their feet in places; yet they could see it had great promise 
There would be shelter in the beautiful spruce bluffs; there would be 
timber in the forests, which could be cut and used for building homes- 
the open spaces could be used for hay and pasture; their dreams of
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Pioneer Homesteaders in
Vidir. Standing Bjorn, 
seated Johannes, Jakob.

becoming land owners could be realized. All these dreams and hopes 
beckoned them on, as they clung to their vision of a bright future for 
themselves and their descendants.

That first Christmas Bjorn called on Sigurdur Eyolfson’s family, 
who lived three miles east of the Sigvaldason Brothers’ homestead. 
This event has been recorded by Fridny Eyolfson in her account of her 
parents homesteading.

“Our first Christmas was made very enjoyable through the kindness 
of a young man who had taken up a homestead three miles west of us. 
His home was at Gimli, and he, along with two brothers, ventured to 
come to this wilderness to look for land, where they eventually all 
made their homes. He called on us Christmas Eve, bringing gifts for 
everyone.He then read us Dicken’s Christmas Carol, which was the 
first time I wept, hearing about Tiny Tim. As I recall, this man walked 
from Gimli, and returned the same way the following day.”

During the summer of 1903 the brothers built a house 14’ x 16’ on 
Bjorn's homestead. It was built of spruce logs, and the cracks between 
the logs were chinked with moss taken from a swamp. There were 2 
windows and 2 doors on this house. The doors were made of rough 
lumber, the floor of planed spruce boards, and the shanty-shaped roof 
of lumber. The barn was also built of logs with a flat roof of poles. On 
top of this roof coarse hay was piled.

All the furniture in this home was handmade, except for the 
cast-iron heater and the cast-iron cook stove No. 8. This small stove 
had been bought in Winnipeg in 1884 for $22.00. Included in the price 
had been some tin plates, cups, saucepans, and a frying pan. The 
tables, benches, small wooden trunks called “koffort” in Icelandic, 
and the bunks, were all made of spruce lumber. Mattresses were filled 
with hay and the comforters were made of thick layers of wool batts.
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These comforters were very warm, as indeed they needed to be, for in 
this home there was no insulation of any kind. The stove pipes simply 
extended to a small round hole in the roof, as there was no chimney.

At that time game was plentiful. Jakob was a good hunter, and he 
often brought moose meat, rabbit, elk, and prairie chicken home. 
There was always enough milk, butter, and the Icelander’s favourite 
dessert skyr, a type of yogurt which was sweetened with sugar and 
topped with milk or cream. A very nourishing dish called “hraeringur’ 
was made by combining skyr and oatmeal porridge. Topped with milk, 
this mixture made a hearty meal by itself, and was often eaten at 
suppertime.

As soon as a garden plot could be worked, potatoes, and later 
turnips, were grown. It was not until several years later that the 
Icelandic settlers learned the value of a greater variety of vegetables 
in their diet, and the comparative ease with which they could be 
grown. Staple foods bought included flour, rolled oats, coffee, sugar, 
yeast and baking powder. Once in a while raisins were bought, as a 
rare and special treat.

The method of preserving food during the hot summer days often 
presented a problem. Usually the meat was salted down and kept in a 
brine, in a keg or barrel that had a good, firm lid. This was dug into the 
ground. Later, small houses were built over a dugout. The hole was 
filled with ice blocks hauled from the river, or else water was poured 
into the dugout hole to freeze. This ice was then covered with sawdust 
and it lasted throughout the summer months. In later years, when 
cream was shipped, cream cans were sometimes kept cool simply by 
lowering them into wells.

All clothes were made at home. Many farmers kept a flock of sheep. 
In almost every Icelandic home the women could spin and card the 
wood needed to make the warm Icelandic mitts and socks. Indeed, 
these mitts and socks were later often bartered for groceries. This was 
a godsend to many a pioneer family. The underwear was knitted on a 
knitting machine into long strips which were sewn together. These 
underwear proved to be both warm and comfortable during the cold 
winter months. When outside, the men wore heavy parkas and 
overalls of white canvas. The parka had an attached hood with 
drawstring, and also a band of fur around the edge, to keep the face 
from freezing. Until Anna came to housekeep for the 3 brothers at their 
homestead, these clothes were made at their family home in Gimli.

In 1904 the brothers built another house of logs, larger than the first 
one. Now the spruce logs were squared on the sides. This was done 
with an axe so it was slow and tedious work. This house had 3 rooms - 
a large kitchen and 2 bedrooms. The roof was of lumber and shingles. 
The table here was made larger than the first one, and this house had 
a few chairs, as well as benches.

Anna Sigvaldason came to Vidir in 1905, to help her brothers and 
act as their housekeeper. Bjorn taught during the fall and winter 
months and Johannes went out fishing, so a great deal of the farm work 
was left to Jakob. Anna cooked the meals for her brothers, and was a
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The old spinning 
wheel was a 
feature in every 
pioneer home. 
Here Ingibjorg 
is busy at her 
spinning wheel 
outside their home 
in Vidir.

wonderful cook who somehow always managed to make the food tasty 
though she was very thrifty and an exceptionally fine homemaker. She 
often helped with outside chores. Sometimes she hauled hay in the 
winter, and one interesting event took place one day when she was 
having a hard time getting the cantankerous and stubborn mules to 
move. At that moment, a neighbour, Gudmundur Kristjanson, often 
referred to as “Litli Mundi”, came by and commented dryly: ‘‘They 
need a man to drive them.” He climbed onto the load and took the reins 
and let a tremendous holler. This yell so startled the mules that they 
took off at once, and never stopped until they reached the barn.

During their trips back and forth between Gimli and their 
homesteads, the brothers travelled by team of oxen. Oxen were used at 
first too for breaking up the sod and other field work. These animals 
moved very slowly and it took a patient man to refrain from swearing 
at these animals as they slowly plodded along.

Often the brothers stopped at Snorri Jonsson’s homestead. One day 
Unnur, Snorri’s daughter, heard a commotion outside.

“Come on, you darn old slowpokes - get moving,” and Jakob stood 
there angrily prodding the oxen on. “Dammit all - move”.

“What an impatient man he is,” thought Unnur, as she watched him. 
She realized later that these bovine creatures only moved at a certain 
pace...and a very slow one at that. No amount of prodding could hurry 
them up.

Jakob became increasingly interested in making sure they stopped at 
Snorri Jonssons, whenever they drove by his homestead.

“Lets’ stop for a cup of coffee”. At sight of Unnur in the doorway, his 
face would light up with a smile.
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‘‘I think I’m beginning to see why you like to stop here,” Johannes 
would tease Jakob.

Gradually, it became evident that Jakob and Unnur were becoming 
very attracted to each other, and they began ‘‘walking out together.”

Sometimes Jakob would go on foot to Snorri Jonsson's home. One 
time when he was setting off for home, walking, Unnur walked part of 
the way back with him. Suddenly a huge bear, reared up on his hind 
legs, appeared on the path ahead of them. It was a terrifying moment 
for both of them, but fortunately the large dog that was with them, 
frightened the bear and he took off.

Jakob and Unnur were the first young couple to marry in Vidir. They 
were married by Reverend Runolfur Marteinsson in 1907 in the log 
house on Bjorn’s farm. The bride wore a green dress with white trim, 
and the groom wore a new suit for this happy occasion. There were 
only a few guests present, but it was a happy and friendly gathering.

Jakob and Unnur now lived with Bjorn on his homestead, for the first 
year, while Jakob himself built a four room home and a barn. After 
Jakob’s wedding Anna went to Winnipeg to work.

Up to 1907 no name for this area had been selected. In that year a 
group of settlers held a meeting and two names were suggested for this 
growing community. One name was “Vidir”, which in Icelandic means 
willow; the other suggestion was “Willow Flats”. The name “Vidir" 
won out by one vote. The post office was located at Jon Sigurdson’s 
home, so he used the name “Vidir” for his homestead.
Bjorn was married in 1909 to Lara Johnson and settled on his farm in 

Vidir, in the log house which had been built in 1904. They covered the log 
walls with siding, then painted it. Here, though Bjorn was handicapped 
by having only one arm, he devised methods of getting his work done. In 
1920 he sold his farm to Jakob and moved his family to Arborg.

Johannes fished for the first few winters until he moved permanently 
to his homestead in 1906, and began building it up. Everything around 
Johannes’ home and farm was kept very orderly. Here Johannes lived 
with his wife, Thorbjorg Davidsdottir and his son Johann, as the 
community of Vidir expanded and progressed.

After leaving Vidir, Anna went to Winnipeg where she worked as a 
seamstress for many years. In 1923 she married Halldor Austman, and 
two years later they moved to Sylvan, where Halldor had a homestead. 
By this time, Sigvaldi Johannesson, Anna’s father, had passed away. 
The four room cottage which had been Sigvaldi and Ingibjorg’s home in 
Vidir since. 1912, was moved to Halldor and Anna Austman’s 
homestead in Sylvan.

The youngest of the Sigvaldason brothers, Sigurdur, came to Vidir in 
1911 to live with his brothers for a year until his parents moved there 
the next year.

In 1912 Sigurdur bought his first farm animals, two calves at $8.00 
and $12.00 each. The following year he purchased his first team of 
oxen and rented 30 acres from his brothers and began to work these 
acres.
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After Sigurdur completed his elementary school his brother Oliver 
helped him by sending him to Agricultural College in Winnipeg for two 
years.

In 1920, when he married Eggertina Sveinson, he bought a farm 
through the Soldier Settlement Board, as he had been overseas in 
World War I. The wedding took place at the Sveinson home, and after 
a happy gathering over coffee and cakes, the youg couple drove by 
horse team to their farm. Here they began farming with 3 horses and a 
few cattle.

Icelandic people have always had a great love of books and the old 
custom of one person reading, while the others sat around carding 
wool, knitting mitts and socks, was kept up in the pioneer homes in 
New Iceland. In 1908 the Vidir Icelandic Library was organized by 
Magnus Jonasson and a few more of the early settlers. People 
donated books to the Library which was located in Magnus Jonasson’s 
home for many years.

Magazines and Icelandic newspapers were read, enjoyed and 
exchanged. The two Icelandic weeklies, Logberg and Heimskringla, 
were widely read, and their controversial stands on politics and 
religion were often highly amusing to the readers. Later on, farm 
periodicals such as the Free Press Prairie Farmer, and Country Guide 
were subscribed to by most farmers. Another very well-studied 
publication was the Eaton’s catalogue which found its way into every 
home. What joy and dreams it brought to all members of the family; the 
young children were fascinated with the pages and pages of 
mechanical toys, and the beautiful Eaton’s Beauty Doll, which every 
little girl yearned to own; the young girls envisioned themselves looking 
so grand at the next Dance, in one of Eaton’s fashionable dresses; the 
young men dreamed of owning a bicycle to show off to their best girl;
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the mothers carefully checking the styles and prices on the pages of 
babies and children’s clothes; and the men folk yearning for those 
wonderful tools illustrated so well in the catalogue. Indeed, the Eaton’s 
catalogue was so widely read and studied that a local minister once 
dryly commented’ “I’m afraid that the Eaton’s catalogue is studied 
much more thoroughly on the Holy Day than the Bible ever is.’’

When a brand new catalogue arrived, the old dog-eared and 
tattered catalogue was relegated to the outhouse. Here it served a 
double purpose. Inside the outhouse, usually nestling in a grove of 
spruce trees, away from prying eyes and calls of work to be done, one 
could look in leisure at the catalogue, and dream of being able to buy 
all those wonderful things in there. At last, the catalogue, curled up, 
tattered and torn beyond recognition, would serve its final purpose in 
the outhouse.

When the first settlers came the land was cleared by using axes and 
a great deal of muscle, sweat and hand power. The fields were then 
broken with oxen and a plow. Sometimes two teams of oxen were used, 
one team behind the other, or else five oxen would be harnessed, two 
in front and 3 behind.

The first grain seeded in Vidir was broadcast by hand by Armann 
Magnusson. The Sigvaldason Brothers and Sigurdur Finnson followed 
shortly with grain fields. Gradually the area farmers banded together 
to buy the essential machinery.

Getting the grain threshed presented quite a problem at first. In the 
early days of the settlers the grain was cut with scythe and flail, which 
was back breaking work. Later the binder and the threshing machine 
replaced the former methods. During threshing time large gangs of 
men would be working together - some at pitching the grain stocks on 
the hayracks, one to attend to the threshing machine, another to feed 
the machine, while others had to haul the grain away to granaries.

F' - • ■ <•
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Kris Sigvaldason stands atop the threshing machine, with the grain 
wagon in foreground.

Threshing time was a very busy time for the womenfolk too. In addition 
to their usual chores at this busy time, of helping with the milking and 
feeding the chickens, they had to feed these large threshing gangs, 
often 10 to 12 hungry men. And what feasts they were! The large 
kitchen tables would groan under the weight of the loaded platters of 
beef roast, or venison, potatoes and rich brown gravy, two or three 
steaming vegetable bowls, topped off with apple pie smothered with 
whipped cream, and plenty of coffee. Everyone looked forward to 
these bountiful “threshing-gang meals." Indeed, it almost became a 
competition amongst the farm wives to see who could come up with the 
most varied and lavish food for the threshers, much to the delight of 
the hungry threshing gangs.

Social life in the pioneering years mostly revolved around visiting, or 
else attending concerts at the Ardal Hall, located one mile west of 
Arborg which was the closest Hall around when the Sigvaldason 
brothers first homesteaded. Church services were held at this hall, 
occasionally, as well as Concerts and Dances.

When there was a Concert here the settlers would hurry with their 
chores and would leave by oxen team, around 6 o’clock in the evening, 
the oxen plodding slowly along. After enjoying a Concert and Dance, 
they would start off for home again, singing and joking on the way, and 
arrive home at 6 a.m. where a new day of clearing more land 
awaited them.

: *
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Though winter months were very cold.
Folks didn’t seem to mind, 

To simple parties they would go 
And leave their cares behind.

They always came at eight o’clock 
To start their merry greeting 

They came because they wanted to 
Not for a business meeting.

Oh, there were many other things 
That didn’t look just right, 

Grubby hands and tangled hair, 
When company came at night.

In those old days the families 
Were large, say six to eight, 

And drying socks hung all around 
Each with its proper mate.

$4.00 to Halldor Austman and Valdi Sigurdson 
for fuel for the fall term.

$7.00 to Peter Herman for 4 cords of 
seasoned wood.

$4.50 to Steingrimur Sigurdson for lighting 
the school heater each morning for 9 weeks.

$2.00 to Jon Sigurdson for hauling desks 
and supplies from Hnausa.

$2.00
1.00 

.50 
1.50

Any group renting the building was liable for the damages. It is also 
interesting to note prevailing wages for work rendered at the School 
building:

After the Community Hall was built in 1914, it was used for Church 
services, weddings, christenings, funerals, concerts and dances.

The following extract of a poem by Margaret Finnson entitled ‘‘Good 
Old Fashioned Fun” aptly describes part of the early social life in 
communities like Vidir.

In 1909 when the Vidir School was built, this building was also used 
for church services, meetings, concerts, and gatherings. It is 
interesting to note the prices charged at the Vidir School for various 
social events at this time:

Political meetings
Community meetings
Church services
Concerts for local residents
Concerts and socials for
non-residents
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While on the stairs we kids all sat 
To watch the queer performance, 

With grace and ease some twirled about, 
As others struggled at their dance.

Their happiness came from within, 
No swig needed for their fun. 

The only bottles to be seen 
Were those with baby nipples on.

Down came the violin off its hook, 
Mouth organ off the shelf, 

Now every one was on the floor 
More than ready to enjoy himself.

What I remember best of all 
Was the pleasure folks did show 
At seeing their old friends again 
And the ones they’d get to know.

A story there’s of one lady fair, 
This of course I shouldn’t tell, 

A little boy crept from the stairs, 
Unhooked her skirt and down it fell.

Neighbours visiting.

Back row; Left to right. 
Grandma Ingibjorg, 
Geirthrudur, Snorri, 
Siggi Sigvaldason

Front Row: Unnur 
Sigvaldason holding 
Addie, Jakob 
Sigvaldason holding

I Gudrun -
" Kris Sigvaldason 

kneeling

Each lady brought a cake or bread, 
Whatever she had handy. 

It didn’t matter what you brought, 
Most anything was dandy.
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The years rolled by and we no more 
Sat watching from the stairs, 
Instead we took an active part 

In all community affairs.

Now wouldn’t it be pleasant 
To take a little run, 

Back to the days when folks enjoyed 
This good old fashioned fun.

They swiftly raced across the hall 
To seek a partner, one and all, 
And as they glided in and out, 

No one was left to adorn the wall.

Now there were concerts, dances too, 
Down at the Vidir Hall,

And when the music strains rang out, 
Men answered that sweet call.

Over the years the Vidir community has thrived and expanded. Gone 
are the outmoded machines of yesteryear; gone are the days of the 
large threshing gangs. They have been replaced by modern 
self-propelled swathers and air-conditioned combines, which require 
only 2 men to operate efficiently - one to combine and the other to haul 
the grain away in the truck with a hoist and using an auger to get the 
grain into the granary sheds.

Gone are the log houses and barns built by the pioneer settlers. Gone 
too are the outhouses, hidden amongst the trees. These have been 
replaced by modern homes with electrical appliances and plumbing. 
The barns of today hold gleaming milking machines and automatic 
barn cleaners.

Today the low spots in the area have been drained, and the acres of 
golden wheat swaying in the breeze and ripening in the hot prairie 
sun, attest to the productive value of this land, which was carved out 
of a wilderness of forest and swamp.

Gone are the original homesteaders - Bjorn, Jakob and Johannes, 
who cleared their land and had visions of a bright future. Today their 
homesteads flourish under the capable ownership of Jakob’s 
grandsons: Raymond Sigvaldason who lives on Jakob’s homestead; 
Harold, Kenneth and Albert Foster who are on Bjorn’s homestead; and 
Lome Floyd who is on Johannes' homestead. Their large and 
prosperous farms are evidence that they too possess the pride, 
determination and dreams of their ancestors.

Some things however never change. The hospitality and true 
community spirit, where neighbours help in time of need, are still very
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Footnote;
Research material on this chapter has included notes by Anna 

Austman, as well as reference material from “Beyond The Marsh”.

much a part of Vidir community life. The young people remain, to a 
large degree in Vidir, more so than in most communities, to help 
operate and eventually take over their parents farms. One farmer long 
ago fondly referred to Vidir as “God’s Little Acre.” This belief and 
hope in their community was what sustained the early settlers. Today 
this tremendous community spirit still prevails and gives to Vidir a 
special status as a “community that shares and cares.”

The Foster homes are located on Bjorn’s homestead. Today on this 
farm and on the next one, Raymond Sigvaldason’s, the acres of 
golden wheat attest to the productivity of these homesteads.



CHAPTER V.

THIS, MY KINGDOM

I child

I. HELGI HALLDOR (1922) married LILLIAN ARNASON

C. BRIAN (1954-1974)

CHAPTER V.

THIS, MY KINGDOM.

sewing

44

ANNA SIGVALDASON (1886-1978) married HALLDOR AUSTMAN 
(1896-1964)

a. JENNIFER (1975)
B. LARRY (1949) married MARGARET SHAW

3 children
A. Signy (1946) married ROY HOLSTEIN

I child

When (Aunty) Anna Austman was growing up, her fondest dream 
was to become a teacher. She enjoyed reading, especially poetic verse. 
The Icelandic poetry she learned as a young girl instilled in her a deep 
understanding of the great traditions and culture embodied in 
Icelandic poetry. However, her dream of becoming a teacher was not 
meant to be. When her older sister Gudrun, was bedridden at home, 
Aunty Anna was needed there to help her mother.

Aunty Anna eventually did get to Winnepeg to take up a sewing 
course and she became an excellent seamstress. She worked at this for 
a number of years. Throughout her life her natural aptitude for 
handicrafts provided great enjoyment for her.
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When Aunty worked in Winnipeg she would sometimes walk from 
Arborg to Vidir, when she came by train from Winnipeg. She often 
brought trinkets and things for her nieces and nephews in Vidir. To 
her, books were cherished possessions and she also brought books to 
read to the nieces and nephews, all of whom loved her dearly for her 
thoughtfulness. She was able to recite reams of poetry from memory. 
Indeed, in later years she often recited poetry and favourite passages 
of prose at entertainment sessions. Ingvar and I spent some time in 
Vidir with Aunty Anna and Grandma, and Ingvar became a great 
favourite of Grandmas.

It was during one of these stays that I was introduced to the 
fascinating legends of the “huldu-folk” or “hidden people”, as they 
were known in Iceland.

One summer evening, when I was 10 years old, Aunty Anna told me 
about how the huldu-folk came around to visit at night, after everyone 
had gone to sleep.

“We must leave the house very clean for the huldu-folk,” Aunty told 
me, “They love to come and dance the night away. However, if the 
house is dirty, they might do some mischief.”

I swept the kitchen floor very carefully that night. I went over it once 
again with the broom, to catch any extra dust flying around.

“They don’t like to see a messy place,” added Aunty, as she flicked 
some dust from the corner, “There mustn’t be a speck of dust 
anywhere.”

Going to Sunday School classes at Aunty Anna's. Grandma Ingibjorg 
made the hats.
Jakob and Bjorn Sigvaldason’s daughters.
Back row: Addie, Anna, Inga, Gudrun
Front Row: Laura, Kristiana, Gudrun, Thruda.
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Anna Austman 
and Clara 
Thorbergson 
stooking grain 
in Vidir.

I got out the broom for the third and swept again. Now everything 
looked spanking clean!

When I went to bed that night I decided I would stay awake and see 
the huldu-folk. I wanted to see them dance around. When Aunty came 
to tuck me ini pretended to be fast asleep. I waited and waited, but not 
a sound did I hear of dancing feet. Finally I fell asleep.

Every night I swept the kitchen very carefully. Every night I tried to 
stay awake. The huldu-folk must have crept in very softly and danced 
noiselessly, for never did I ever hear a sound, or catch a glimpse of 
those little people who came in the night!

Aunty Anna was many things to many people. To her parents she 
was a daughter they could always depend on for love and support; to 
her brothers who began homesteading in Vidir, she was a loving sister 
who kept a home for them and helped with the chores; to her many 
nieces and nephews she was a favourite aunt, who brought them 
trinkets to enjoy, who taught them Sunday school classes in Icelandic, 
who read to them and showed them the joy of having books as good 
friends through life. To her husband Halldor she was a loving and 
wonderful helpmate throughout their life together; to her son Helgi and 
his family she was a loving mother, teacher and guide, ever ready to 
listen, while instilling in them a deep sense of direction and objective in 
life.

She enjoyed being part of a lively community life. She took an active 
part in the Lutheran Women’s League and in promoting the Lutheran 
summer camp at Husavik. Aunty Anna was instrumental in seeing to it 
that any child who wanted to go to camp, would be able to do so. She 
was president of the Women’s Farm Group and later was made 
honourary member.

In her quiet and intelligent manner she was able to contribute 
greatly to the cultural and progressive development of various 
community projects.

Throughout her life, Aunty Anna looked out at the world with a 
vision clear and bright, attuned to the satisfaction of working and 
building up a prosperous farm alongside her husband; the joy of seeing 
her son find his niche in life; and the happiness of showing her respect 
and love of the great country she was born in -Canada.
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(Taped and translated interview with Anna Austman. 1975 for Jon and 
Maria in Iceland).

‘‘My early life was spent in Gimli and Winnipeg. When my brother 
Sigurdur joined the army, I went to Vidir to live with my parents. They 
were now getting too old to manage the farm by themselves so I looked 
after the animals and the heavier work. Mother still did a great deal of 
spinning and knitted mitts and socks for groceries and extra cash. My 
brothers, Jakob, Bjorn and Johannes helped me a great deal, by loaning 
me horses to put up hay etc. Later they gave me a horse, which I used 
for my weekly trips to Arborg with cream and eggs. During the summer

I had the horse and buggy, while during the winter months I travelled 
by horse and cutter.

It was during this time that I met Halldor Austman, who had been 
driving the mail to Fisher River for some time. His parents had 
originally had a homestead in Vidir, but had moved to Winnipeg. 
Halldor tried to buy their homestead but it already been taken up by 
someone else.

Halldor and I were married in 1923 and lived with my parents. We 
had 60 acres of land for hay and pasture, two horses and a few cows. 
Halldor was a very hard worker and often worked in the bush during 
the winter months. While we lived in Vidir, our son Helgi was born.

After my father died in 1924, Mother sold her house to us, and she 
moved into a small house which was moved to Sigurdur’s farm.
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In 1925 we moved to our homestead in Sylvan, which was north of 
Vidir. Here everything was covered in bush-poplar, spruce, and pine. 
It was a tremendous task to clear the land because the homesteader 
was confronted with endless stones. Piles of rock and stone at cleared 
sites testified to the time-consuming problem of clearing the land of 
these stones. Halldor was able to get a loan from the Soldier 
Settlement Board, with better interest rates, to cultivate the land.

In Sylvan there was only one other Icelandic family, the Lindals. The 
rest of the settlers were English, Ukrainians, and Poles. There was no 
community life at all. We did have an Elementary school, GR. I to VIII. 
We always boarded the teacher at our home, although it was none too 
large. At that time teacher’s salaries were very low, so all we could 
charge for room and board was $14 or $15 per month. However, that 
money often came in very handy. There were few opportunities here 
for young people. When we first came to Sylvan, only one pupil had 
completed Grade VIII.

The people in this community were poor, as the land was very 
unproductive, both for pasture and grain. Many a stone did Halldor 
pick up from the ground and pile into wagons. There were no big 
swamps around, so the danger of fire during the dry season presented 
problems. Halldor was a tireless worker and by sheer determination 
and grit, our farming gradually prospered. It was easy to get young 
people to work, as most of them stayed home after they quit school. 
The salary paid to young men at this time was $1 per day, and a long 
day at that, with dinner and coffee included.

We usually had hired help, especially during the winter months 
when Halldor worked in the bush. We had built up quite a large herd 
of cattle. Halldor and I always discussed farm procedures and worked 
and planned together how best to make our farm productive. We 
bought another farm in Sylvan. This one was good for pasture and hay, 
and not as stony as the home property.

If someone in the Sylvan community was sick, or a child being born, I 
was called upon to act as a midwife. At first I had nothing to work 
with. However, with time and experience I learned a great deal and 
helped the doctor with child deliveries. I have always considered it 
very fortunate indeed that never, at any time, were there any serious 
complications.

One time when I was called upon to attend a woman in childbirth, 
the patient was very sick. This time I feared to be alone with her, in 
case some complications arose. I asked the husband to call up Dr. 
Bjornson at Arborg, a distance of 20 miles. I stayed up all night with 
the woman. After a safe delivery the husband drove me home.

About a year later Dr. Bjornson asked me, “Did those people in 
Sylvan every pay you, the time you were there all night?”

"No,” I replied, "I have never been paid for any time I have been a 
midwife.”

"I didn’t get paid either,” Dr. Bjornson replied.
During the 1930s it was very hard to get ahead as prices on all farm 

commodities were very low. We had a large number of cattle and
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Taken at Vidir, 1948. Left to right: Ella Floyd, Lara Sigvaldason, Siggi 
and Ena Sigvaldason, Jakob and Unnur Sigvaldason, Inda and Kristjon 
Sigurdson, Gudrun Sveinson, Anna and Halldor Austman.

was determined to become anenough hayland. Halldor 
and successful farmer.

In the early 1940s the original Austman homestead came up for tax 
sale. My brother Bjorn had heard about this and knew we had always 
been anxious to acquire the homestead. He helped us get the 
necessary loan of $500 to pay for the farm. At that time it was almost 
impossible to raise $500, and very hard for anyone to sell farms for this 
reason. However, we were able to buy this farm in Vidir. We had 
always deeply longed to move back to Vidir, where we felt more at 
home in that progressive community.

While we were in Sylvan our son Helgi attended school there, then 
took Gr. IX and X by correspondence. The following year he went to 
High School in Arborg. He helped at home the next year, then went to 
Teulon where he took his Gr. XII. During these years Helgi always 
helped on the farm, after school and during the summer holidays. 
Indeed, he has always been a wonderful son to us-helpful on the farm 
as well as a tremendous source of strength to me in later years.

The winter before we moved to Vidir Halldor went into the bush to 
take out logs to build a house, a large barn, as well as a machinery 
shed. By this time we had a tractor, so Helgi moved the logs to Vidir. 
Our house was built first.

Before we moved to Vidir Halldor had bought another farm for grain 
and pasture. He put that farm in Helgi’s name as he had helped so 
much through the years. Halldor also bought two other farms, so by 
the time we moved from Sylvan, where we had lived for 17 V-i years, we 
had 640 acres of land in Vidir, as well as some farms in Sylvan.

When Halldor bought the farm in Vidir, it was in very poor condition 
and the fences were all down. By the spring of 1942 Halldor had put in 
crops. This eventually developed into very good land.
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The day we moved from Sylvan, September 26, was a cold windy 
day. We moved the cattle first, although there was as yet, no shelter 
for them. Our house was partly finished. That night six inches of snow 
fell, and a cold north wind blew. However, before long, Halldor had 
large barn built on this farm.

On this farm grass was plentiful and grain grew well. The beautiful 
spruce bluff on the north side of the farm provided shelter from the 
wintry blasts. It was not a high bluff, but a lovely one. To the south was 
a poplar bluff, with spruce interspersed. In between these two bluffs 
our home was sheltered and protected.

We were very happy to move back to Vidir where, once again we 
could become part of a lively and progressive community. Here there 
were groups interested in furthering and promoting cultural events. 
The Community club was active, as were the Lutheran Ladies Aid, and 
the Lutheran Women’s League. These organizations proved to be 
uplifting and provided me with a sense of belonging and being part of a 
community moving ahead.

By this time we had sold our farms at Sylvan and bought more land 
closer to our home place. We had large grain fields and large herds of 
cattle, as we had plenty of hay and pasture land. Our farm prospered.

Helgi attended University and helped with work on the farm during 
the summer months. In this way he was able to pay for his schooling. 
While he attended university he married Lillian Arnason. In 1948 he 
graduated from Agriculture at the University of Manitoba. He had 
taken a regular four year course in three years., and was fortunate 
enough to win the Lieutenant Governor’s Gold medal in agriculture.

Halldor had a very good herd of beef cattle and some horses. We 
kept Flicka, our favourite horse, long after we parted with the other 
horses.

Halldor began to find it increasingly hard to sit on the farm 
machinery for any length of time, as he had developed an ulcer. In 
1953 we sold our farm. Just prior to this my brother Jakob died 
suddenly, in an accident at threshing time. This loss, combined with 
the idea of leaving Vidir, where we had so enjoyed living amidst our 
comfortable surroundings, made us have misgivings about leaving the 
farm. However, we decided that the time had come to take a more 
leisurely pace through life, and moved to Arborg.

We had intended to build a new home in Arborg but could not find a 
location we liked. We did however, buy a home that faced on to the 
Icelandic river. The view from our home there was idyllic—overhang­
ing willows bending down to touch the water’s edge; low shrubs where 
the birds loved to nest; the bright green riverbank;-all these provided 
a changing panorama. I spent many happy moments watching the 
river from our front windows. We made great improvements on the 
house, both inside and outside.

There were many beautiful shady trees around our home and we 
planted more trees and fruit plants. The soil was not particularly good, 
but with the addition of fertilizer our flower and vegetable gardens 
flourished. I enjoyed the hours I spent gardening as I think a love of the
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soil and its marvels is deep-rooted in so many of us who have been 
brought up on a farm.

Halldor.who had always been an active person and a hard worker, 
began to find that retirement was not as satisfying as he thought it 
would be. He longed for a new challenge and more incentive. He had 
kept some of his farm machinery, so he now bought a small farm west 
of Arborg, in order to have something to do. At that time property was 
still cheap. The first winter after he bought the 80 acres he cut wood, 
then cleared the land and planted grain. He worked this into good land 
and a few years later he sold these 80 acres to a young couple. He sold 
his machinery as well.

Anna Austman as Fjallkona, [Maid of the Mountains] at the 
Islendingadagurinn at Hnausa, Manitoba in 1954.



ANNA AUSTMAN

Helgi Austman and 
family at Loni Beach, 
Gimli, 1961.
Left to right:
Signy, Helgi. Lillian.
Front: Brian and 
Larry.

Halldor was elected Councillor on the Bifrost Municipal Council. He 
enjoyed this work as he had the time and the enthusiasm to work well 
with other council members. As he had done a great deal of road work 
with my brother Jakob, in his younger days, he was in a position to be 
very knowledgeable about procedures in road work. He promoted the 
idea of maintaining good roads in the municipality.

Halldor also served on the Hospital Board for the Arborg Hospital. 
He devoted much time to this and was often on call when others were 
unable to come, due to pressures of work.

In Arborg we enjoyed belonging to the Icelandic League “Esja” and 
attended several conventions. I continued as member of the Manitoba 
Farm Women’s group, which sponsored the annual Arborg Fair.

One winter we took a six week trip to Vancouver, where we rented a 
suite. We had friends and relatives there, all of whom we enjoyed 
visiting.

When Halldor died suddenly in 1964 of a stroke, I was in the 
hospital. Helgi, who has always been a wonderful son, was my source 
of strength then. After I got out of the hospital I stayed in my home for 
the winter. I realized however, that I would not be able to spend 
another winter there. I sold our home and moved to Betel where I have 
been since. Here at this home in Gimli, we are well looked after.

I am now 89 years of age and I find it harder to write. I wish that I 
had started this tape to you, Jon and Maria, a year or two earlier, 
when my memory may have been sharper.

To you dearest Jon, kinsman and friend, I send my love and ask God 
to bless you always-you and Maria, who has been a true and 
wonderful wife to you. And may God bless you son Hordur. his wife 
Ranny, and their girls, Edda and Litla Maria. May you all be rich in His 
love and blessings."
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Dr. Helgi Austman holds a distinguished record in the Manitoba 
Department of Agriculture.

When he graduated from the University of Manitoba in 1948, Dr. 
Austman received the Lieutenant Governor’s Gold Medal in 
Agriculture. Post-graduate studies in extension education at the 
University of Wisconsin led to a Master of Science degree in 1957, and 
a Ph.D. in 1961.

Dr. Austman has been with the Manitoba Department of Agriculture 
for over 30 yars, retiring this year as Assistant Deputy Minister of 
Agriculture. His first position with them was as Agricultural 
Representative for the Teulon area; from there he was promoted to 
Assitant Director of the Extension Service, where he worked for 10 
years. During the next few years he was Director of the Extension 
Service, until 1969 when he became Assitant Deputy Minister.

In a letter written to her son Helgi, when Anna was in her 90s, she 
wrote that she hoped there would be no long eulogies written about 
her.

Rather she would have them say of her, as well as of so many others 
who worked hard and who reaped the rewards of their labours, that 
their creed in life was but a simple and fulfilling one—

‘‘I pledge my life, love and strength to the further development of 
this great country of ours.”

It can be truly said of Anna Austman that her creed and philosophy 
should be an inspiration to all her family.
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In his position as Assistant Deputy Minister Dr. Austman has been in 
charge of the Rural Development Division, Chairman of the Water 
Services Board, and administrative head of that program. He has had 
the responsibility of initiating, organizing and managing a northern 
manpower development and employment program. His latest role in 
the department was as head of the Regional Division, which is the field 
staff of the Department of Agriculture, a role involving 250 people; as 
well as developing the latest federal-provincial cost-share agreement 
on special thrusts in Agricultural development in Manitoba. His goal in 
this particular job was to complete negotiations, involving $18 million, 
and to get that program off the ground.

Dr. Austman is well known throughout the province of Manitoba, 
through his associations with numerous agricultural associations. He 
has been past president of the Agricultural Institute of Canada, the 
Western Canada Farm Safety Conference, and the Canadian Society of 
Rural Extension. He served as Chairman on the Advisory Council on 
Scientific Affairs, as well as numerous other associations.

Dr. Austman’s work has taken him on many overseas assignments. 
He has hosted farm groups from Iceland and has acted as agricultural 
representative on several tours. This year he will be going on an 
assignment to Guyana. He has made numerous friends throughout 
Iceland in his capacity as representative of the Manitoba Department 
of Agriculture.

Like his parents, Halldor and Anna Austman, Helgi has proved that 
the heritage of his ancestors can successfully merge into the 
fascinating mosaic of Canadian life. At Gimli, the site of the first 
Icelandic settlement in Manitoba, Helgi Austman will be living in his 
retirement years. Like his forefathers, who chose Gimli, which means 
"Home of the Gods” as their haven, so Helgi Austman has chosen his 
retirement haven amongst surroundings that are a blend of the old and 
the new.



C. ANNA EDITH (1939) married TRYGVI FINNSON

D. KRISTIN PHYLLIS (1942) married ROWLAND KRISTJANSON

E. RAYMOND SIGVALDI (1943) married LINDA PAULSON
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a. TODD RAYMOND (1967)
b. SCOTT RUSSELL (1968)
c. MELENIE ELAN (1972)

a. DARLENE LEANNE (1964
b. WESLEY WARD (1966)
c. ROSS KENT (1970)

a. (BRENDA) LENORE (1959)
B. JANIS LYNN (1961)
c. DAVID WARREN (1963)

JACOB SIGVALDASON (1884-1953) married UNNUR JOHNSON.
6 children

1. KRISTJAN INGVAR (1908) married PHYLLIS FOSTER
A. ELLEN UNNUR (1936) married ROBERT MARTIN

a. SHARLENE DEBRA (1958)
b. LORETTA BERNICE (1959)
c. (SIGRID) LAUREEN (1964)
d. TRACY DIANE (1973)

B. SIGURBJORG JESSIE (1938) married HALLDOR FINNSON
a. GRANT ALLAN (1959) married CATHERINE ODDLEIFSON
b. WANDA DELL (1961)
c. BRADFORD EARL (1966)

A MAN OF HIS TIMES CHAPTER VI



2. GUDRUN ANNA (1910 - 1935)
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3. ARNFRIDUR (1912 married HAROLD FOSTER
A. HAROLD JACOB (1939) married ALDA SIGVALDASON

a. ROGER GREG (1971
b. ERIN ALLISON (1978)

B. RICHARD ELMER (1942) married KAREN ROLFE
C. KENNETH OLIVER (1945 married TRUDY ANNE JOHNSTON
a. JONATHAN KEITH (1971)
b. KYLE KENNETH (1976)

F. SYLVIA MILDRED (1946) married CLIFFORD GISLASON 
a. KRISTA RAE (1970

G. DAVID NY ALL (1949) married LEE HARASYM
a. ALAINE DAWN (1973)
b. ARIK DAVID (1978)

D. ALBERT GEORGE (1949 married ELAINE DOLA
a. SHAUNA LEE (1975)
b. TRENT ALBERT (1978)

5. JACOB (1919) married OSK JONASSON
A. CAROL THORDIS (1944) married SIGURDUR BARDARSON

a. CHERYL LEE (1964)
b. ROBERT DAVID (1965)
c. TAMMY NANETTE (1969)

C. LORNE FLOYD (1944 married LORNA INGIBJORG MARTIN
a. RONALD LORNE (1969)
b. STEWART WAYNE (1971)

D. DORIS LILLIAN (1949) married ROGER BENSON
a. LEANNE DAWN (1970)
b. BOYD HAROLD (1971)

4. GEIRTHRUDUR (1914) married HARRY FLOYD
A. OLIVE GUDRUN (1938 - 1939)
B. ALICE (1940 married (GUNNAR) LLOYD FINNBOGASON

a. GLENN LLOYD (1961)
b. WARREN SCOTT (1964)
c. ALAN MARK (1967)
d. ROBYN LYNNE (1969)



6. ERLENDUR (1921 married LENA GREIN.
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Jakob and Unnur 
Sigvaldason and 
eldest child Kris.

E. KEITH DOUGLAS (1960)
F. LOIS ANN MARYLIN (1967)

C. BRIAN THOMAS (1948) married MARILYN BRETON (divorced) 
a. COREY JACOB (1971)

B. BEVERLEY LYNNE (1945) married BARNEY EINARSON
a. SHARON ANNETTE (1965)
b. RUSSELL (1968)
c. COLIN BJARNI (1970)

BRIAN remarried BARBARA
a. LISA DAWN (1975)
b. THOMAS BRIAN (1977)

D. DONALD JACOB (1950) married JEANETTE DRYER
a. LAURIE CAROL (1971)
b. TROY DON (1974)
c. TRACY LEE (1976)
d. CARRIE LYNN (1978)
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‘‘A man of his times” very aptly describes (Uncle) Jakob 
Sigvaldason. In his heart dwelt the true spirit of the pioneers, who 
through hard work, courage and stamina helped to build up 
communities like Vidir across this vast land of ours.

Jakob had the true courage of his ancestors. He had need of it too, 
for on more than one occasion he was confronted by a bear, and came 
through the victor. He possessed the strength to fell trees and carve a 
home out of a wilderness. He had the stamina to stand up to defeat and 
hard times and come up again to face new challenges in life.

Uncle Jakob also had the gift of laughter and joy. Whenever he came 
to our home he would look at us with a twinkle in his eyes.

"Hello there, my little ones” he would sav with a grin. ‘‘What 
mischief have been getting into lately?”

We always stayed close to the kitchen table whenever he came for 
dinner. He loved hunting and would tell Papa stories about his hunting 
trips. He had a hearty laugh and sometimes we saw him wiping his 
eyes after a good laugh. He had many stories to tell about his sawmill 
operations at Sugar Creek and his fish freighting experiences.

The day that Uncle Jakob came to our place driving a huge, black 
McLoughlin touring car is a day to remember.

"Look at that big car,” we shouted as we saw him drive in up to the 
yard gate. "It’s Uncle Jakob’s new car.”

We all ran outside and examined the car inside and out.
“We need a big car like this,” Gudni said, "when we go to our 

summer picnics at the lake. We’d only have to make two trips instead 
of three."

Uncle Jakob proudly showed us the double row of seats in the back, 
as he said, "Now I can take all my family out in the car.”

By this time we girls were all sitting in the car, the smaller ones on 
the extra little seats that pulled out, to seat more. Uncle Jakob sat 
behind the wheel and started the car.

As we rode up to the corner and back home in that huge car, we felt 
like princesses. We thought Uncle Jakob must be a millionaire, at least, 
to have a beautiful car like that.

There were bears not too far from Uncle Jakob’s home place. One 
day Gudrun, the eldest daughter, was getting cows from the pasture 
land to the southeast.

All at once, as Uncle Jakob was busy mending leather traces for the 
wagon, Addie came running up to him, shouting, "Papa! Look! There’s 
a bear walking behind Gudrun.”

Uncle Jakob jumped up, dropping the traces. He rushed into the 
house. "My gun! I’ll have to shoot the bear," he yelled out, as he ran 
outside with the gun.

Gudrun meanwhile was completely unaware of the bear walking a 
short distance behind her. As she shooed the cows toward home and 
milking time, she suddenly heard a shot! Turning quickly around in the
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Jakob Sigvaldason with his 
prize lamb. He often took 
prizes and cups at the Arborg 
Annual Fair. The old barn in 
the background was the first 
barn on the farm.

direction of the shot, she saw the bear go down. She stood rooted to the 
spot. Uncle Jakob shouted at her, “Come on Gudrun, Run home as fast 
as you can.”

Gudrun needed no further reminder. She dashed off as fast as her 
legs could carry her. Uncle Jakob shot once again to make sure that he 
had killed the bear.

“One time when Dad was fifteen years old, he went to Southwestern 
Manitoba to work at harvesting. Here he was the water boy, and he 
hauled water, by horses for quite a distance for the old threshing 
steamer. There was quite a large threshing crew, but they were very 
dissatisfied, both with the long hours and the poor food supplied.

One day after the noon meal when the food had been very skimpy 
indeed, the threshing crew became very angry. “We’re quitting right 
now,” said their Spokesman, as they talked together.

REMINISCING WITH JAKOB'S CHILDREN
(Taped interview by Alice Finnbogason)
“Dad was a very brave man - a man of courage. He had a good sense 

of humour and was always jolly. He didn’t know the meaning of fear - 
yet he was gentle and could never hurt anyone. He was quick 
tempered but forgot quickly. Like many other Icelanders, there was 
nothing in business too big for him to tackle. If he made up his mind to 
do something, it had to go through. Mother was a capable person and 
Dad could always depend on her. Mother used to make all our clothes 
and nothing was wasted. They made a good pioneer couple.

“Bjorn and Dad had 21 cows together. Bjorn was away teaching 
school so Mother and Dad used to look after the animals. Once Dad 
had to go away moose hunting to get enough meat for the winter. Siggi 
was 13 years old and he milked 5 cows. Mother, with Kris on her lap, 
milked the rest. The wolves were howling outside the barn.

People relied on deer and moose for their meat, and gardens (with 
mostly potatoes) were grown to supply vegetables for the year. We 
used to knit the mitts to sell to the store in exchange for groceries.”

Addie Foster



Kris Sigvaldason

Kris Sigvaldason and family: 1. to
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r. Kris, holding David, Kristin, 
Sigurbjorg, Ellen, Anna, Phyllis holding Sylvia, with Raymond, sitting 
in front.

Dad just happened to come back with a tank full of water at that 
time. He too was fed up with the poor food rations and long hours.

“I’m ready to quit too,” he announced, as he suddenly pulled the 
plug out of the water barrel. The water quickly spilled out over the 
ground.

“What do you think you’re doing?” angrily asked the boss, as he 
came up to Dad.

"We’re all quitting,” answered the foreman Jon, “unless conditions 
improve - we want shorter hours and better food or you can get 
yourself another threshing gang.”

After some discussion the boss agreed to shorter hours and 
promised better food. Dad went back to his task of filling the barrel 
with water to keep the big steamer going.”

Thruda Floyd

"There were good farmers. Nobody was really rich in those days. 
Life was not easy but everyone was a good worker. There were always 
good neighbours that would help each other, and still do. There was 
always room at the table for another person. People were travelling 
and often used to stay the night.”

Tit
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Thruda Floyd
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Wayne and Erlendur 
Sigvaldason.

“The first house (up east] had 1 bedroom (plus living room, kitchen 
and utility room). There was a bed in the living room. It always looked 
nice with the floors painted and the walls papered.

I remember when I had pneumonia, I was 5 years old and stayed in 
the bed in the living room. I wanted to get up once when Mother and 
Dad were out milking so Addie and Gudrun got me up. Was Mother 
ever mad! I remember Ingvar came over with a tiny box and inside was 
a cookie. I don't remember if I was able to eat the cookie just then, but I 
sure remember that present.

Spanish flu was really bad after the First World War. Holms and 
Erlendsons were very sick. Dad did chores for them for a few days. 
Mother would finish up the chores outside while the kids would be left 
alone in the house. Some people died from the high fever. Gudrun and 
Kris had been really sick with it."

“Mundi Kristjanson and Dad used to visit nearly every night. It he 
didn't come that meant he was sick, so someone would go over to see 
him. Dad and he would argue and argue, but they were the best of 
friends. They got pretty loud when it came to politics but wouldn’t get 
mad.

Amma (Ingibjorg) used to spend a month or so in the summer with 
each of her children. I remember one night it was 12 o’clock and she 
couldn’t sleep, since Dad and Mundi were arguing ,so she stood in the 
door and said, “I think it is time Gudmundur went home." He got up 
and said,“I guess the old woman can’t sleep," and went home. He came 
over the next afternoon and Amma and him had a good chat.”

Kris Sigvaldason
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One thing I remember about (Sigvaldi) Afi was a grey trunk he 
brought from Iceland, that he stored tobacco in by the bed. I remember 
it was when we lived on the east farm before Uncle Bjorn moved to 
Arborg. Oscar Erlendson was working for Dad and he sent me to Afi to 
get tobacco for him. I must have been 4 or 5 years old. I'm not sure if all 
the tobacco was in bars, but I remember Afi slicing it up with a knife. 
When I brought it back. Oscar gave me 5 cents - that 5 cents seemed 
like a fortune to me."

“Auntie used to work in Winnipeg and brought home nice things. 
She was always doing good deeds for her nieces and nephews and we 
all loved her.

Auntie used to teach Sunday School to Bjorn’s and us kids in the 
summer on Sunday mornings. That was how we learned the sounds of 
our Icelandic alphabet. We were confirmed in Icelandic. She taught us 
to read Icelandic so we understood better what we were learning 
before we were confirmed. We read our Bible stories and learned our 
prayers.

Travelling took all day with horses. I remember the first time we 
went to Sylvan to visit Auntie and Dori. There was this big hill - it was 
like a mountain to us. We went on a team of horses in the morning and 
got there at dinnertime, then had to hurry back to do the chores."

Addie Foster

“Mundi used to chew tobacco and when he got excited he would 
forget to go out to spit and there was often a puddle by his chair. I 
remember how often we’d have to clean up after him. One time Amma 
came into the kitchen to get a drink of water and she stepped in a 
puddle. She was pretty mad. She had to go and wash her feet."

Thruda Floyd

“Afi (Sigvaldi) had been strict with his children and I heard some 
stories when Dad was small. He was always up to some tricks. Visitors 
came once when the kids were outside playing hide and seek. They 
didn’t see Dad anywhere so asked, “Where is Jakob?” Seems he had 
been naughty and Amma had locked him in the cellar, put the chair on 
top and was sitting there so he couldn't lift the door.

I remember Afi came on Christmas Eve with a bag on his back 
bringing toys and treats for us kids. Auntie (Anna) had made up little 
green bags filled with candy and one apple for each child. There 
usually was a doll for the girls and a toy or game for the boys. Once 1 
remember Mother and Dad dressing up us 4 kids and we all drove over 
to Amma and Afi's. Auntie had put up a big Christmas tree. I can still 
see that tree, right up to the ceiling, all aglitter. We just stood there 
and looked at it.”
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“Later we had an old truck - the cab was homemade. We always got 
stuck when we went to Snaebjorn’s. We usually went at Easter, there 
weren’t any roads, so we went cross country by Nyall’s and we always 
got stuck there. Had to push the truck so we all got messed up.

Once the truck wasn’t working well and Dad took it to the garage in 
town. Dori Erlendson insisted on lending Dad a car. Oh, was it ever a 
fancy car! It had curtains on the sides.”

“Dad said he would take us to Minerva District where he grew up. 
We had never been further than Arborg before. We visited Einarsons 
and they had a lovely meal for us. I’m sure she didn't know we were 
coming. It was such an exiciting trip - it was like going to the Coast 
now!

I remember the times we drove to the Icelandic celebrations in 
Hnausa. We were singing and the louder we sang, the faster Dad 
drove. I’m sure we went 2 wheels around the corner at times.”

Thruda Floyd

"I remember the time Mother took me and Grouni (he had been a 
cowboy horse) to Uncle Snaebjorn’s one spring. It was very muddy 
with puddles everywhere. I was about 4 years old. When we left Uncle 
Snaebjorn’s, Grouni took off and wouldn't stop. Mother held me 
between her legs, the buggy was just a-jumping. When we got home 
Grouni came to a dead stop. Dad was out in the yard and just stood 
there laughing - we were all covered with mud.”

Jlt » J

i H
Back row I. to r. Lome and Lorna Floyd, Warren and Glenn 
Finnbogason, Doris and Roger Benson, Allan, Lloyd and Alice 
Finnbogason.
middle row. Ronald Flloyd, Harry and Thruda Floyd
front row. Robyn Finnbogason, Boyd Benson, Stewart Floyd and 
Leanne Benson.
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Front. Keith and Lois Ann.
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Jacob Sigvaldason’s family; 

left to right. Donald, Brian, 
Osk, facob, Carol, Beverly

“When Siggi bought his first radio, he invited our family all over one 
Saturday night to hear the Chicago Barn Dance. What wonderful 
sounds seemed to come out of that magic box as Lulubelle and Scotty 
sang all the popular cowboy songs! We all thought the radio must be 
the greatest invention ever, even though the static every once in a 
while, drowned out the singing."

"Dad had a day set that we were going to Sugar Creek, I’ll never 
forget that day. It was so cold! Villi Eyolfson had been home and Dad 
and he were going to go out together to camp. Dad said. "I’m going - 
they have to have supplies out there.” Cousin Johann and I went with 
him. It was so cold I just shook like a leaf. Four miles from camp the 
horses just stopped, close to the hill where the timber wolves howled at 
night. Dad went to the horses and there were icicles from their 
nostrils, We stopped and rested, and then we made it to camp. When 
we came to camp everything was so dark and cold, and I was so cold.

“Dad bought a thresing machine in the fall when Elli was born. The 
Titan was the first tractor, got it around 1916. The Titan pulled the 
threshing machine. Dad used to thresh for others. People would just 
stack up the stooks until he could come to their place. I remember one 
year he threshed at home just before Christmas - the stooks were 
stacked up in the yard, where Ken’s house is now.

When we were older he did some freighting and had lumber mills at 
Sugar CReek and Beaver Creek. Dad and I sawed lumber during the 
depression and sold it for $25 a thousand planed, delivered to their 
yard, $15 for rough lumber. We had no trouble selling the lumber, 
went as far as Teulon and Stonewall. We bought an old steamer to use 
out in camp for $200 and later sold the boiler to a rag factory in 
Winnipeg. (That steamer had cost $3,600 new.) Everything had to be 
made from cheap junk in those days.
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The Foster Families; 1. to r. Harold holding Erin, Richard, Alda, Karen, 
Trudy, Elaine, holding Trent, Ken, Albert.
Front row. Roger, Addie with Shauna and Kyle, and Keith.

Dad went in and lit the fire. Bear meat was on the table - no paper, 
cloth or anything. (The bear meat was not eaten.) I just thought to 
myself, “I never want to see another day like this.”

We used to have our fun at camp too. We got together on Saturday 
nights to play cards - 500, Petro, and Icelandic whist. Everybody was 
cutting logs to saw into lumber for their own use and for sale, but 
mostly for themselves to build up their homes. Then we always had 
coffee to end up the evening - usually a cake was baked, and buns, and 
lots of homemade bread. In those days you couldn’t run to the store, so 
everything was baked there.

We would be up at 5 o'clock to start breakfast. Baked bread and 
buns. The shelf above the heater was a good place for bread to rise. 
The men would come in wet and cold and I would make up a pudding 
for dessert with no eggs and put brown sugar sauce on it and it would 
be like Christmas pudding.

Once we had a windup dance in the cookhouse before we went 
home. Neighbouring camps were invited and we borrowed a portable 
gramaphone for music. Danced in the cookshack. The heater, couches, 
table went out. We still had the stove for heat. We even danced a 
square dance. We had coffee and it was 4 in the morning before the 
table, couches and heater were all put back in place and we could go 
to bed. Didn’t go early to bed that night but had had a good time.

Dad used to take contracts on road work. He never had trouble 
getting hired men.”
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REMINISCENCES FROM THE SUGAR CREEK ERA 
by Heidmar Bjornson

Jacob hefir jafan verid vinnu gladur 
Hardsnuinn og hraustur madur. .

In writing a short account about Jakob Sigvaldason's venture into 
the sawmill business at Sugar Creek (so named as the water in it had a 
slightly sweet taste), I can vouch for him as being one of the many 
venturous and hardy breed of pioneers, who were instrumental in 
making the Vidir district the most progressive community in the 
Interlake area, and second to none in any part of the country.

I believe that his long time neighbour Gunnlaugar Holm, 
characterizes him aptly in the couplet above, which freely translated, 
describes him as a hardy and stalwart man, who took delight in his 
work.

1 recall it was in the early fall of 1934 that he set out to locate timber 
north of Rosenburg. In travelling through the bush he somehow lost his 
bearings, but after two days and a night, he finally came to a road. A 
short time later he caught up with a settler, who was driving home 
with a moose that he had shot. Not having had a bite to eat for almost 
30 hours, it did not take him long to assuage his pangs of hunger a bit. 
for to the amazement of his new found companion, he took out his 
pocket knife and cut off a piece of moose meat, and ate it with relish.

“There were hard times, especially from 1929 to far into the 30’s. 
Fortunately this was an age when the family as a unit was in its 
heyday. It was one for all, and all for one, as far as our family was 
concerned. There was the love and security bestowed on us by our 
parents.

We had some real good times at family gatherings, or if Uncle Siggi 
stopped in for a cup of coffee. He always had a story to tell which 
delighted us kids no end. On entering he would carefully remove his 
pipe from his pocket, say “ja", sit down at the table, get out his pouch 
of tobacco, and in a slow and orderly fashion, he would fill his pipe. 
Not until this was accomplished was he in a mood to begin talking.

Though money was almost scarce as hen’s teeth, that did not seem to 
bother us too much. Our parents instilled in us the need to have faith in 
ourselves, and to give a little more than we received in the journey 
through life.

The most durable monument to their memory would be for us to 
attempt at least to show the same common sense, stamina, courage 
and fortitude in times of stress, and yet have enough sense of humour 
to enable us to laugh at ourselves when occasion demands it, as they 
did. They led the way, let us follow."

Thruda Floyd
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Logging camps at Sugar Creek.

67

About the only way one can describe the mode of logging operation 
at Sugar Creek is by using two four letter words, ‘‘Bull Work”. It took 
strenght and stamina to wrestle the heavier logs, and to load them on 
sleighs by hand, to be hauled to the mill site. However nobody seemed 
to lament his fate, and when the day’s work was done, the younger 
members of the gang might attempt some acrobatic stunts in the 
bunkhouse.

In retrospect, I venture to surmise that the Sugar Creek sawmill 
operation could not be compared with those of McMillan Bloedel at the 
Coast. I am very much afraid that the balance sheet at the end of each 
year showed considerably less profit. Rough lumber, if my memory 
serves me right, retailed at $15 per thousand feet. But of course little of 
it was sold at that price, as most of the lumber was hauled to Riverton,

In his sojourn through the woods, Jakob had found what he had been 
looking for, namely a very good stand of timber. Never a man to 
procrastinate, he soon went to work clearing a roadway to the place 
that he had picked out for a campsite. This took a good deal of time, not 
to mention the arduous labour it entailed.

Having accomplished this, he set about constructing two log cabins. 
There was of course no dearth of building material, so within a short 
period of time a cookhouse, and a bunkhouse were ready for 
occupancy. These proved to be quite comfortable, as the home-made 
heaters proved more than adequate to keep the cold out. In fact it did 
happen that the bunk house door had to be opened in the middle of the 
night to cool the cabin a bit, even when the outside temperature was 50 
below zero.

When the ground was frozen solid enough, Kris, Jacob’s son, moved 
their steamer to the location. Kris Magnuson set up his sawmill ready 
to cut the logs into lumber, as soon as it began to warm in February.
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where it had to be piled to dry out some before being planed. Most of 
the product was sold locally, as even in the Depression people planned 
for the future, and several new homes were erected. However some of 
the lumber was sold outside the Interlake area.

Jakob was always the first one up in the mornings, and his 
clarion-like call “Dayling in the Swamp” soon woke the rest of us up.

It was difficult for some of the younger fellows to get it through their 
heads, how there could be dayling in the swamp when there was utter 
darkness in the bush. However they generally managed to make it to 
the cookhouse, before Addie had cleared everything from the table, as 
they knew that she was in no mood to cater to anyone coming in for a 
late breakfast.

The winter of '36 was a memorable one. For days on end the 
thermometer hovered around the 50 below mark. However as there 
was no breeze one did not seem to mind the extreme cold at all. There 
was not a sound to be heard, outside of a few chick-a-dees chirping 
away, and the odd squirrel scampering from limb to limb in the 
evergreens. You might also listen to the crunching sould of a sleigh 
sliding over the icy snow in the far distance. However if you happened 
to be out in the open driving a team of horses you were compelled to 
walk behind the sleigh, to tolerate the cold, no matter how warmly you 
were dressed. During this cold snap Jakob and I were busy falling 
trees, and as soon as we had cut 100 logs we would call it a day, and 
hit for the warmth of the bunkhouse.

I might mention here that late in Decembe 1935 I developed a severe 
case of pneumonia. Jakob sent to Riverton for Dr. Thompson. When he 
arrived, he decided that I was in no condition to be moved. Instead I 
was moved into the cookhouse, which was more comfortable than the 
bunkhouse. I suppose with my will to live a bit longer, combined with 
Addie's excellent nursing care (God bless her) my condition did 
commence to improve. About ten days later Dr. Thompson came again 
and took me home to Harry and Thruda’s. to recuperate for a couple of 
weeks before going back to the bush again. I do recall that Dr. 
Thompson charged me $25 for the two trips he made to Sugar Creek, 
and then home to Vidir. No wonder the good doctor never became a 
wealthy man, but as a humanitarian he had few his ilk.

Another unfortunate incident occurred that winter when Elli had a 
couple of his fingers nipped in the end saw. Fortunately Dr. Thompson 
was able to repair the damage.

I am not definetly sure, that it was on the second of February the 
previous year, when Jakob had his bout with a black bear, emerging 
from its winter abode. Fortunately he had a stout piece of stick in his 
hand, with the result that there was bear meat for supper the 
following evening. I recall that it tasted not unlike pork yet had a 
sweeter taste to it. The location where this happened was henceforth 
known as Black Bear, which was about 3 miles from the camp site.

Being that close to Lake Winnipeg, fish was always obtainable and 
was a staple diet at the camp.

Jakob was very fond of tullibees and we used to marvel at the




