
Westman
Isles

Friday, July I+th. At Reykjavik in the house of Maria
Einar's-d6ttir.·

U p at nine and on deck to find that we were just off'
Reyk'aness round which we turn the corner into
Faxa~rth, the bay in which Reykjavik lies: it was a

fine bright day, but rather cold. We were some time getting
up the firth as the wind was now against us; but at last we
sighted Reykjavik and were soon able to see what it was to
be like: the shores of the bay are flat and dull except that

I They say that the Westman-islanden watch a waterfall under
Eyja-fell, called Seljaland's foss, to know if 'tis safe to put a boat out
for the mainland: they may do this if they can see the fall reach the
sea; but if it is blown away before it reaches the sea, no boat can live.

• Mn. Magnusson's eldest sister.
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towards the northwest rise two great mountains, Akrafjall Reykjavik
and Esja, of the haystack shape so common here, and black
striped with green in colour; as we went on we saw another
range ofhills to the east, not very high but characteristic in
shape, a jagged wall, with a pyramid rising amidst them;
they are bare, and browner than the others, and come from
the lava in fact. Thetownnow lyingahead is acommonplace-
looking li ttle town of wood principally; but there are pretty-
looking homesteads on some of the islands off' it, and the
bright green oftheir home-meads is a great relief to us after
all the grey of the sea, and the ice-hills. At last we come to
anchorand the boats pull off'to us and the flags are run up to
the flagstaff's of the stores on shore, and to the masts of the
craft in the harbour, which include a French war-brig and
gunboat, and several small Danish schooners and sloops:
the Frenchmen are here to look aftertheinterestsofthe4-oo
sail of French fishing vessels that do most of the deep sea
fishing off' Iceland: we saw several of them yesterday. We
are boarded by several people now; Zoega the guide who
was to buy our horses amongst others: he is a big fellow,
red-headed, blue-eyed and long-ehinned, like a Scotch gar-
dener; he talks English well, and tells us he has done our
bidding. Magnusson goes ashore with him, and is to come
for us presently; meanwhile we go to dinner (it was about
halfpast three when we cast anchor). A little after dinner he
comes accordingly, and ashore we go and land in a street of
little lowwooden houses, pitched,and with whitesash frames;
the streets ofblackvolcanic sand ; little ragged gardens about
some of the houses growing potatoes, cabbages, and huge
stems of angelica: not a very attractive place, yet not very
bad,better than a north-eountrytown in England. Magnus-
son takes us to our lodging,' a very clean room in one of the
little wooden houses, which stands back from the road in its
potato and angelica garden, with a hay-field, where they are
at work now, at the back. He tells us to come to dinner at a

• Lord I how that little row of wooden houses, and their gardens
with the rank angelica is wedged into my memory I
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Morris says simply that these vessels are 'here to look after the interests of the 400 sail of French fishing vessels that do most of the deep sea fishing off Iceland,' drawing no political conclusions. But May Morris, writing 40 years later, says that her father was bothered by 'the incessant privations of the Icelanders' and by the fact that foreigners 'got all the abundant harvest of the deep sea fishing' (Introduction, IJ, p. 21). In the IJ, such political points are rarely made, or even hinted at, though some modern critics have been able to find anti-capitalist sentiments there-in.

'Zoega the guide'
This genial and competent and multi-lingual guide is mentioned, always favorably, by several travellers from the 1860's—when the steamboat opened up Iceland to visitors from Europe and America—and for the next few decades. Morris's description of Zoega is sharp and interesting, especially the simile that concludes it: 'a big fellow, red-haired, blue-eyed and long-legged, like a Scotch gardener.' See PHOTO

'not a very attractive place, yet not very bad, better than a north-country town in England'
Note the nice progress of 'not,' 'yet,' and 'better.' Other travellers' descriptions of Reykjavik in the 1860's and 1870's tend to be much harsher. Morris never dwells on what was perhaps wretched or squalid, saying instead that a dwelling or room was 'none too clean.'
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