
Thursday, July 20th. In camp in the home-mead at Berg­
thorsknoll.

AREY morningand raining alittle : I walked about the
stead after breakfast while the guides were packing,
and had a good look at the knoll which rises at the

backofthe house,and which to myexcited imaginationlook­
ed like thefillen-in walls ofthe stead ofthe Sturlung period:
it might well have been, for 'tis not likely that they would
have built a house in the position of the present one with a
knoll just above it, handy to burn it from: apropos, Oddi,
which means a point in Icelandic, is the spit ofland between
the Western and Eastern Rang-rivers.

Westarted in verygood spiritsin despiteofthe rain under
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'stead of the Sturlung period'
Iceland's early history is often divided into periods, or 'Ages,' thusly:  the Age of Settlement, 870-930; the Age of Sagas, 930-1030; the Age of Peace, 1030-1180, and the Age of Strife, 1180-1260.  During the Age of Strife, also called the Age of the Sturlungs, after the powerful family so named, writers like Snorri  looked back to more heroic times, and set their tales then, in the tenth and eleventh centuries.  These are the Family Sagas, and now the Morris party is moving into areas where the greatest of them, Njals Saga, takes place.  



Berg- the guidance of the dean: who takes us carefully over the
thorsknoll boggy land down to East Rang-river, which unlike the

Western stream is a white (or muddy) river: then over bog
and black sand to Thveni. (Thwart-river), a dismal white
stream running through a waste of black sand; this also we
cross and ride along the side ofit some miles, with the long
line ofthe Lithe (like a down, say thedowns by Brighton) on
our left, running along till the great mountains swallow it:
these mountains, glacier-topped at the further end, form an
unbroken wall at the end of the Lithe: clouds hung about
them, though the day was clearing now, and spite ofthe rain
we saw the dust over there amid the dreadful wasteswhirled
up into red and grey colum~s that looked like lower clouds
themselves: the pastures we were ridingoverwere thedead­
est of dead flats till they reached the down country on the
north or the mountain wall on the east. To me the whole
scene was most impressive and exciting: as almost always
was the case in Iceland, there was nothing meanorprosaic to
jar upon one in spite of the grisly desolation: not however
that we were riding over desolation either but over flowery
grass enough, as long as we rode by the river-side: we were
in great spirits, and, the ride being a short one to Bergthors­
knoll, raced and tried our ponies· paces along the turf: so
passing bya poor stead, we turn away from the riverover the
flat marsh-land to a stead on a round knoll called Hernia;
there the Oddi-dean takes his leave, and we get a boy to
guide us to Bergthorsknoll; there is little variety for a long
way in the flat, which is mostly peatydried-up-marsh-Iook­
ing land: at last howeverwe seethree long mounds rising up
from it, in a kind ofchain, one covered with the buildingsof
a stead, and that is Bergthorsknoll; riding nearer to it we
strike the richer pastures lying along the Affall, a turbid
black-sanded river, one ofthe branches ofthe great glacier­
drain, that comes from the waste mentionedabove.Sodown
along the river bank we ride till soon we are at the gateofthe
home-mead, which is both big and rich-looking: up the lane
between the smooth turfwalls to the house door, where the
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'Bergthorsknoll'
A stead named for Njal's stalwart wife, Bergthora, and the site of their death, by 'burning-in,' in Njals Saga, a culminating event in this, the best of the Family Sagas, and thus on the itinerary of many British travellers, especially after the publication in 1861 of Sir George Dasent's  translation and edition of the Njala (see above, my note on the 'avenging of Njal,' under July 10).  



bonder comes out to welcome us: he is very kind and busy Berg-
to help; a black-haired bushy-bearded carle ofabout forty; thorsknoll
not very clean,but verycontented and smiling: he makes us
weltome to pitchour tents anywherewe please in the home-
mead, and we chose a corner under the wall and soon have
them up: the hay is layingall aboutand thereareagood many
people making hay, who somehow don't seem so curious a-
bout us as theygenerallywere on our journey: a little horse-
play between Faulkner and me seemed quite to the good-
man'staste however: the tents being pitched,I wentofFwith
mysketch-book intending to do something,and sat down in
a place where one had the knolls and their garths against a
corner ofEyjafell; but I soon found I was too lazy and stu-
pid for it, and so gave it up, with the firm determination not
to make myself miserable by trying it again: so I wandered
about instead, and tried to get an impression ofthe place into
me: the stead was a poor house built on themiddleoneofthe
three mounds: the bonder it seems, was only a tenant, hold-
ing I believeofthe DeanofOddi; thoughasl said thehome-
field was big and these desolate ploughed-up marshes are
good pasture (for Iceland) in spiteoftheir looks: the longest
ofthe three mounds, which lay west from the house, rightly
or wrongly,gave one stronglythe impression ofhaving been
the site of Njars house: it was about two hundred feet long
and sloped steeply away into the flatter slope of the field:
from its top one looked south across grey flats with a thin
greyer line of sea and the Westman Isles rising out of it.
Past thesecond mound onwhich the house stood, the home-
mead wasdivided bya lane witha turfwall on eitherside ~o-
ing right down to the home-mead waIl; then came the third
mound, not many yards from the river bank, though the
bonder told us that the river was encroaching, as most of
these rivers do: I wandered about a while by mysel~ and
then came back to camp, where I found Magnusson and
Evans just come in with their guns,and then we all went up
tothe house for coft"ee at the bonder's invitation: thiswasthe
first bonder-house I had gone into, (the Dean ofOddi's be-
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Berg- ing exceptionally grand even for a priest's house) and my
thorsknoll flesh quaked for fear of-the obnoxious animal-I being

moved by silly travellers' tales: the house was of turf of
course,with wooden gables facing south, all doors verylow,
and the passages very dark: the parlour we went into was
a little square room panelled with pine: there was a table in
it, one chair, and several chests,more or less painted and or­
namented, round the walls: no bed, as wasgenerally the case:
from the open door we could see the ladder that led up to the
common sleeping and living room called the ba~-stofa,I but
(in those early days) fear extinguished curiosity, and we sat
where we were, drinking our coffee, which was very good:
presently Magnusson in unloading his gun managed to pull

. the trigger,and o.fFitwent, sending the chargesome sixinches
from the bonder's head through the beam above the door:
Magnusson turned as white as a sheet, and I daresay I did
too j but nobody was killed, and the bonder laughed uproari­
ously, and so we made the best of it: then we went down to
our camp, and set about fire-making, and cooking our din­
nerja wild-ducktowit,which Evansshotyesterday: himwe
cut up and fried with bacon in spite of the rain,which now
cameon very fast: Magnussonwas cookon thisoccasion,and
we dined not ill: dinner over, there was nothing for it but to
stop in our tent, but it was now about ten o'clock, so we got
on alI right: the bonderand his wife came fora talkpresently,
and we passed the rest oftheevening merrilyenough; and so
to sleep; I in sometrepidation as to how the tents would be­
have in this their first rain.

'fear extinguished curiosity'
Morris is not nearly as explicit regarding the cramped and filthy and smelly interiors of Icelandic farm-houses as were other travellers, whom—interestingly enough—Morris mentions a few lines earlier when he identifies the source of his fear, the 'obnoxious animal' (the louse), which he admits that he fears because he is 'moved by silly travellers' tales,' an admission perhaps made easier to understand when we recall Georgie as his primary audience.
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