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OFF THE COAST OF NORWAY 

II. THE PEOPLE OF THE OUTERMOST ISLAND. 



WHY people happened to settle on the outlying islands off the coast of Norway, is a mystery to all visitors. There are better localities on the larger islands, near the shore; and Norway, itself, is not 
densely settled. Still the islands have 
their attractions to a seeker after wealth, 
and to those who have adventurous dis- 
positions. The constant battle with na- 
ture, in which all of the seafaring per- 
sons of Norway are constantly living, 
develops in them a love of danger, and 
of places where nature seems to show 
her wildest moods. It may have hap- 
pened, too, that fishermen have been 
driven by some storm away from the 
shore or their native islands, and have 
found a refuge in the havens of some of 
the outermost islands. If they hap- 
pened to land in the spring or summer 
when the flower-glory was upon the island 
it may have seemed an attractive place 
of residence; and the sudden love which 
this inspired led them, perhaps, to es- 
tablish homes on the islands, which when 
winter came, could not readily be moved 
back. Then, fishing is exceptionally 
fine about the islands that lie far away 



from the coast. The herring, the sal- 
mon and the codfish seem to gather in 
stupendous shoals in the comparatively 
shallow ocean that is invariably found 
in the neighborhood of the islands. It 
was soon discovered that to obtain the 
best fish and the greatest catch, it was 
necessary to go far out into the ocean, 
and the outlying islands thus became the 
nearest stations for food supplies and 
fresh water. For these various causes 
people settled on the islands and their 
descendants, who knew no other homes, 
were content to look upon them as de- 
sirable as the homes of their friends, 
who lived near the shore. 

Though it is probable that the first 
settlers were men and women of excep- 
tional strength and courage, since cow- 
ards would not dare to face the hard life 
of the islands, yet the life of the place 
to which the people are subjected has so 
impressed their natures as to fix upon 
them certain prominent characteristics. 
The Norwegian fisherman on the outer- 
most island is strong of body, stern of 
mind and tender of feeling. He goes 
about with the memories of the loss of 
his nearest ones, who were carried away 
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by some sudden storm, and he awaits 
with a certain resigned dread the time 
when the ocean shall be too much for 
him and shall swallow him up with his 
earthly ambitions. This fills him, nat- 
urally, with a sad sternness which is 
often mistaken for pride or gloom by 
those whose acquaintance with the 
country is limited. On the other hand, 
while he sits in his little boat miles 



tenderness in this people. The man who 
unflinchingly will carry the dead bodies 
of his friends from the boat into which 
they were brought after the last fatal 
storm, will tremble and weep at the 
sorrows of a little child. In the same 
way they show an infinite kindness to 
animals which indeed is one of their 
most beautiful traits. 

It requires a sharp eye and careful 




FISHERMEN OF THE OUTERMOST ISLAND. 

The Two on the Outside are in Full Fishing Costume. The One in the Middle is too Old for 

Active Service, and Remains at Home to "Turn" the Drying Fish. 



away from the shore gathering in the 
fish, his thoughts revert to the wife and 
children and other loved ones at home 
who are anxiously watching the sky to 
note whether or not there is a possibility 
of storm, and his heart grows tender in 
these thoughts, which his occupation 
allows him to continue throughout the 
day. Thus, it is not uncommon to find 
a strange blending of sternness and 



thought at all times to live in safety and 
to prosper amidst the tumultuous ac- 
tivity of the ocean. This has developed 
a degree of intelligence in the people 
that is remarkable considering the dis- 
tance which they, are from larger com- 
munities, and the apparent uniformity 
of their lives. Mail reaches the islands 
once or twice a week and the best news- 
papers are found in every home. One 
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of the first questions asked me on arriv- 
ing at the outermost island in the sum- 
mer of 1898 was, "What is the latest 
about the Dreyfus case? What is the 
sentiment about the case in Germany?" 
I soon discovered that the fishermen had 
followed the course of the case much 
more closely than I had done. In all the 
leading questions of the day they are 
up-to-date. 

The people possess an intensely relig- 
ious nature, sometimes bordering on 
fanaticism. A person cannot live in 
close communion with nature, and wit- 
ness her many moods, without being 
touched by the feehng that behind the 
phenomena of the world, behind the 
colossal ocean waves, the snow white 
bre ikers, the tearing wind and the anx- 
ious mind; behind the gentle sunshine, 
the mirrored ocean, the island flowers 
and the heart at peace, is the Master of 
Storm and Rest. No infidels are found 
upon the islands; there are many who 
have refused to obey the rules of the es- 
tablished church of the country but 
these worship God as truly, and their 
God is one that they can better under- 
stand than the being defined by the 
priests. All the people are anxious to 
hear of greater truth, if any is to be 

found. 

One evening I came to one of the 
larger houses of the island, located in a 
small village of perhaps fifteen families. 
The host was a pillar of strength among 
the people. His body, six feet tall, was 
as erect under the weight of sixty-five 
years as was that of his young nephew 
of twenty-five. His eye was sha.p, 
looking frequently seaward and skyward, 
following the thoughts of the brain that 
dwelt on the fish catch of the next day. 
The nose was prominent and the chin 
firm though delicately moulded. With 
a courtesy I have seldom known among 
those of so-called higher culture, I was 



taken in and given the best that the 
house afforded, which was good, indeed. 
Toward eight o'clock my host asked if I 
would like to go to bed. I supposed 
that early hours were the rule, besides, 
I was tired from the day's journey, and 
was shown to my room in the other end 
of the building from that in which the 
large dining-dwelling room was located. 
I had hardly got into bed when I heard 
sounds of music from the other end of 
the house, then followed an interval, in 
which I thought I heard someone talk- 
ing or reading, then there was more 
music, then talking again, and so on un- 
til nearly ten o'clock. The next evening 
I refused the eight o'clock invitation to 
go to bed; I wanted to join in all the 
fun. A little after eight o'clock the 
young men and women of the village 
and many older ones came into the large 
room. When no more came the host 
seated himself at the head of the large, 
long dining table, while his audience 
partly sat and stood; he then announced 
a hymn from an old collection of songs 
written nearly two hundred years before 
by the quaint Norwegian fisherman- 
preacher-poet Peder Dass. Then all 
joined in and sang with a will the tender 
words of devotion of the ancient poem. 
After the song a chapter from the Bible 
was read; then another song was sung, 
and after that my host recited poems 
and tales, from book and from memory, 
of the rich legendary history of Norway. 
At times, between, a song was sug- 
gested or a selection on the guitar, the 
only musical instrument, aside from the 
flute and the viohn, that I saw while on 
the islands. About 10 o'clock the host 
arose (luickly, and said, "It's time to go 
to bed." In five minutes the room was 
cleared. The incident seemed like a tale 
of long passed days, but it gave me an 
insight into the training that the young 
received. Such entertainments repeated 
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whenever work and weather permitted, 
stimulated the minds to good thoughts, 
and nourished the intellect; and the 
thought occurred to me that a variation 
of this form of entertainment could be 
provided in our Utah homes. With an 
easy grace, most of the people who have 
grown up on these islands, can quote 
from memory, much of the best liter- 
ature of the country. 

Now, lest it be thought that these is- 
landers are perfect, it must be said that 
they are jealous of their rights; fiery of 
temper, and somewhat revengeful of past 
injuries. A stranger who comes among 
them is looked upon with suspicion, and, 



should he prove himself in any way un- 
worthy, would receive as cold treatment 
as the world can give. They are stub- 
born, and slow to accept new practices. 
Though at times the men must battle for 
their lives, the main portion of their 
labor is light; and the men are inclined 
to ease. They are tolerably good to 
each other. They use few words; but 
are stronger in their actions, and mean 
a hundred times more than they express 
in words or actions. Above all they have 
a strong love of honesty; a thief loses 
complete standing; and truth is revered 
among them. 

Jolin A. Widtsoe.

