

[image: cover]













 







 





 PUSHKIN PRESS — THE LONDON LIBRARY




 







 





The 19th-century boom in mass tourism, fuelled by the introduction of the railways, brought with it the rise of travel writing. Guided excursions such as “Cook’s Tours” (the first of which was led by Thomas Cook in 1841, and went from Leicester to Loughborough) were not for everyone. Many preferred to strike out alone into the depths of foreign lands. Of these foreign lands, Norway appealed to the more intrepid: the grand scenery, exotic peasantry and comparative cheapness of the Far North suited the enthusiasm of the young (or female) tourist.



















 







 





The books in “Found on the Shelves” have been chosen to give a fascinating insight into the treasures that can be found while browsing in The London Library. Now celebrating its 175th anniversary, with over seventeen miles of shelving and more than a million books, The London Library has become an unrivalled archive of the modes, manners and thoughts of each generation which has helped to form it.


From essays on dieting in the 1860s to instructions for gentlewomen on trout-fishing, from advice on the ill health caused by the “modern” craze of bicycling to travelogues from Norway, they are as readable and relevant today as they were more than a century ago—even if it is no longer the Norwegian custom for tourists to be awoken by “the best-looking girl in the house”!
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or,


A Brief Journal of a Tour made to the Northern Parts of Norway in the Summer of 1836


BY WILLIAM DAWSON HOOKER





WILLIAM DAWSON HOOKER was twenty when he travelled to Norway. In July 1836, he was a guest of the Crowe family in the most remote part of Norway. A medical student and the son of a prominent botanist (who would later become the first full-time director of the Royal Gardens at Kew), he was particularly interested in ornithology. Hooker published a dissertation on quinine before dying in Jamaica at the age of twenty-three.
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Laplanders at Kaafiord
















 







 





Sunday, 31st.—After breakfast, Mr. Crowe’s house was thrown open to all the English in Kaafiord, who soon filled the room to hear divine service; and Mrs. Crowe, who was, by this time, “as well as could be expected,” made her appearance. This lady is a native of the country and considered one of the belles of the North of Norway. De Capell Brooke’s likeness of her is far from doing justice to her fine complexion, beautiful light hair, and charming features.


The Sunday is here considered to be over at six in the afternoon. The storehouse is then open, and it is the busiest time in the whole week, for as the hours are not counted as working ones, so the people almost all make a point of getting pisk or drunk on the Sabbath. The Mountain Lapps generally come down on that day with their Deer, from their summer encampments or Rehu-bye, to attend church, and afterwards make purchases and become intoxicated. I took this opportunity of sketching the particular dresses of these people; they did not like at first to be made the subject of a drawing; the cause of this originates in a superstitious idea, which is pretty common among the ignorant, that having the likeness of any person gives the possessor a power of bringing harm upon the individual whose likeness it is. This was of course the true reason why one man refused, though I was much amused at the objections he started, when I expressed a wish to sketch his wife, a mountain Lapp, who was a remarkably characteristic specimen of her national peculiarities. “No,” said the husband, “it must not be: she has not her gold and silver ornaments on.” After a while, however, and what was of more effect than the persuasions of Mr. Woodfall, after a few glasses of rum, he consented; and when I showed him her likeness and costume, he exclaimed, “that it was as like as if looking into a looking-glass;” and he was particularly delighted at hearing that my drawing was going to England, where it would be shown as his beautiful consort. The man was already very proud of her, and this circumstance raised her value at least fifty per cent. in his eyes.


An occurrence took place here this evening, as it does every Sunday, which I was very desirous of witnessing, and this was a Quān dance. It was held in a house close by; and having persuaded Captain Thomas to go also, we proceeded thither. No dressing indeed was required; thick boots and a pea-jacket were my equipment; and all the instructions I received were, to carry plenty of tobacco. So, pipe in mouth, I sallied forth, through mud, wet and rain, walking into the apartment without a whit of introduction, and there I already found the Harriet’s Skipper, skipping round the room with a Quān damsel, whose flat and shapeless face was aptly compared to a model in putty, which had been sate upon before it had hardened. We squeezed our way up to the top of the room, where there was a large fire, over which five or six old women were cowering, one of whom busied herself in stroking a child’s head, and ever and anon committing to the exterminating flames some unlucky straggler which she found there. The men had, almost all, birch pipes in their mouths, and these they did not always relinquish while dancing. Fearing to give mortal offence if I departed without joining in the evening’s amusement (I do not mean the ancient crone’s occupation), I looked round for the most cleanly girl in the room, and began waltzing till I could hardly stop myself, being regaled the while with delectable odours of salt-fish and ill-prepared deer-skins. I was astonished to see both men and women swallowing large draughts of cold water, while in a state of profuse perspiration, and seeming to receive no injury from a practice which would give most Englishmen inflammation in the bowels, or something of the kind. These poor creatures were certainly more innocently employed than their neighbours at the store, not a drop of spirits being touched among them. We had not been long in the house when we were summoned back to Mr. Crowe’s, where the ladies had got up a dance and were in want of partners, and these companions being far more agreeable than the Quān belles, and the mode of dancing less violent, we kept up the festivity till far into morning, and went to bed sufficiently tired.


Monday, August, 1st.—A party was formed to see the mines, and I started with them, but soon proved a deserter, being anxious to sketch the environs of Kaafiord, the Bay, Works, &c. during which time my friends having completed their subterranean researches, emerged from the bowels of the earth, the ladies having a most picturesque appearance in the miners’ caps and cloaks. I then rejoined them, and we returned home.
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Entrance of Kaafiord








Just at this time our French acquaintances arrived, having accomplished their excursion to the North Cape, and being desirous of visiting the copper mines and works at Kaafiord, whither they immediately proceeded, and were highly pleased, especially with the process of purifying the copper, as performed in the laboratory of Captain Thomas. They afterwards dined at Mr. Crowe’s hospitable board, and spoke of Bossikop, which they had been visiting, and whither some of our party had already gone. I followed shortly after, in company with my kind friend, Captain Thomas, having persuaded Mr. Walker to come also. From Kaafiord to Bossikop is about ten miles by water, and the people seldom think of travelling, in summer, by any other means. We therefore got into a native boat, one of the Norway yauls, and a more comfortable conveyance can hardly be imagined. I shall endeavour to describe these vessels. They are very light, and at the same time, particularly strong, not difficult of management, nor easily upset; they carry a large square sail in the very middle of the boat, the stern sheets are also large and without any after-thorts. The timbers are so tightly put together that not a drop of water ever makes its way in. When used for short excursions, Reindeer-skins are laid in the bottom of the boat, and the traveller rolls himself up in his Paesk, and puts on his Skall-komāgers, while the heap of baggage, similarly enveloped, serves for a pillow, and he has another Deer-skin above him. Thus, nothing can be more comfortable than such a gìte. The tiller, which one might suppose would be in the way, is quite differently contrived; at first it projects, over the side, and then, with a joint, it turns along the gunwale, and is held by the man who manages the sail and sternmost oar. He sits looking forward, and rowing one oar, while others handle two oars, and sit looking aft. Accidents seldom happen, unless the men be pisk. The fellows are clever, and their craft both sail and pull fast. The thole pins are curious contrivances: to make these, the boat builder selects a crooked birch branch, and fixes it to the side of the boat, with one of the limbs of the branch sticking above the gunwale, and pointing aft; the oar is tied to this, and works underneath it, thus obviating the necessity of removing it when the rower requires to use his hand for something else. The oar is short, light, and more paddle-shaped than ours. The boats are turned up at both ends, about four breadths of planks sufficing for them, and these are fastened together by wooden pins, instead of nails.
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Norwegian yaul








We slept very comfortably, till roused by the boat thumping against Mr. Vendal’s wooden pier, at Bossikop. This was about half-past two, a.m. No one was to be seen, but proceeding to the house of Madame Klerck, we found it unlocked, though the inmates were all in bed, and asleep. Captain Thomas went to rouse some slumberer, who should get our beds ready, and our hostess, as soon as she heard of our arrival, sent down wine and cake, after partaking of which, we retired to finish our night’s rest on shore. Madame Klerck is the widow of a highly respectable merchant at Bossikop. The regulation in this country is that, in order to secure the exclusive right of carrying on mercantile transactions in any district, the individual must become a Giestgiver, that is, must entertain all strangers at a certain fixed rate; this rate is, of course, much too low to repay the trouble and expense to which they are subjected, and is therefore a kind of tax for their privilege; and Madame Klerck, though she let the business to the hands of another, is compelled, either by her own hospitable feelings, or by law, to continue the custom, which she does indeed with the greatest possible kindness. The couches we went to, were quite novel to us; the beds and pillows being of Eider down, and the coverlids stuffed with the same material. This latter article was at once warm and light, but we sunk so deeply into our beds, that one of the party likened them to the Potter’s field—places to “bury strangers in.”


Tuesday, August 2nd.—We were roused this morning from our downy slumbers, by the entrance of a damsel, who offered to each of us a cup of strong coffee to sip in bed; not as a substitute for breakfast, but simply to serve as an awakening draught and to rouse us thoroughly. This custom we found to be universal in all Norske families; my father had witnessed it in Iceland; and as was the case there, so here the best-looking girl in the house is selected to perform this office. It is certainly not unpleasant to see a fair-haired blue-eyed child of the north, the first thing in the morning, before one is fairly awake, and to sip the refreshing coffee, which is proffered with such modest grace, as induced some of us to doze a little longer, in hopes of being favoured with a second visit. Having leaped from our couches and commenced dressing, we, who were strangers, felt not a little abashed at seeing our Hebe return for our empty cups before we were half clad, and wished ourselves back in bed; but she walked quite unconcernedly past us, reminding me forcibly of the scripture expression, “thinking no evil,” for it seemed to be a matter of no moment to her whether we were dressed or not; and when we said, “mony tak,” she quietly curtsied, and replied, “welbekommen,” and went away with our cups.


Madame Klerck was waiting for us when we came down, and cordially welcomed us to Bossikop. I recognised her as one of Mr. Crowe’s late guests, whose name, as well as that of many others, had escaped my memory, or defied the powers of my tongue, albeit habituated to Scottish appellations, to pronounce, while at the same time, the appearance of the individual’s person was faithfully retained.


Our French friends had also come down, and we all seated ourselves to a “Frököst” (breakfast) which was of a pretty substantial nature, and then, taking our guns, accompanied M. Le Baron Sibouet to visit the Ripas copper mines, situated upon the mountains of the same name. Our course lay over a most beautiful and level tract of country, cutting through a portion of the great Alten forest, till we came to an open plain of several miles in extent, clothed with tufts of Vaccinium Myrtillus, the Blaebaer, (in Scots, Blaeberry) and of Kräkebaer (Crowberry), among which were immense numbers of ant-hills, formed of the twigs and small leaves of the latter. The formic acid smelt quite strong, and I was afterwards told by a native of Sweden, that in the central parts of that country they often boil these ants, and, straining the liquor, obtain a kind of weak vinegar. The soil here was light and sandy, and seemed to be all of an alluvial character. We saw several beautiful Peregrine Falcons, but these birds kept a true “hawk’s eye” upon us, so after a fruitless chase of an hour or more, we continued our way, and soon reached the noble Alten river, a broad, deep, and rapid stream, which is continually undermining its banks, and increasing the size of its channel. My most sanguine expectations were surpassed by the loveliness of the scenery. I sat down to attempt a delineation of its highly picturesque beauties, but the more I tried, the further did I feel from attaining my object; for, after finishing my sketch, and comparing it with the lovely original, I felt utterly disheartened at observing how it failed in conveying the least idea of the brilliant and living reality. On this side of the river, I mean about the spot where I sat, there were no mosquitoes; for what reason I could not tell; but one or two places were equally exempt, and I vainly puzzled my brains to account for the circumstance of the absence of these plagues: no difference being apparent, except that the localities in question are invariably and pre-eminently the most beautiful I ever saw. The native name for Mosquito is Mouga or Mouge, an appellation as like the Scottish word Midge as is the insect’s propensity for human blood. Nor are the natives of Norway themselves by any means exempt from the attacks of these persevering phlebotomizers. I remember to have seen one countryman perfectly blinded for a time; I prescribed for him Goulard water, with excellent effect. The mention of mosquitoes calls to mind the Furia infernalis, of which both Linnaeus and Dr. Clarke speak; but their horrifying tales are quite scouted by the Norwegians, who attach no credit to either of these eminent Naturalists’ relations.


We were ferried across the Alten in long canoes, one man standing on the bow, and another on the stern, and punting us over, while we lay huddled together at the bottom of the boat. We passed a number of stakes or posts, stretched across a ford on the river; one post was set upright, while another was laid obliquely on the top, with its lower end driven into the bed of the stream; upon these piles the people set their salmon nets, but in what manner I could not learn. As soon as we had reached the other side the Mougas attacked us with renewed vigour, and our guide was sadly annoyed with them. This man, a Russian by birth, had been too long absent from his native country to be able to speak its language perfectly, and he was even more deficient in every other; a very little Norske and Russ, some Quānish, and about twenty words of English, completed the vocabulary in which poor Prakopen gave vent to all his wrath against the mosquitoes; and truly ludicrous was the jargon he uttered, at which all our own sufferings could not hinder us from laughing immoderately. This fellow had married a Quān woman, of whose beauty he was so proud that he took me one day to see her. I could not resist the temptation of joking with him, and telling Prakopen, whose eyes sparkled with pride, that his spouse was more resplendent than the sun, and more lovely than the moon; but to speak plainly, she was just like her countrywomen, detestably ugly.
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