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			A NOTE ON NAMES

			In Iceland, first names hold sway. The phone book is ordered alphabetically by first names, not surnames. This is due to Iceland’s use of a patronymic naming system: surnames take the father’s first name plus either –son or –dottir depending on whether the child is a son or a daughter. So if Aron is Jon’s son, then he will be called Aron Jonsson. And Aron Jonsson’s daughter Helga will be called Helga Aronsdottir.

			In this book I follow Icelandic usage and refer to people by their first names throughout, unless there are two people with the same first name.

			Icelandic spelling is anglicised and accents have been removed. This is to help the reader with words that include letters not in the English alphabet. The letter ‘þ’, for example, is written as ‘th’, and the letter ‘ð’ is written as ‘d’. So the Icelandic newspaper Alþýðublaðið is written as Althydubladid.
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			1

			INTO THIN AIR

			Today she has returned to the red hills.

			More than four decades have passed since Erla went with police to the crumbling rock formations of Raudholar, but it is clear that the years have not dimmed her memory of the route. It is a journey she has made in her mind so many times that now she walks it unthinkingly, as if guided by invisible signs on the snow.

			She brings us to a stop in front of a huge red rock. All is quiet except for the patter of snowflakes coating our backs. Peering into the wind, she points towards a trench cut deep beneath the rock face. ‘There,’ she murmurs. We lean in and the weight of our boots on the compacted ice makes the ground creak. ‘There is where they told us we hid Geirfinnur’s body.’

			*

			Imagine to yourself a country, which from one end to the other presents to your view only barren mountains, whose summits are covered with eternal snow, and between them fields divided by vitrified cliffs, whose high and sharp points seem to vie with each other, to deprive you of the sight of a little grass that springs up scantily among them. These same dreary rocks likewise conceal the few scattered habitations of the natives, and a single tree does no where appear that may afford shelter to friendship and innocence. I suppose, Sir, this will not inspire you with any great inclination of becoming an inhabitant of Iceland; and indeed at first sight of such a country one is tempted to believe it impossible to be inhabited by any human creature, if the sea, near the shores, was not every where covered with boats.

			When a young Swede named Uno von Troil wrote this account in 1772, the country was almost completely rural and the distances between farms were long and treacherous. Life was fraught with danger. Sudden earthquakes and volcanic eruptions could destroy grazing land, bringing destitution to farmers and itinerant workers around the country. Disease was rife and infant mortality high: as late as the mid-nineteenth century, 35 per cent of babies died before their first birthday.

			Rural life was hard, especially during the long winters when the household spent most of the working day inside. Farmhouses stank from the livestock kept in the home, with particularly large animals often placed below the bedroom to maximize heat. Bathing was rare, spitting on the floor of the home was common, and head lice were ubiquitous around the farm, so much so that many people contracted a yellow fungal infection called favus, which caused considerable hair loss. Sufferers kept their hats on indoors to conceal their ravaged scalps.

			But the winter darkness could also be beneficial. After the livestock had been fed and milked during the few hours of daily light, the rest of the day’s labour was devoted to wool-working, the tedium of which was alleviated by some entertainment. This was part of the function of the widely practised tradition in rural society of the kvoldvaka, or evening wake, where the entire family gathered together for games, prayers and stories. Ensuring that every member of the household remained alert and focused while they carried out the monotonous task of working wool was how the farm sustained itself. The games played at the evening wake were underpinned by a serious purpose.

			With everyone sat in the same room, the adults competed at composing verses, or tested the children on religious doctrine so that the local pastor would think highly of the family when he came to visit. Sometimes they read aloud from the Icelandic Sagas, the collection of stories written in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries that vividly recount the legends and lives of the first generation of Icelandic settlers.

			Not only did the evening wakes improve productivity, they also acted as an informal education for children who spent much of their childhoods working long hours around the farm. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century education in Iceland was conducted by the family and supervised by the Church, so it was the evening wake that helped Iceland’s peasant society to attain an almost universal level of literacy. For children working long hours in demanding conditions, explains Sigurdur Gylfi Magnusson in his social history of Iceland, Wasteland with Words, these ancient stories provided an escape from the exacting reality of farmland life into the realm of the imagination.

			The ‘natives’ to whom von Troil refers in his account of Iceland may well have been invisible because of the island’s bleak weather and unusual topography, but their response to the harsh winter conditions was perhaps not what he expected. While von Troil stomped around the vitrified cliffs wondering how anything could prosper in so brutal a landscape, Icelanders were huddled inside learning catechisms and reciting poetry.

			Stories are central to the Icelandic way of life. That may sound banal – every society, culture, even civilization, is to some extent shaped and defined by its stories – but in the case of Iceland it bears emphasizing. This is a nation of reading and of storytelling, with a rich literary history of world renown, where it is a long-standing tradition to give books to each other as gifts on Christmas Eve, where the legends of the Sagas are writ large in public spaces, and where one in ten people see their words in print. When red-hot magma from a large volcanic eruption flowed towards a church at Kirkjubaer in southern Iceland in 1783, the Reverend Jon Steingrimsson is said to have uttered such an eloquent sermon that it brought the lava to a halt. In the late medieval age no Scandinavian court was complete without the presence of an Icelandic poet.

			There is an Icelandic phrase, ‘Ad ganga med bok I maganum’, meaning literally that everyone ‘has a book in their stomach’, to which the proliferation of biographies, autobiographies and historical accounts of daily life – most notably from a swathe of rural society that received little education outside of the home prior to the twentieth century – stands testament. What else is there to do in the dark winter months? The spirit of the evening wake endures. In Iceland, stories have long been told as a means of survival.

			*

			Every Icelander knows about the Gudmundur and Geirfinnur disappearances. They are a pair of criminal cases so embedded into Icelandic culture that they have become almost mythical, their details so commonplace that they have passed into idiom: ‘He spent such a long time looking for his keys that I thought he would find Geirfinnur!’ They are referenced in films, in political debates, and in the New Year’s Eve sketch comedy television show watched by 90 per cent of the country. In an episode of popular comic cartoon programme Hulli from 2013, the bespectacled protagonist, based on the show’s creator Hugleikur Dagsson, discovers a skeleton in the Icelandic wilderness and, identifying it as Geirfinnur, declares: ‘This is the find of the century!’

			Forty years on, they continue to fixate people. Teenagers born long after the disappearances are as knowledgeable about the particulars as their parents who lived through it. One journalist was drawn so deeply into the cases that he was tipped towards a nervous breakdown; another refers to them as a ‘black hole’. Every Icelander knows what happened, but no one knows what happened. They are the most famous criminal cases in Icelandic history, ones that have, repeatedly, exposed the darkest parts of this safe and peaceful nation, and at their centre are absence, rumour and make-believe.

			It all started when a young man went to a nightclub in January 1974.

			*

			Gudmundur Einarsson was eighteen years old. He had long dark hair and a porcelain complexion. A calm, quiet young man, he had recently finished school, and had already purchased the books he needed to help him become a mechanic.

			At 8.00 p.m. on 26 January 1974, Gudmundur visited his friend Sigurbjorn Haraldsson’s house. There he drank with some schoolmates, and at 11.00 p.m. they all left to attend a dance at a nightclub in Hafnarfjordur, a port town ten kilometres south of Reykjavik.

			The nightclub was called Althyduhusid and had a reputation for being rough. Young men made the trip from neighbouring towns for so-called ‘country balls’ which, contrary to the genteel implications of the name, often descended into organized brawls. Fights careered through the tightly packed dance floor, and attendees had to shout into the ears of their companions to be heard.

			Gudmundur got drunk, danced with his friends and then, after a few hours, stepped out into the night. It was two degrees above freezing with a strong wind, and the ground was slushy and grey with day-old snow. Gudmundur began to walk.

			At 2.00 a.m. Gudmundur was spotted by some acquaintances of his. Two young women, named Elinborg Rafnsdottir and Sigridur Magnusdottir, saw him in the road near Althyduhusid. He was wearing a light chequered jacket, green trousers and brown shoes, and he was gesturing at cars to get them to stop. Elinborg and Sigridur slowed down as they drove past in order to give Gudmundur a lift, but when he saw them through the windscreen he thrust his hand into his pocket. He was not alone. There was a man with him wearing a yellow shirt.

			The man in the yellow shirt was smaller and thinner than Gudmundur. He walked slightly behind Gudmundur, and he seemed very drunk. Just as the two women drove past, the yellow-shirted man suddenly threw himself across the hood of their Volkswagen and tumbled onto the other side of the car. They immediately hit the accelerator and drove off, the headlights punching through the blackness in front, while Gudmundur and his companion stumbled behind with their faces sheened red by the car’s rear lights.

			Between 2.00 a.m. and 3.00 a.m. Gudmundur was seen again. Sveinn Vilhjalmsson was driving with two others near Hafnarfjordur. They stopped at some traffic lights and saw by the side of the road a pale man with long dark hair and a chequered jacket. He seemed very drunk and had been trying to stop cars in front of them. He walked towards their stationary vehicle, but as he approached he slipped on the ice and fell to the ground. He stayed down for a second before getting back on to his feet and walking unsteadily away from the car. He appeared to be on his own.

			The lights turned green and Sveinn drove off. He and his two companions may well have been the last people to see Gudmundur Einarsson alive. After that night, Gudmundur was never seen again.

			*

			When a person goes missing in Iceland it is the regular citizens who search for them. The call comes in and people from all walks of life assemble: lawyers, bankers, farmers and builders gather together to comb the landscape.

			With no standing army and only a small coast guard, Iceland had no official organization to look for missing people until volunteers began establishing their own teams. The first were formed by women in fishing communities searching the coastline for their husbands and sons after accidents at sea, but it would not be until a remarkable rescue in 1950 that disparate groups around the country found cause to coalesce into a national institution.

			On 14 September 1950, the Geysir, a silver Douglas DC-4 Skymaster flying from Luxembourg to Reykjavik for a refuelling stop and carrying the unusual cargo of a coffin containing the body of a forty-six-year-old American woman, no passengers, a pack of show dogs and a large collection of rare objects, including an ornate, lute-like instrument called a hurdy-gurdy, disappeared from radio contact. A substantial search for the missing plane ensued. Nothing was found. Pastors across the nation led their congregations in prayer for the Geysir and its crew.

			Three days after the Geysir had vanished from the skies, the coast guard received a message: ‘Position unknown – all alive.’ The crew had managed to locate a transmitter and make contact with the outside world. They had subsisted on thirteen slices of rye bread, twenty-four bars of chocolate, a crate of Orangeade, and tea leaves boiled in melted snow in a makeshift coffee urn. The Geysir had crashed onto Bardarbunga, on the northwestern side of Vatnajokull, Iceland’s largest glacier.

			A rescue mission flew out from an American airbase in Iceland. The plane landed alongside the wreckage of the Geysir but soon became so submerged by snow that it was unable to take off. Now the rescuers needed rescuing. Marooned at an altitude of 1,800 metres atop the Vatnajokull glacier were three members of the American military, an aviation inspector, the six exhausted Icelandic crew members of the Geysir, a dozen surviving dogs, two planes, and a few tonnes of very cold antiques. The flight attendant located some bolts of cloth and festooned the wreckage with plush red fabric to retain warmth. A particularly vicious bulldog was locked in the lavatory.

			Twenty-three Icelandic civilians, all experienced mountaineers, banded together and scaled Vatnajokull themselves, a group of them trekking in excess of thirty kilometres across the glacier to reach the wreckage. All ten survivors from both planes, as well as one of the dogs, were saved, and the death-defying rescue made headlines across the nation. Where members of the American military had been thwarted, Icelanders, with little in the way of specialized training, had succeeded. Inspired by this epic feat, a network of teams sprang up around the country. ICE-SAR, or the Icelandic Association for Search and Rescue, was born.

			Staffed by volunteers who undertake two years of rigorous training to qualify as members, and part-funded by firework sales at New Year’s Eve, ICE-SAR teams are renowned worldwide for their expertise and are called into action in crises of global concern. When a large-scale earthquake hit Haiti in 2010, a team of thirty-seven Icelandic volunteers were among the first international rescue groups to touch down in Port-au-Prince and haul survivors from the rubble.

			Trips abroad, though, are rare. ICE-SAR teams are more often tasked with finding people caught out by Iceland’s sudden changes in weather and terrain. Despite the country’s reputation for extreme natural processes such as earthquakes and landslides, when disaster strikes it is usually less dramatic. There are likely to be warnings before fierce storms or major volcanic activity, but it is more difficult to prepare for gale-force winds that surge in from nowhere, or black ice that sends cars skating off the road.

			The defining trait of Icelandic weather is unpredictability. When Icelanders talk of weather they often say that it comes in ‘samples’, changing so suddenly that, even on sunny mornings, it is advisable to wear a thick jacket. Step inside a café for lunch on a clear, bright day and by the time you re-emerge the whole of Reykjavik might be coated in white.

			On the night that Gudmundur disappeared, a storm swept unexpectedly through Hafnarfjordur and the surrounding towns. While Gudmundur was inside the nightclub, the sky was largely clear, with patches of light drizzle, but come midway through the next morning, the grooved surface of the nearby lava fields had been rendered smooth and featureless by snow.

			After a day had passed without Gudmundur returning, his parents placed an advert in the local newspaper to ask if anyone in Hafnarfjordur possessed information about where their son might be. It was the first time he had stayed away from home overnight without telling them where he was. The following day Gudmundur’s father, Einar Baldursson, reported his son as missing.

			On 30 January 1974, Njordur Snaeholm, the inspector in charge of the investigation, received a phone call from Elinborg Rafnsdottir, one of the two women who had seen Gudmundur from their car on the night he disappeared. She told Njordur about the man in the yellow shirt. Njordur spoke to the three friends who had been with Gudmundur that evening: none of them had been wearing yellow.

			Known among his schoolmates as an easy-going young man who liked a drink and never lost an arm-wrestle, Gudmundur would sometimes spend nights out testing his strength against men from neighbouring villages. When he didn’t reappear after the nightclub, his friends assumed he had either gone home with a woman or got into a drunken altercation with someone he had beaten in an arm-wrestle. By the next morning, they feared he could have been accidentally killed in a fight.

			There was a likelihood, also, that he might have wandered into the lava. Walking at night from Hafnarfjordur towards Blesugrof, where Gudmundur lived, is challenging enough in the present day, but in 1974 it was a trip freighted with greater danger, especially if taken at night and under the influence of alcohol. Hafnarfjordur is located atop a sprawling, 7,000-year-old lava field, its houses built wherever the solidified magma allows. If Gudmundur had failed to flag a lift, then his most likely route home would have been a shortcut across an uninhabited area where the uneven ground is pocked with deep trenches.

			The police organized nearly a dozen rescue squads to look for him. The ground was hidden beneath more than half a metre of snow, making a thorough search challenging, but the rescue party, around two hundred in total, was undeterred. They spread out across the lava fields with thermoses of coffee in their backpacks and ropes slung over their shoulders.

			Knowing where to look was difficult. The area was large and the fresh snow meant there were no footprints or tracks to follow. Some teams scoured the landscape around Hafnarfjordur, while others worked their way north towards Reykjavik. When they tried to dig through the snow their spades hit ice.

			A few days later the snow began to melt. On 3 February the rescue teams, by now joined by Gudmundur’s father, raced back out in minivans to renew their search, scrambling around in caves and crevices to uncover any clue of the missing boy’s whereabouts. The lava fields, their brain-like pits and fissures exposed once again, yielded no answers.

			*

			On 19 November 1974, Geirfinnur Einarsson finished his day’s work and went home to Keflavik, a town nearly fifty kilometres southwest of Reykjavik. He had wavy fair that fell past his ears and he smoked a red and black pipe. His cigarette brand of choice was Raleigh.

			Some ten months had passed since Gudmundur Einarsson had disappeared and, despite sharing surnames, the two men were unrelated. They shared no friends in common, lived in different towns, and were at contrasting stages in their lives. While Gudmundur was barely an adult when he vanished, Geirfinnur was a thirty-two-year-old man with a wife and two young children.

			He was usually employed at power plants throughout Iceland, travelling long distances across the country to heap coal in remote areas, such as along the western boundary of the Thjorsardalur valley, or to work at the Sigolduvirkjun power plant in the country’s southeast. But during November 1974 Geirfinnur was employed closer to home. He had a construction job near Keflavik, labouring for his friend Ellert Bjorn Skulason.

			After work, Geirfinnur ate dinner with his wife Gudny Sigurdardottir. They finished their food and Gudny went out to the library. Geirfinnur read his book in bed.

			By the time Gudny returned home, some time between 8.30 p.m. and 9.00 p.m., Geirfinnur’s friend Thordur Ingimarsson had come round and the two men were watching television and drinking coffee. At around 10.00 p.m. Geirfinnur said he was leaving to meet some people, and asked Thordur for a lift in his car. Geirfinnur was not specific about who he was going to meet. He told Thordur that he had been asked to come alone.

			While in the car, Geirfinnur told Thordur that he should have left for the meeting armed. Thordur took it as a joke. He dropped Geirfinnur off at the Hafnarbudin café near Keflavik docks and drove away.

			It was a cold, clear night and the streets were quiet. Geirfinnur went inside the café but the people he was due to meet were not there. He bought some cigarettes and walked back to his house.

			Geirfinnur arrived home at a quarter past ten. He took off his jacket. Shortly after he came in the front door, the telephone rang. Geirfinnur’s son answered it. The voice on the other end asked to speak to Geirfinnur Einarsson and used his full name. The voice was deep and male, and the boy did not think he had heard it before. He passed the phone to his father. There was silence as Geirfinnur listened and then he said, ‘I already came.’ He paused. ‘OK, I’m coming.’ He grabbed his jacket and his pipe and headed for the door. The boy ran after his father and asked where he was going but he did not receive a response. He asked if he could come and he was told that he could not. Geirfinnur got into his red Ford Cortina and drove to the café.

			Geirfinnur Einarsson did not return home that night. The next morning, his car was found unlocked and parked near to the café, his keys still in the ignition.

			Like Gudmundur ten months before him, Geirfinnur had ­vanished.

			*

			Gudmundur’s disappearance could have been a tragic accident, but Geirfinnur’s bore the hallmarks of a criminal case. So many questions remained unanswered. Who had he gone to meet? Who had phoned him and asked him to return? And where was he now?

			Serious crime was practically unheard of in Iceland in 1974. The last major murder investigation, of a taxi driver discovered in the front seat of his car with a bullet through his head, had finished, unsolved, nearly seven years previously. Murder was extremely rare, let alone in a town like Keflavik where most people knew each other. It was a baffling crime in a place where baffling crime didn’t happen.

			Most disappearances in Iceland involved someone getting lost or committing suicide, but it seemed unlikely that Geirfinnur had done either. The circumstances were too strange, the details too suspicious. Despite police requests, no one came forward to say that they had gone to meet Geirfinnur. This bolstered the suspicion that the people Geirfinnur planned to see at the café were complicit in his disappearance. A police tracker dog picked up Geirfinnur’s scent and proceeded to run around in circles outside the café. Investigators deduced that Geirfinnur did not walk away from Hafnarbudin but entered another vehicle.

			In the days that followed, the Keflavik police began to map out the details of Geirfinnur’s life. Leads were difficult to come by, not because his personal affairs were particularly complicated, but because it was almost impossible to imagine why anyone would hold a grudge against him. He was not in financial difficulty and, in the years leading up to his disappearance, his income had been slightly higher than usual and he had been able to buy a home. He was comfortable enough to get by, but he did not have enough money to cause resentment.

			Those who knew him said that he was quiet and restrained. He had few friends and no apparent enemies. When the police checked whether he had received any unusual parcels or phone calls in the months prior to his disappearance, they found nothing. His most consistent correspondence was a once-yearly letter from his father.

			Valtyr Sigurdsson, an investigative lawyer assigned to the case, was told a story by an acquaintance of Geirfinnur’s that helped to explain an important aspect of his character. The two men had been colleagues at a power plant but they had not been close, in part because Geirfinnur made little effort to befriend those he worked with. Each night after his shift had finished, Geirfinnur took the money he had earned and put it under his pillow. Private space was in short supply in the dormitories and unusual behaviour quickly drew attention. The concealment of his wages did not go unnoticed.

			Late one evening, looking for a means of entertainment other than cards, some of Geirfinnur’s fellow workers decided to play a prank on him. While Geirfinnur showered, one of his colleagues reached under the pillow and took the money he had stowed there. Hiding their smirks, they waited in poses of studied indifference for Geirfinnur to return. He came into the room, went to his bed, and surreptitiously peered beneath the pillow. Finding nothing there, he lifted up the duvet, wafting it up and down to make sure his money had not become lodged inside.

			‘Hey, Geirfinnur,’ one of the men called out, ‘are you looking for something or what?’ Laughter broke out across the dormitory. Geirfinnur said nothing. He smiled slightly, took back his money, climbed into bed and turned to face the wall.

			The police interpreted this story as a sign of Geirfinnur’s equanimity. If Geirfinnur had been violent, he might have lashed out, but instead his response was calm and reasonable. He smiled because he was easy-going and he could see the funny side. Here was a man with an even temperament. Such a man, the police concluded, was unlikely to be drawn into a confrontation.

			This assessment tallied with how Geirfinnur’s wife, Gudny, described her husband. He was not like the headstrong young men at the nightclubs around Hafnarfjordur who sought out fights for their own entertainment. From a decade of marriage, Gudny could only recall seeing Geirfinnur get angry once. Even in this instance, he did not lose his temper but instead went silent, withdrawing inside himself until the emotion passed.

			There was a genuine concern among the investigators that Geirfinnur might just be in the middle of a particularly heavy drinking session. It was not unheard of for people to disappear for a few nights on long drinking sprees, especially during the winter months. None of the Keflavik police officers had ever worked on a murder case before and were more accustomed to dealing with accidents, break-ins and the occasional small-time drug bust; petty crimes that required investigative skills far removed from those needed for a murder inquiry. After all the work put into the investigation, they could imagine nothing more embarrassing than Geirfinnur returning home unharmed and reeking of alcohol. They would be the laughing stock of Iceland.

			Three days after the disappearance, the Keflavik investigators received their first major lead. In front of the café, housed in a small booth, was a public telephone. At around a quarter past ten on 19 November 1974, at exactly the time Geirfinnur would have been returning home following his first visit to the café, a man in a brown leather jacket had made a call from the payphone. He hadn’t needed to consult the phone directory.

			The police decided this was surely the deep-voiced man who had spoken first with Geirfinnur’s son and then with Geirfinnur. Perhaps he had arrived late to the café, phoned Geirfinnur from the payphone, and met Geirfinnur at his car upon his return.

			Two teenagers, Asta Elin Gretarsdottir and Sigridur Helga Georgsdottir had been inside the café, as well as an employee behind the counter named Gudlaug Jonasdottir. None of the three women had seen the caller before. In a town like Keflavik this was strange. Gudlaug, in particular, was adamant she would have recognized a local. The man in the leather jacket had passed over a twenty-kronur piece to pay for the call. That was the Reykjavik price. In Keflavik it only cost fifteen kronur. This detail implied the caller had been an out-of-towner. Everything seemed to indicate that a stranger had come to Keflavik that night and committed murder.

			Keflavik detectives summoned the witnesses from the café, flicking through police identikit booklets to match up mouths, noses and eyes into bewildering configurations in an attempt to conjure an accurate representation of the caller’s face. The investigators took the unusual step of commissioning a bust to be made. Perhaps, the police reasoned, it might be easier to capture the man’s likeness in three dimensions rather than two.

			A sculpture of the phone caller’s head was cast in clay. It could be held comfortably in the palms of both hands. It was dark-brown in colour, with a bouffant of hair and a clear, penetrating gaze.

			Just over a week after Geirfinnur had gone missing, the Keflavik investigators took the clay head, or ‘Clayfinnur’, to the capital in a brown paper bag to show to the Reykjavik police. After considerable deliberation, the unusual sculpture was shown on RUV, the state broadcaster.

			The strange effigy was beamed into people’s living rooms, bringing news of the mysterious disappearance to the furthest reaches of the country. ‘We had been so sheltered,’ said Sigridur Petursdottir, a journalist who, at the time, was a young girl living in the small town of Husavik on the north coast of Icleand. ‘The only thing we knew about crime was from Enid Blyton books, then we see this creepy statue on the television and we were convinced that it was coming for us.’

			Suddenly the entire Icelandic population seemed to hold vital information about what might have happened to Geirfinnur. The police received so many calls that they were forced to appoint an extra officer to man the telephone. An engineer who read about the investigation in the newspaper sent in a homemade Dictaphone to the police station so that the detectives could record phone calls. They wrote up the different sightings of ‘Clayfinnur’ lookalikes from all around the country. The pile of tip-offs relating to what people had seen in their dreams was nearly half an inch thick.

			‘I have the name of the murderer on my desk’, read one headline on the front page of a daily Icelandic newspaper, accompanying a picture of a Keflavik police officer leafing through a phone book with the names of every resident of Iceland in front of him.

			The ‘Clayfinnur’ man had spoken on the phone in Icelandic and so was very likely to be an Icelander. It was unsettling for people to imagine that one of their own might have committed murder. Killing had been something historical, a tale to tell children as a reminder of the country’s Viking past, like something from the Sagas. The Geirfinnur disappearance felt like the moment a generation of Icelanders realized they, too, could kill and be killed.

			Each time there was a phone call providing the police with new information, the investigators would show a picture of the accused to one of the witnesses from the café. One name that arose was that of Magnus Leopoldsson, a well-known figure in Reykjavik who bore a striking resemblance to the clay head.

			Magnus was the manager of a nightclub named Klubburinn, one of the few places that stayed open late in Reykjavik. Two nights before his disappearance, Geirfinnur had paid a visit to Klubburinn. The friends who had accompanied Geirfinnur that night told police he had been talking with a man at the club. This man had been between twenty-five and thirty years of age and had dirty blond hair that reached the bottom of his ears. On the journey home that night, Geirfinnur had not mentioned this man or what they had discussed.

			Rumours had long circulated around Reykjavik that the men who ran Klubburinn were also involved in smuggling alcohol to sell at the nightclub. Beer could only be sold in Iceland if it was less than 2.25 per cent in strength and there was (and still is) a state monopoly on licensed sales, making alcohol very expensive. Reykjavik nightclub owners were rumoured to circumvent the high price of liquor by brewing vats of homemade moonshine in bathtubs or collecting illegal imports thrown from ships by Norwegian sailors. Police already suspected that Geirfinnur, too, was linked to local smuggling operations. Investigators had spoken to a man who said he had asked Geirfinnur to distil sixty litres of alcohol for him, but that Geirfinnur had disappeared before he had the chance to come good on any agreement.

			The police began to suspect Geirfinnur’s disappearance was connected with a plan to smuggle bootleg alcohol with the man he had met at Klubburinn.

			On 25 January 1975, the police brought Magnus Leopoldsson in for questioning. He was released without charge that same day. It would not be the last time that he was brought in for questioning in connection with the case.

			In the following months, the investigators continued their work, but the trail had gone cold. On 5 June 1975, the Geirfinnur case was formally closed. It was almost one and a half years since Gudmundur had disappeared from a nightclub in Hafnarfjordur, and over six months since Geirfinnur had driven to a café and never returned, and there was no substantial evidence relating to the whereabouts of either man. Gudmundur’s disappearance was not being treated as a criminal incident, while the most promising leads in Geirfinnur’s case concerned the two men he had seemingly been in contact with prior to his vanishing: a man in Klubburinn two days before he disappeared and a man in a leather jacket making a phone call from a Keflavik café.

			These phantom men, half glimpsed by witnesses, moved in the margins of events; the details about them vague, their outlines indistinct. The ‘Clayfinnur’ with its half-smile and vacant stare was one of the few pieces of tangible evidence among the swirl of rumours about smuggling and Klubburinn and Magnus Leopoldsson.

			Both cases might well have stayed closed if it weren’t for the arrest of one woman and her boyfriend on an unrelated embezzlement charge six months later. That woman was twenty years of age with strawberry-blonde hair and gold-framed aviator spectacles. Her name was Erla Bolladottir.

		

	
		
			2

			BY THE RED LIGHT

			I approached Mosaic Films, a London-based production company, in autumn 2014 with the idea for making a documentary about the Gudmundur and Geirfinnur disappearances. The managing director at Mosaic, Andy Glynne, liked the idea and sent filmmaker Dylan Howitt and myself to shoot some interviews for a teaser that could subsequently be pitched to commissioners. Over the course of two years I went back and forth to Iceland accompanying Dylan, and then for another year and a half, when the filming had finished and I was gathering more research, on my own.

			At first the cases seemed impenetrable. Each morning Dylan and myself would set out early from our rented flat in central Reykjavik optimistic about discovering more than we already knew, but by evening our heads spun, the clarity we thought we had attained now obscured by new information and conflicting stories. One Icelander, who is obsessed with the disappearances, describes learning about them as being akin to ‘going into the woods’, and only after more than a year of research were we able to carve a path of sorts through the trees.

			There can be few places easier to make a documentary than Iceland. An online database contains the phone number of every Icelandic citizen, including the President and the Prime Minster, and markers on a map indicate where each person lives. Almost everyone we interviewed spoke near-perfect English and proved courteous and approachable, even when talking about highly sensitive topics, and many welcomed us into their homes with trays of food and drink: grey tongues of pickled herring on buttered bread, pastries with pink-and-yellow icing and black coffee by the jug. Most Icelanders live in and around Reykjavik, a city you can drive the breadth of on a traffic-free day in ten minutes, and when snow falls the roads are cleared before it can settle.

			A population of less than 350,000 creates the impression that everyone knows everyone. If you need to be introduced to someone, then there is a chance the person you just interviewed has a cousin who can put you in touch. The sense of community is uncommonly strong. You do not take a surname, you are a –son or –dottir of Iceland. When an Icelander dies, no matter if they are not well known outside of their circle of friends and family, the nation’s biggest newspaper Morgunbladid publishes an obituary.

			Filming an interview with someone is, obviously, different to talking to them beforehand. Interviewees are more inclined to speak naturally when faced with a small microphone or a notebook, but once a camera is trained upon them, no matter who they are or how the interview is conducted, the awareness of being filmed affects the way in which they answer. Some interviewees become more cautious, hedging their responses with qualifying statements that, whether they realize it or not, will probably make much of what they say unusable in a medium that prizes the pithy soundbite. Others, though, become even more adept at expressing themselves with concision and emotion when the lights are shining in their eyes.

			Erla Bolladottir falls into the latter camp. She has talked about her life in court, in news packages and in documentaries. She has written a book. This frequent retelling has made her skilled at narrating her own life, the parts where she might once have been hazy now clarified through repetition. It is something we all do. From the people, things and experiences that have populated our lives, we build narratives about our origins and who we are. But Erla is a unique case. For her, being a specialist in the details of her life has become a matter of survival.

			When we arrived in Iceland, Erla’s was the first home we visited. We took off our shoes at the door and shuffled into her well-appointed basement flat, hanging up our coats and scarves on hooks along the corridor. As we sat with cups of coffee warming our hands and listened to her speak, I was grateful that Dylan was there to gently steer the conversation. I felt young and ill equipped to be handling the raw materials of someone’s life, and it would not be until years later, when my immersion in the bewildering specifics of the cases was far greater, that I would feel capable of trying to put down in writing an account of the disappearances and their aftermath.

			Sitting at the kitchen table while Erla spoke, I was secretly glad it was not me who would be in the editing suite and have the final responsibility of condensing so much detail and pain into something accurate.

			*

			Born in Reykjavik on 19 July 1955, Erla was the middle child, with three sisters and a brother. Her mother Thora cared for her children full time. She had been a great beauty in her youth, modelling for fashion shoots at home and abroad, and in the sharp arches of her cheekbones was the haughtiness that the very beautiful sometimes possess, a certain hardness when her face was at rest that made her expression sterner than she intended.

			Thora took pride in dressing her daughters in matching clothes for birthdays and Christmas celebrations. Family photos look like the von Trapp children on holiday. Four blonde girls in red dresses, white shirts buttoned up to their throats and ribbons in their hair, with their mother, dressed in identical attire, lipsticked and beaming over them.

			An exuberant and outgoing child, Erla’s voice would carry across the street when she played. Thora was the disciplinarian of the two parents, the one whom Erla feared as a child, and would reprimand Erla for disturbing the neighbourhood with her noise.

			Erla’s father, Bolli, was a softer touch. He was a station manager for Loftleidir Icelandic at Idlewild Airport, now known as Kennedy Airport, in New York, which led to the family relocating to Long Island for five years when Erla was a child. Working for an airline was a glamorous occupation in the early days of mass-market travel, and on languid summer evenings, the sofas would be pushed to the corners of the living room and men and women in their finery would descend upon the family home to dance. Sociable and charismatic, Bolli was always Erla’s favourite.

			Some of Erla’s earliest memories are of watching the quintessentially American TV shows Gunsmoke and Bonanza, and cycling with her sisters on the boulevards by the water. This American influence lent her an exotic quality when she returned to Iceland in 1962 as a seven-year-old. It was a feather in her hat to show off to her new schoolmates. Children would ask her whether she had seen The Beatles while in America and she would reply that, yes, John Lennon and Paul McCartney lived on her street and she saw them every day.

			And this made sense. For Icelandic children, the outside world was distant and remote. Iceland was home and the people who lived there one big family. When politicians from rival parties argued on television it was like siblings squabbling with each other. Erla knew the name of every road in Reykjavik. Foreign imports were expensive and rare. At Christmas time certain fruits arrived in the country in bulk and for a month the streets of Reykjavik smelled of fresh apples.

			Sometimes in the summer Erla and her siblings would be sent to farms around Iceland. This has been a tradition in Iceland for centuries. In the past, these trips were motivated by a need for money: children went to pursue seasonal work at farms and brought their modest earnings back to their families. But by the time Erla was a child, the value of these summer trips was no longer financial. What mattered was the cultural experience. Children could only truly understand their country by living out in nature for a few months. Editorials in the national papers extolled the importance of young Icelanders witnessing first-hand the rhythms of labour that had kept the nation supplied with meat and wool for centuries.

			Erla was sent to stay at a farm in a small village in the northwest of the country. Only three families inhabited it, there were no other farms for miles, and it could only be accessed by boat or by air. One day, when Erla was helping the farmer collect eggs in the chicken shed, he forcibly kissed her and touched her all over her body. When Erla told the farmer’s wife, she said she would speak to her husband to ensure it did not happen again. Erla should not tell anyone.

			Erla returned home changed. Unable to talk to her family about the incident at the farm, she felt like an outsider. She would watch her parents and siblings engrossed in some activity and feel so apart from them, so uninvolved in whatever it was they were doing, that she started wondering whether she had been picked up from the hospital by the wrong family as a baby. She began to spend more time alone. Hours would slide past as she sat in her bedroom, transfixed by daydreams about being reunited with her real parents.

			She stole money from her father’s wallet and purchased a pack of cigarettes. She took them to a hill overlooking the apartment building where her family lived and lit up. From where Erla sat she could see her mother through the kitchen window preparing the evening meal, and as she watched her she dragged on the cigarette, pulling harder on it, and thought, ‘This serves you right.’ Somehow what had happened at the farm was her mother’s fault. Smoking a cigarette, sat high up on a rock, watching her mother as she moved, oblivious, around the kitchen, gave Erla back a feeling of control that had been largely absent since her return from the farm.

			When Erla was still young, her father embezzled money from the sales office at Pan American Airlines, where he now worked in Reykjavik. He started small, considering himself to be borrowing money he would pay back in the future, but in 1966 he stole 400,000 kronur, the equivalent of a little less than £60,000 today. The following year he took twice as much. The annual audit showed the deficit and he was caught. Bolli had been a success at the company and they did not want to press charges, but he lost his job.

			The heady days in the airline business proved to be a high-water mark in Erla’s father’s career and his subsequent positions were decreasingly lucrative. With every change in job the family moved house, each home becoming progressively smaller, until Erla and her siblings bunked in the same bedroom while her parents slept in the sitting room. The lavish parties of her childhood were over.

			The financial strain eventually took its toll on Erla’s parents and they separated when Erla was fourteen. ‘There had been difficulties at home,’ says Erla, ‘but it had always looked great on the outside. That is a part of living in a small community. It is really important that no one knows that anything is wrong.’

			When she was approaching her sixteenth birthday, the last barrier before independence from her family, her mother told her she needed to be home before midnight. After Erla repeatedly flaunted the curfew, Thora confronted her. They argued. Suddenly Thora slapped Erla in the face. Before she knew what she was doing, Erla slapped her back. They stood in silence. Erla’s hand burned with a curious sensation that was not unpleasant.

			She turned sixteen a few weeks later and went to live with her father in Reykjavik.

			*

			At the crest of a small hill in downtown Reykjavik is a monument of a Viking gazing out to sea. Created by Einar Jonsson, a sculptor whose works decorate city parks throughout the country, the statue is of Ingolfur Arnarson, commonly recognized as the founder of Iceland.

			Chronicles of voyagers visiting Iceland before its settlement are scant. In 400 BC, the Greek explorer Pytheas discovered an island far north in the Atlantic Ocean where the sun could be seen throughout the night. Over a thousand years later, travelling Irish monks arrived at a strange country, located in a similar part of the Atlantic, where the sun was so bright they could pick the lice from their shirts at midnight. Then, in the ninth century, the Vikings arrived.

			Although the exact year of the settlement of Iceland is still contested, the most popular origin story takes place in 874 when Ingolfur Arnarson and his followers left Norway in search of new land, sailing northwest until they arrived at Iceland’s southern flank. Seeing a distant shore on the horizon, Arnarson threw the wooden columns from his chieftain’s seat into the ocean and declared that he would build his home wherever they washed up. The pillars settled on a small bay (or ‘vik’), which, due to the nearby hot springs, was shrouded by steam (or ‘reykja’). He named it Reykjavik and from there Iceland was founded. Much of the terrain was inhospitable and there were few land animals to hunt, yet it was not without potential: the freshwater rivers teemed with fish and in the valleys along the coast the grass grew long and lush.

			Did Ingolfur and his companions feel trepidation at setting foot upon an alien land whose entrails smouldered with smoke? Iceland sits upon the faultline of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and its rock formations are only sixteen million years old, a blink of the eye compared to the four-billion-year life spans of some of the earth’s oldest land masses. More so than perhaps any other country, the landscape seems to be visibly in the process of its creation. Steam emanates from the ground and geysers leap upwards like exclamation marks. Volcanoes erupt underwater and create new islands.

			Like founding stories around the world, elements of it are apocryphal. When a hundred wooden columns were thrown in the water in the summer of 1974 to mark the 1,100-year anniversary of the settlement, none of them washed up anywhere near Reykjavik. But the idea at its heart, that a group of independent men and women broke away to forge a new society on a barren and hitherto uninhabited piece of rock, remains the integral part of the Icelandic origin story.

			Iceland’s independence was short-lived. In the thirteenth century, Icelandic chieftains swore allegiance to Norway in order to have access to trade and to bring stability to the country after decades of bloodshed during the so-called Sturlung Age. When Norway became a dependency of Denmark, Iceland was subjected to Danish rule.

			Centuries of hardship fostered resentment towards Denmark. Famine and disease blighted Iceland but scant aid was sent from Copenhagen. When, in 1627, pirates from North Africa flipped Viking legend on its head and kidnapped nearly 250 citizens from Iceland’s Westman Islands to sell as slaves in Algiers, the Danish King barely raised a finger. In fertile fishing grounds a few kilometres off the southern coast, the British hauled out bulging nets of Icelandic cod with impunity. Pious Danish rulers banned dancing for more than a century.

			The misery of subjugation reached its nadir with a huge volcanic eruption in 1783 in southern Iceland that caused poisonous gas, lava and ash to belch from the ground for eight successive months. It was an explosion of such gargantuan proportions that it holds the dubious honour of being not only Iceland’s worst natural disaster, but also Britain’s. Livestock perished and a large-scale famine resulted in the death of around a fifth of Iceland’s population, leaving less than 40,000 people alive. Due to the harsh terms of the Danish trade monopoly, Iceland was compelled to export a significant proportion of its remaining supplies of food at the same time as thousands of its citizens were dying of hunger.

			Independence was increasingly viewed as the antidote to the destitution and indignity of half a millennium under foreign rule. During the nineteenth century, a group of Icelandic intellectuals led by scholar Jon Sigurdsson became the figureheads of a growing movement. They argued that Iceland did not lawfully surrender its independence in medieval times. Therefore Norway, and by extension Denmark, had never actually had any claim over Iceland.
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