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Introduction


A friend came to me in the spring of 2015 while I was working on a novel in my hut in south-east Iceland and said categorically: ‘You must meet Heiða!’ My friend explained that Heiða was a hero, struggling to protect her farmland against being bought by a private energy company. And that this reserved person had been forced into public life, into local politics, even founding an environmental party, to keep up the fight.


Thoroughly intrigued, I set off to visit Heiða at her farm, less than an hour’s drive from my hut.


 


Even from some distance away, she looked like an apparition climbing out of the high seat of her tractor, 181 centimetres tall, slim, with long blond hair.  A mixture of an elongated elf and a valkyrie. Then, Heiða having greeted me with the same courteous reserve I recognized from the childhood summers spent at my uncle and aunt’s farm in this district, we sat down together at her kitchen table and talked, and talked.


I was so enthralled by her story that I had decided within 10 minutes that this would be my next book. Although my plan was fixed, I did not talk about it to Heiða until I phoned her a week later.  I was somewhat taken aback when she instantly agreed because I had seen her deep reserve and understood how much it was against her nature to talk about herself.  She explained that her motivation for going ahead was that she needed the story of her lonely struggle to be heard.


This was my motivation too. In the week that had passed between Heiða’s kitchen table and our telephone conversation, I had thought long and hard how best to construct this book. After all, it takes more than a fascinating subject for a novelist to turn herself into a non-fiction writer overnight.


I might not have had the courage, were it not for Svetlana Alexievich’s wonderful oral histories. People needed to hear this woman’s voice too. One of the hardest challenges was preserving Heiða’s unique style of speech (a mixture of modern and old-fashioned) and making it look right on the page. Luckily I had started my writing career as a journalist for a daily newspaper in Reykjavik and the experience of conducting innumerable interviews for newspapers, radio and television – since the age of seventeen – stood me in good stead. The research and the writing took place as conversations between us, but in the end, I determined that I needed to make the author, myself, invisible, in order to make the reader feel they are listening to Heiða speak. I struggled at first to find the right shape for the book, but once I landed on the idea of using the seasons as chapters, it all clicked.


It wasn’t just that I had to lay aside my novel and become invisible in my new book, I also had to sacrifice my routine.  I am a lark rather than an owl but often the only time she was free to talk was late in the evening.  Heiða’s workload was such that I had to fit in or abandon the project and this book was worth a year of late nights.


 


Heiða and I were both very nervous about how the book would be received.  It felt like a huge responsibility to bring a real person to life, especially when there were still local animosities about the Búland power plant. What a humiliation it would have been to her, how wonderful for her enemies, had the book not worked out.


But it did.  Heiða became famous overnight, and as for myself, my readers and critics were equally amazed at this fiction-writer’s chameleon act inside a true story.  Our book went on to become Iceland’s third bestselling title in 2016 and it won two awards. What particularly struck me about its reception was how it spoke to all sorts of people.  Young women – from university students to farmers – saw Heiða as their inspiration, taking her destiny into her own hands.  Men saw Heiða as their accomplished daughter and felt proud of her.  Farmers loved to see their lives depicted.  City people loved to learn about life at a remote farm. Now I am hoping that it will show people throughout the world outside our country what our Icelandic temperament and way of life is like . . .


 


Heiða’s life will never be the same again. In Iceland she is now active not only in local politics.  She has now given her first speech in Parliament, as a stand-in for the Green Party representative in her south-east constituency. She insists, however, that the main benefit of the book for her was giving other people in her situation the courage to stand up and protest.


While it is undeniable that her temper is every bit as volcanic as our lava-filled land, we became fast friends during the making of this book, and remain so to this day.  And my interest in Heiða, her work, her life and times, remains as keen today as it was on the day I made my decision at the kitchen table in Ljótarstaðir, her farm.


 


Steinunn Siguðardóttir, February 2019










 


My farm, Ljótarstaðir, has been occupied continuously since the twelfth century, as evidenced by the tephra layers revealed in excavations.


There are various theories about my farm’s name. One is that it’s after the original settler Ljótur, who’s supposedly buried in a mound here. Another is that it’s a variant of the female name Ljótunn. But the loveliest theory, and the one that I’m going to stick with, I heard by chance recently at a district museum in the north. A staff member there connected the farm name Ljótarstaðir with an old expression that I hadn’t heard before, which has to do with light. The expression is Birtunni ljótar yfir: the light brightens, shines over; that is, as if drawing slowly over the land, as at dawn.


This makes sense, as the terrain surrounding Ljótarstaðir is open and the sun comes up early here. At Snæbýli, the other farm in the valley, the sun appears later, at the foot of the mountain to the north.


So, Ljótarstaðir means ‘The farm where the light is’. That’s my farm.


 


On the way home, I always like coming by Fitarholt Hill. I sometimes stop there to look over at Ljótarstaðir and my royal blue rooftops, across the valley called Krókur. From Fitarholt you can see far into the interior, to the mountains beyond the Tungufljót River. The view extends to Mýrdalsjökull Glacier, behind the mountains west and north of Ljótarstaðir – the tallest being Kvalningshnúkar and Fjalldalsbrún. Also visible are the highland pastures in Skaftártunga and Álftaver.


The buildings at Ljótarstaðir stand at an elevation of almost two hundred metres, and the terrain rises sharply behind them. So my land, which is vast by Icelandic standards, is mainly wilderness beyond the boundary of the highlands.


Our local place names testify to how extreme winter can be here: Snjóagil (Snow Ravine) at Ljótarstaðir and Snjódalagljúfur (Snow Valley Gorge) at Snæbýli (Snow Farm); and the grass only turns green late in the spring. So living and farming in this rugged area is hardly sought-after, let alone all on your own. I recently read a blog describing my farm as being on the ‘border of the inhabitable world’. It was far from the first time I’ve heard this kind of remark – and usually it’s followed by the comment that the only things that could survive here are foxes and ravens.


So it’s ironic, really, that I’ve had to fight so hard from the very start for the right to be here. The last and by far the toughest battle began in 2010, and was what pushed me into local politics. The planned construction of the Búland Power Plant would extend over the entire Skaftártunga area, from the Hólaskjól Highland Centre in the north to the Ring Road in the south, with a stop at Ljótarstaðir: a sixty-metre-high dam in my gorge. It would be as high as the tower of Hallgrímskirkja Cathedral in Reykjavik. A ten-square-kilometre reservoir would be located approximately four kilometres as the crow flies from my laundry room door. And on my best pastureland too, where the grass grows first in the spring.


It’s not exactly high on the wish list of a solitary farmer with five hundred sheep to take on the time-consuming and virtually unpaid responsibility of a position on the municipal council. But I have to defend the countryside, my own land and our very way of life. This has cost me an almost inhuman amount of effort.










Summer


I’m husbandless, yes – but that’s me to blame.


To tell you the truth, I don’t think it a shame.


My mum does the chores


that need doing indoors,


while I potter outside. Farming’s my game.










Tractor


Summer is a fantastic season, full of greenery, growth and light. But I have no time to spare for rolling naked in the dewy grass in the evening, which according to the old folk tale can heal you of all sorts of ailments, particularly at midsummer. Night-time is for sleeping, and by the end of my long working day I’m far too tired to indulge in any other behaviour. And, as it happens, in the summer I actually spend most of my time inside – in the cab of my tractor, that is.


It’s home to me. I pretty much grew up on a tractor. It was a brake-less Massey Ferguson. Naturally, it was cab-less as well, meaning I spent my time out under the open sky . . . where the sunlight poured straight into my veins and left me completely, radiantly suntanned. But there’s no chance of that in my current tractor cab.


I really like driving tractors. They’re useful for far more than just raking and mowing. One of my favourite activities is coming up with verses while at the wheel. My whole family loves poetry. My sister Arndís, who died when she was seventeen, was an enthusiastic, clever poet. My sisters, Ásta, Fanney and I frequently attend poetry meet-ups, or what we might call, for fun, ‘rhymesters’ conventions’. And we really enjoy trading verses with each other.


Mum and Dad taught us girls all kinds of verses and poems by rote. And wonderful rhythms and images became fixed in our memories – as in the following:


 


Instinct now inflames each steed.


Hoofbeats hammer hard the field.


Fell and dale fall silent, heed


manes that whip with force they wield.


As each racer unleashed flies,


lips drip foam and nostrils flare.


Sweat streams from the croup and thighs.


Frenzied neighs cut through the air.


(Steeds, Einar Benediktsson)


 


Bjarni from Vogur was our great-grandfather on our mother’s side. That’s where we get our poet’s blood. It helps that there are also good poets on my father’s side of the family, and that Dad was particularly sharp-witted and sarcastic. Plus Mum is a bookworm, with a deep love of the Icelandic language. She also used to write her own verses, but says that when my sisters and I started really getting into it, she decided to give up.


I’ve always enjoyed arranging words, making verses click. I started as a kid, and even then I could hear whether a poem was composed well or poorly. You either have the knack or you don’t.


And when I’m in the tractor, I do more than write poetry. I love dancing so I dance there, too. But for that I could definitely do with the cab being a bit bigger. My neighbour loaned me his big tractor once and it was perfect for dancing in – the height of luxury.


My tractor cab can also be my office as I end up doing a lot of business from it whenever possible. I spend a great deal of time on my phone, sending emails, while I’m raking, tedding and mowing, but only in my fields, of course, not out on the road.


I’ve also figured out how to post on Snapchat while driving the tractor with one hand. I eat lots of fruit in the cab, too. I just toss the banana skins, orange peel and apple cores out the window as I go. Decorations for the hay.


I drive a Valtra A 95, 2007 model. This, my good old Grey, is an economic-boom tractor, as the model year indicates. It’s one of the many found on Icelandic farms. It’s my main tractor, used for everything except tedding the hay. For that, I use my Massey Ferguson 165, 1974 model. It goes by the name of Grímur, and is the last remaining tractor from when I was a kid. The others were all sold – the last to pay for the complete overhaul of Grímur, which was in pretty bad shape.


I take good care of my old Grey. It’s usually clean and polished and in decent shape, but it’s nine years old and has done a lot of miles. It’s vital that I keep it well maintained because it can be my workplace for hours and sometimes days at a time. Grímur is what’s called a Harlem tractor: a cheap and simple variety, bouncy and lacking in luxury but at the same time robust, reliable and low-maintenance. It gets the job done, and that’s fine, but I have to admit that I really wouldn’t mind having a better, more comfortable tractor, such as a new and bigger Valtra or any other dependable, low-maintenance model with a hydraulic reverser. A shiftless transmission would be tops, along with a sprung front axle and an air seat, just the thing for a very-soon-to-be middle-aged woman. An audio system with a USB port, along with slightly more room for my darling Fífill (Dandelion), would be a real bonus.


According to the hour meter in my Grey, it has run for an average of 517 hours a year for the past nine years. That’s approximately 21 days and nights or 42 twelve-hour working days. Of course, my usage varies greatly depending on the season . . . but as I said before, my summers are spent mainly in the tractor.


The amount of work with farm machinery done by women in Iceland seems to vary from district to district, but here in Skaftártunga it’s always been common for girls to drive tractors. In this area, there’s generally no distinction between men’s work and women’s work.


Long shifts in the tractor take a definite physical toll. I can put up with twelve-hour working days in the tractor, but any longer and I really start to feel it. There’s so much effort involved in getting the hay all cut, baled and gathered that I don’t leave the tractor unnecessarily – I pause only to fill its tank or stop and eat. I don’t even go back to the house for meals. Mum drives the Lux out to the hayfields to bring me food. For haymaking, I work together with my neighbour Palli from Hvammur because, like me, he farms on his own. When we’re cutting his grass, his mum and dad do the cooking and bring us meals – if his wife is at work, that is.


Hours spent sitting in an inflexible tractor are, of course, not good for the back. One good counter-stretch I’ve learned is to hang off the loader, like laundry on the line.


It can also get uncomfortably hot in the cab when the sun is shining. Mine isn’t air-conditioned and I can’t normally have the windows open because it’s so loud, especially when pulling heavy machinery and at high rpms. More expensive tractors have better engine compartments, whereas old ones like mine make quite a racket. I do love its engine though, despite its loudness. It’s dependable and powerful: frankly I’m happy as long as it starts and does its job.


Fífill has accompanied me in the cab since he was tiny. Now he’s so big that he takes up practically all the floor. But early on he learned the right way to position himself so that things keep running smoothly. Things did go a bit south the other day, when he was so tired that he turned round and ended up lying heavily on my throttle foot. He weighs so much now that I had to power-lift him with my leg. But he’s no danger to my driving – the tractor is slow and has a long response time, and I have decades of experience driving it.


I let Fífill out of the cab now and then, and he runs alongside and has a look around. He hops out himself and I’m sure he could get back in on his own, but I like to make things easier for him. So he puts his front paws up on the step and I lift him in. He has just enough room to turn round. Then I get back in and sit down and he crawls under my legs towards the door, and lies there with his tail on the throttle.


He’s already well on his way to his eventual forty kilograms. I feed him twice a day; a half-kilo of offal each time, twice what my old dog eats. But he’ll start eating less once he’s full-grown. My friend Adda at Herjólfsstaðir tells me that German Shepherds keep growing until they’re two.


There’s a long history of breeding behind this handsome dog. The woman I got him from, who runs Gunnarsholt Breeding, has been breeding Shepherds for twenty years.


Fífill is a really special creature: gentle and fun, and a wonderful companion. He has recovered fully from his lack of appetite in the spring. I’m out working most of the time during lambing, and he took being left behind badly, didn’t sleep enough and then overexerted himself, dropping quite a few kilos as a result. Now he’s back at his ideal weight and is my beautiful dog once more. Fífill doesn’t get in my way when I dance in the tractor, and in any case, I can dance just with my hands. And he doesn’t seem to mind when I sing at the top of my lungs. I love singing and it’s great to sing in the tractor.


There was a lot of music when I was little. We sang and sang and sang, at home and in the car. Dad had a beautiful tenor voice. He had a wide range too – both high up and far deep down. If he’d become a singer, he could have gone a long way. He was also a master at reciting ballads, and much sought-after at gatherings here. And Mum is a very fine soprano. She was always in the church choir, and still is. Sadly, none of us sisters has inherited her beautiful singing voice, but that hasn’t stopped us.


I listen to music all the time, all kinds of music, including male choirs. Pretty much anything, really, from AmabAdamA to Páll Óskar. Not to mention the old heavy metal dudes in Guns N’ Roses, Metallica and AC/DC – they’re the best.


Mum knows a great many song lyrics, from musicals, revues and whatnot. My sisters and nieces and I have all ended up with what my Aunt Birna calls ‘jukebox syndrome’. If we hear a name, we immediately start singing a song connected with it. Even rhythmical sounds such as hammering or hoof-beats can get me singing. But my favourite tunes of all to sing are Christmas songs. For some reason, even though it’s completely the wrong time of year, I’m always singing them during lambing!


My head is packed full of lyrics, show tunes and poems. On the other hand, I can never remember what number oil filter the tractor has.










Heiða at a Public Meeting


I find this world beautiful wherever I go, and don’t hesitate to express it. Every place has its charms, but my mountain landscape is particularly dear to me. Yet when I was a kid, farmers didn’t get teary-eyed over crags, escarpments or dewdrops in the grass, or at least they were more careful to hide their tears. Sometimes when people visited us in the old days, their eyes practically popped out at the views of the surrounding mountains and the blueness of the Tungufljót River. But when they kept going on about how beautiful it all was, my old dad got embarrassed and changed the subject, herding them all inside for coffee, just to put a stop to their sentimental drivel.










Ásgeir and the Girls


My parents, sisters and I always did all the farm work together. My father Ásgeir was really good at sharing out chores and always took us along with him. He pulled us on a toboggan out to the sheep shed when we were little – until we were able to totter there ourselves. We were called ‘Ásgeir and the girls’, and it wasn’t just here at home that we put our collective noses to the grindstone . . . we also all helped out in various communal projects in this area.


My big sisters were total Vikings. When Ásta was a teenager, Dad started taking her along with him on the round-ups in the highland pastures. These days there’s always a bunch of women on the round-ups, though my friend Ella and I have been going the longest. Soon it’ll be almost a quarter of a century since we first went – it was on horseback then, whereas nowadays both of us ride quad bikes.


We just take it for granted here in Skaftártunga that women do as much farm work as men. As a matter of fact, Ella’s sister Oddný Steina and I thought it was a joke when we first heard someone talking about ‘men’s work’ at the farmers’ college (now the agricultural university) in Hvanneyri. But we were the only ones who laughed.


It went on like that all winter. Attending the college with us were all kinds of bold, intelligent farm girls who’d never driven a tractor, never changed an oil filter, never shovelled dung to any real extent. And we heard it again and again. Men’s work! Women’s work! Oddný Steina and I were gobsmacked. She’d been raised just like me, even though she grew up with two brothers, whereas in my house there were only girls (though sometimes a boy or two in the summers). But Oddný Steina and I have both nailed corrugated iron sheets onto roofs hundreds of times . . . changed tyres, on tractors too, of course, and done all the other jobs that men do. It was no big deal, and no one else we knew found it remarkable.


The only reason that I’m able to do all that I can is because I’ve never been undervalued, never been told that I couldn’t do this or that because I was a woman. During my early years of farming, no neighbour ever hesitated to ask me to come help pour concrete or whatever other job they had to do. And I always lend a hand in community projects with my tools and equipment.


 


I enjoy all types of work, if it goes well. Especially construction. I think it’s great when a big project comes up. If it’s a major undertaking or a real challenge, then I’m in my element. But I’m a total loser when it comes to cooking.


When I was little, I was told that I could start farming as soon as I’d got a husband. But I never understood that: why should I need a husband to run a farm? Obviously, I still don’t get it, after all these years. Furthermore, I really don’t like the common expression ‘farmer’s wife’, and never use it. It implies that a woman can’t be a farmer in her own right, just a wife. Just so it’s clear, I’m Heiða the farmer, like any other woman who runs a farm.


Ella from Úthlíð, which is a farm here in Skaftártunga not far from Ljótarstaðir, and I are both unmarried, childless and run our own farms. We’re childhood friends and began farming around the same time, at the age of twenty-three. Not having children was a conscious decision on my part. Whether it’s the same for her, or whether she’s set her heart on having a family eventually, I have no idea. I don’t recall it ever having come up, in fact. Ella and I have always had plenty of other things to talk about.










The Ugly Duckling


As a kid, I was small and wimpy. And I was also extremely thin. There was something wrong with my wrist. I had what’s called a scaphoid fracture, an injury that’s not uncommon in children. I was given injections and had to wear a brace. I also had to avoid sudden hand movements, which could throw it all out of whack again. It was a problem for many years.


Even with my bad wrist, I always had to do my chores. But I felt like such a wimp. I was listless and bad at sports. A weakling. A late developer, physically. And the ugliest creature on earth. With glasses.


I was sent away from home to boarding school in Kirkjubæjarklaustur at the age of eight. Back then, kids didn’t take the school bus daily to and from school as they do nowadays; instead, we stayed at the boarding school in Klaustur five days a week. Those were difficult winters for me. Everyone used to bad-mouth the teachers, which only served to make me dislike both them and the rest of the school. It was a weird kind of tradition, back then, for everyone to disparage everything about school.


Of course school was fun sometimes, but in general I was terribly homesick, and often rather depressed. Added to which I was expected to look after myself, as an eight-year-old girl: take showers and wash and comb my hair. I had long hair and made a complete mess of it.


I cried a lot during those boarding-school years, but to be honest I wasn’t the only one. There was often a chorus of crying girls at bedtime, wailing and whining away.


We learned to swim in Klaustur, which was useful in and of itself, but I never got over my fear of the water and I didn’t like swimming – and still don’t.


It wasn’t all bad though. I made other good friends at school, besides Ella. For instance, there was Dísa, and Þórdís from Hraungerði in Álftaver, who’s now a mathematics professor in Norway. We did so well in our lessons that Dísa and I were moved up a class, which meant that our schooling was one year shorter. Another bonus was when the kids from Hraungerði were driven to school, and I got to go with them for two years, staying at Ásar with my sister Ásta and my brother-in-law Dóri. That immediately made things much more bearable. But overall it still felt as if we spent far too many winters stuck at boarding school.


It did give me time to read every single book in the library at Klaustur, though. Now I don’t have that kind of time to spare, but I still enjoy reading and do so quickly. Halldór Laxness is a favourite of mine; I love his way of thinking and use of language, if not always his approach to a story. But he can say in one sentence what others can’t even say in half a page.


I drank in all those books and longed to experience and be a part of it all. I wanted to be the shepherd girl with her flute, grazing her sheep all summer and knowing all the birds and the waterfalls. The prettiest girl at the dance during the herring years – when Iceland’s coasts were teeming with that fish and people flocked to work at the fishing villages. The half-frozen sailor clinging to the rigging in a horrendous storm, speaking last words before being swept into the sea, never to be seen again. Tom Swift, who could invent and build everything that he and his friends needed for their adventures. The boy who owned the horse called Gustur. The girl in White Bread with Jam by Kristín Steinsdóttir. The English jockey who was injured so badly saving her beloved father that she could never compete again, but who then found joy and fulfilment in training and taking care of the horses that her husband then competed on. Closest to my heart were the books that led me into other worlds, such as the Narnia stories.


 


It could be a bit complicated getting home from boarding school in Klaustur at weekends, and then back again. Snow ploughing was done differently in those days, and the road home could often be impassable for a large part of the winter. It was often easier to get to Snæbýli because the milk had to be picked up from there no matter what, so the farmers there ploughed the road clear with their tractors. Sometimes the school bus driver would bring me home on a snowmobile. Or Valur, Ella’s dad, or Dóri would, too.


Sometimes I had to trudge the final stretch through the snow, from the bridge over the Tungufljót River where the road divided to Snæbýli in the south and Ljótarstaðir in the north. These two heath farms are the only ones in the valley, at the margin of the highlands. Ljótarstaðir is the highest farm ‘beyond the river’, as it’s described; that is, the highest farm in Skaftártunga, west of the Tungufljót River. The road ends at Ljótarstaðir.


We were very isolated up there. As a child, I was so lonely that I invented an imaginary friend, who stayed around right up until my teenage years. Her name was María, and she was quite a boisterous character. Sometimes I would scream loudly if she’d been inadvertently stepped on. Once or twice my sister Fanney got really annoyed with her. Yet Fanney can’t have thought that badly of my María seeing as she went on to give her daughter the same name.


At home, great emphasis was laid on avoiding all unnecessary trips and on being frugal. We had no snowmobile or other vehicle that would have made it easier for us to get through the heavy snow.


When I really wanted to learn to play the accordion, that idea fell on deaf ears. Nor did I ever get the toys that I wanted most, such as a Stiga snow-racer. But Fanney more than anyone understood how I felt, and once she started working, she bought me all sorts of fun toys, like a remote-controlled car and a doll from the Quelle catalogue.


In turn I made sure that María, Fanney’s daughter, got the things that I never did. I gave her a snow-racer, for instance. And she got to play to her heart’s content on my quad bike from the day she was big enough to clamber onto its seat – according to strict rules at first, just driving it in a circle here in the farmyard. She and my nephew Sæmundur played constantly on my quad, and I spent tons on gas for it. We had a huge amount of fun on the snowmobile as well when we first got it. We just drove and drove and it was hard to get us back inside the house.


My friend Linda was here in the countryside with us every summer for ten years, longer than anyone else. Her last summer here was when I was sixteen. She’d been selected for the junior division of the national ski team and had to train hard. So we trained together, running and doing all kinds of strength and conditioning exercises. Linda was a truck: incredibly strong, whereas I was little more than a candlewick in comparison. Starting with that summer, things changed, and I began growing stronger.


Then at sixteen, I got contact lenses. That helped my self-esteem and self-confidence. Both had been low but have improved gradually, to the point where I’ve learned to trust myself, as the self-help books say – or so I’m told. On the other hand, I’ve always been shy interacting with others, even if that might not be obvious on the outside. I used to be so shy that I found making small talk at gatherings really uncomfortable. But once I began doing pregnancy scanning of sheep I had to interact with a lot of different people, working with them and having coffee, sharing meals and staying at farms all over the country. It’s been an excellent learning experience.


I attended secondary school in Skógar for two years. At the time, I was still such a gangly teenager that none of my clothes ever fitted me. I felt like an ugly scarecrow. On top of that, I was still at the stage at which I blamed myself for anything that went wrong. I couldn’t face moving from my small school in Skógar to the big comprehensive school in Selfoss. Instead I went to work, taming horses with Jónas at Norður-Hvammur in Mýrdalur.


Unlike my home, Norður-Hvammur is a farm that’s very much on the beaten track; something was always going on there. Swedish girls often worked there, and sometimes other foreigners stayed there, so things felt very different to back home at Ljótarstaðir, where not even a single person might stop by for half the winter when everything was buried deep in snow.


I was so introverted when I first worked at Norður-Hvammur that they could hardly get a word out of me. And I was so embarrassed about my height that I went around with my head and shoulders perpetually stooped. Fortunately, they didn’t let me get away with it. They started teasing me right from the start.


Drífa, the farmer’s daughter, and I clicked immediately and we’re still friends today. She’s so funny that she would make a fantastic stand-up comic. She said that I would become hunchbacked and my breasts would start to grow inwards if I kept on stooping the way I did. I said that that would be fine . . . because then I would have four eye sockets. Our senses of humour bounced brilliantly off each other. We got each other going and laughed and laughed and play-fought raucously in the tiny old wooden farmhouse.


Otherwise raucousness wasn’t exactly my thing. Years later the folks at Norður-Hvammur told me that I was so quiet that I kept scaring the life out of people by suddenly appearing like an apparition after climbing silently up the creaky old timber stairs to the upper floor.


Drífa’s mum, Droplaug, was not really what you’d call an ordinary Icelandic countrywoman: she was a former hippy who’d lived in Copenhagen and enjoyed goofing around with me and Drífa. One day she was playing around doing our make-up in the style of her teenage years, the sixties, with eyeliner and white lips. Then she teased and backcombed our hair and had us try on outfits to match. Droplaug was so amazed at my transformation that she ordered me to call my Aunt Kolla (Kolbrún Aðalsteinsdóttir), who ran the Elite modelling school. When I did, Kolla immediately booked me onto a photo shoot.


Some Italian photographers came, and we did the shoot up on a glacier. I was scared to death of these strangers. The other model was another Icelandic girl who had beautiful wavy red hair and bright green eyes. And there I was, innocent-looking, with blue eyes and pale skin. The photographers were over the moon at the witch and angel in front of them.


After New Year the following winter, I stayed with Kolla and took a course at her modelling school, at the same time as taking a seminar on strengthening my self-esteem. It wasn’t all glamour. I also worked processing capelin fish in Keflavík, and for a few days as a temp on a garbage truck in Suðurnes.


In April I took part in a modelling competition in New York and came in second place in the photo-shoot category. I could have tried my luck as a model in New York and Milan, as Kolla had connections. A few big agents got in contact. But I was heading home for lambing, and didn’t follow the modelling call. I did a bit of modelling in Iceland afterwards but I wasn’t interested in it as a career.


I’d realized that I didn’t want to be a model. The modelling I did do was fun, and I don’t regret doing it. But even then, I detested the objectification. Modelling felt shallow and pointless. I thought it a very silly idea to earn my living simply by being pretty. And it wasn’t fun eating only vegetables and freezing my butt off on a glacier.


I don’t like hearing that I’m pretty. I’m kind of tired of it. It makes me think – uh-oh, here we go again! My looks aren’t thanks to me; it’s just genetics. But pay me compliments about something that I’ve built . . . and then I melt like chocolate in sunshine!


When I was little, I was never complimented on my appearance, and my sisters and I were taught not to be vain. Nowadays, girls are constantly being told that they’re pretty – isn’t that taking it a bit too far? Judging by the constant gushing on Facebook, it feels like it is. You put up a photo of yourself in a dress, and then the stream of praise turns on: ‘cutie, cutie, cutie’.
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