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Abstract 

Canada is a multicultural country composed of more than 200 ethnicities, including Icelandic-

Canadians. About 15.000 Icelanders are believed to have emigrated from Iceland to Canada 

and the USA in the period 1870 to 1914. The largest group of Icelandic settlers formed the 

colony New Iceland in the Interlake region of Manitoba. Icelanders refer to Icelandic 

Canadians and Icelandic Americans as Western-Icelanders.  

This thesis focuses on how Canadian descendants of the Icelandic settlers see and 

experience themselves in relation to their Icelandic heritage. The main research questions are 

whether an Icelandic ethnic identity is present among late-generation ethnics; when and 

among whom the Icelandic ethnic identity is strongest and most present; and whether this 

identity might have something in common with the historical experiences of the early 

Western-Icelanders. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six individuals who are 

of Icelandic descent and represent the present and future, while the past Icelandic-Canadian 

community experiences are presented in letters which Jón Jónsson’s, the researchers´ great-

great grandfather, wrote and sent to Aðalbjörg Jónsdóttir, the researcher´s great-grandmother. 

Herbert J. Gans’ terms and definitions regarding ethnic identity, including his theories 

concerning termination of the European identities in North America, were used as guideline 

for this research. The research findings indicate that an Icelandic ethnic identity is present 

among all of the interviewees and that significant associations can be found in comparing 

their experiences with the practices, views and testimonies expressed in Jón Jónsson´s letters. 

Furthermore, only one of the informants can be viewed as having entered the last, terminal 

stage of Icelandic ethnic identity.  

 

Key terms: ethnic identity, terminal ethnic identity, late-generation ethnics 
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1 Introduction 

Only on one occasion has a significant proportion of the Icelandic nation settled in another 

country, in such a way that a coherent Icelandic society was formed. That was when ca 15.000 

Icelanders moved to North-America in the period 1870-1914 and many of them formed the 

colony New Iceland by Winnipeg Lake in Manitoba, Canada. These people and their 

descendants are in Iceland generally called Western-Icelanders (Vesturfarar or Vestur-

Íslendingar) but in Canada they are generally referred to as Icelandic-Canadians. Western-

Icelanders and their story holds a special place in the hearts of Icelanders and the existence of 

the Western-Icelanders appears in various ways both in the media and on other platforms. A 

recent example would be Egill Helgason’s television series “Vesturfarar”, which was 

broadcasted on RÚV, the Icelandic national TV channel, in the fall 2014 and gained great 

popularity. Another example would be a similar visit Andri Freyr Viðarsson made to Canada 

and U.S.A. in his TV series “Andri á Flandri”, which was aired on RÚV in 2012. More 

examples are to be found, such as the Icelandic Emigration Center at Hofsós, North Iceland, 

and the Snorri Program, which is dedicated to young people. 

 What intrigued me while watching aforementioned television series was the people 

who appeared on screen and their stories. It seems like they maintain and honor their ethnic 

heritage. I see the same thing among my Icelandic-Canadian extended family members who 

live in Canada; they honor their Icelandic background even though they are only fluent in 

English. The manifestation that appears in the media is for the most part tales from Gimli and 

the annual Icelandic Festival, which is celebrated there. Gimli, however, is a small Canadian 

town where 5797 people resided in 2006, and it is obvious that the Icelanders’ descendants in 

Canada far exceed the population of Gimli, the old capital in New Iceland (Gimli, 2008). 
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 The question I asked myself was if all Canadians of Icelandic descent celebrate their 

Icelandic heritage and if not, when does that change happen? Furthermore, what is the source 

of that Icelandic ethnic identity and how does it evolve? Thus we have arrived at the inner 

circle of this research, which is about the ethnic identity of late generation Western-

Icelanders. My main questions are whether an Icelandic ethnic identity is present among late-

generation ethnics (LGEs), when and among whom the Icelandic ethnic identity is strongest 

and most present, and if it has anything in common with the historical experiences of the early 

Western-Icelanders. Representing the past are my great-great-grandfather’s letters, which he 

wrote in Canada and sent to friends and family “back home” in Iceland. These letters portray 

a foundation wherefrom the Icelandic ethnic identity would emerge. Representing the present 

are six individuals of fourth and fifth generation whom I interviewed. Herbert J. Gans’s 

(2014; 2015) terms and recent articles will serve as a guideline. He has posed the question of 

whether the European ethnic identities in North America, created during “The Great 

Migration” in the 1800s and 1900s, is coming to an end and he introduced two new terms; 

late-generations ethnics (LGEs) and terminal ethnic identity.  

This research thesis will add to the already existing body of knowledge regarding both 

ethnic identities and terminal ethnic identity. It is as well an addition to the ever growing 

research on immigrants and the later generations. The results can be utilized to map out when 

and during what conditions immigrants’ cultural heritage becomes extinct or unrecognizable 

within the terminal ethnic identity. This discussion could, therefore, be useful for academics 

and of interest to all people who have an interest in Western-Icelanders. Before continuing a 

few special terms will be identified and discussed. 

1.1 Ethnicity and ethnic-identity 

Various academics have taken it upon themselves to explain the terms ethnicity and ethnic-

identity in the past couple of decades (Baumann, 1998; Nagel, 1994; Eriksen, 2002; Gans, 
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2014 and 2015). First it shall be made clear that these terms are more than just terms, they are 

a phenomenon and an experience. Ethnicity refers to an individual’s cultural background and 

what said individual has in common with others of same cultural background. Furthermore, 

ethnicity can be traced back through ancestry. The ethnic-identity refers to how each 

individual sees and identifies himself/herself in relation to his/hers cultural background. 

 Both phenomena are alive in the sense that their meaning changes with each 

generation there is. Ethnicity refers to both past and present in the way that each generation 

re-creates and re-describes ethnicity and ethnic-identity in relation to its social existence. That 

is how individuals also recreate and re-describe their ancestors’ collective history. An 

individual can also have mixed or multiple ethnic-identity and switched them according to 

each situation (Nagel, 1994).  

1.2 Late-generation ethnicity (LGE) 

Within Canada late-generation ethnicity, hereafter LGE, refers to the ethnic identity of the 

currently living descendants of the first generations of the Europeans, for the most part who 

migrated to North-America during “The Great Migration”. These people are now most of the 

fifth or sixth generations. However, in the case of Icelandic-Canadians they are most of third, 

fourth and fifth generations (Gans, 2014; 2015).  

1.3 Terminal ethnic identity  

Terminal ethnic identity refers to the last stage of an ethnic identity. It is the end of the ethnic 

identity continuum, so to speak. It is an identity within an individual that is rarely present but 

can be either invoked or evoked under certain circumstances. It will more often than not be 

related to past events or the past in general, meaning that it is coloured by nostalgia. This 

identity is a social construction and furthermore it needs to be socially shared and encouraged. 

Meaning that as it is an identity that a said individual does not experience and express as his 

primary identity, it needs to be understood and recognized by others of the same remote social 
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background, i.e. people who share the same ancestry and history, to be eligible as a terminal 

ethnic identity (Gans, 2015).  
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2 Literature review 

2.1 Migration to North America 

Over 40 million people are believed to have migrated from Europe to North-America from 

1850 to 1913. The reasons behind the migration vary. The most important reasons were 

increase in the population, unemployment and low wages. Other factors were the general 

search for a better life and the pull-factor of friends and family already in North-America 

(Hatton and Williamson, 1994).  

 Iceland was one of the European countries from where people migrated west. Around 

15.000 Icelanders are believed to have migrated to North-America between 1846 and 1914. 

The reasons behind the migration were in many ways similar to the reasons already listed. 

The quality of life was widely not good, especially due to harsh weather conditions and 

natural disaster. The Icelandic population had increased and it proved to be hard for the 

economy to feed so many habitants. Later on, after conditions in Iceland had improved, it 

were mostly pull factors from friends and family that encouraged people to migrate west. The 

red thread in all these migrations was the search for a better life (Leifur Reynisson, 2010; 

Lindal, 1967). 

 Walter Jacobson Lindal (1967) furthermore mentions that Icelanders’ cultural-thirst 

was awoken with tales from others of the New World in North-America. Another factor he 

also mentions in his book “Icelandic Canadians” is the idea that the Icelanders’ longing for 

adventures had been evoked. This longing, Icelanders are supposed to have been endowed 

with at birth thanks to the Norse Vikings. Lindal calls this longing útþrá (e. wanderlust), and 

he translates it as the longing to reach out. It should be noted, that Lindal and his telling of the 

story is coloured by ideas of nationality and pride. 

 The first Icelandic migration voices were heard during the winter of 1858-1859, which 

proved to be challenging and hard. April in 1859 is the coldest April recorded in Iceland. 
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(Ólafsson, 1955). Still, it was not until the summer of 1870 that the first group of Icelanders 

sailed the seas to America to settle. However, Icelandic Mormons had migrated to America in 

the 1850s and up until 1914 and a group of people migrated to Brazil in 1863. The first 

Icelander to travel to Canada was Sigtryggur Jónasson in 1872, he wanted to find an area 

where a new Iceland could be established. He started working for the Canadian government, 

which was trying to attract people to settle in Canada instead of America. On August 4. 1873 

165 Icelanders, both adults and children, sailed from Akureyri harbor to Canada. They arrived 

in Quebec City on August 25. Greeting them were Sigtryggur Jónasson and Páll Þorláksson, 

he was another important figure and helped people settle in America and 40 people went with 

him to Milwaukee. The rest continued their journey with Sigtryggur to Toronto. The Canadian 

government had offered them land in Rosseau in Muskoka and the group arrived there on 

August 31st after almost a month of travelling. Arriving there was a huge disappointment for 

the Icelanders. They had been promised work and good farmland, but neither turned out to be 

true. The winter was difficult, work was almost impossible to find and people were near 

starvation (Bergsteinn Jónsson, 2009).  

 The second large group of Icelanders, or 365 people, arrived in Canada on September 

23. 1874. The Icelanders had still not found a land to establish the New Iceland and 

Sigtryggur Jónsson brought this group to Kinmount, Ontario. That place was even worse than 

Rosseau and half of the Icelandic children died that winter. In 1875 their luck began to 

change, or so they thought; the Canadian government gave the Icelanders approval to travel 

west and find a place to settle and form a colony. A party of selected men headed to Manitoba 

and agreed that the New Iceland was to be established in the Interlake region. People were so 

excited with this new land that the Icelanders in both Kinmount and Rosseau headed to 

Manitoba on September 25. Meanwhile a group of people were attempting to form an 
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Icelandic community in Nova Scotia, they would later leave that place and join their fellow 

countrymen in New Iceland (Bergsteinn Jónsson, 2009).  

 Preparation for the migration was wanting. When the group finally arrived on October 

22nd nothing was ready. There were no houses, no food and hay had not been made for the 

wintertime. The Icelanders did the best they could to prepare for the coming winter and 

settled alongside First Nations people, which the Canadian government were driving away for 

more land for Europeans to settle. The Icelanders survived their first winter and began to 

settle in better. About 1200 more people migrated from Iceland in 1876 and joined New 

Iceland. The newspaper Framfari (The Progressive) was published, church services were held 

and a school was opened. The troubles of the Icelanders were, however, far from over. Next 

winter, 1876, a smallpox outbreak hit the community. It seems as though the people did not 

realize what of a horrible sickness had hit them and when they took measures it was too late. 

The community was in isolation for six months and 102 died (Guðjón Arngrímsson, 1997). 

 If these miseries had not been enough a disunity occurred between the two Lutheran 

ministers in the community. This disagreement served to divide the community and articles 

were written back and forth in the two newspapers, Heimskringla and Lögberg, existing at the 

time. This among others things resulted in many people moving away from New Iceland and in 

1880 the population of the community was 200, in comparison to 2000 in 1877. People migrated 

to America and other places in Canada. It was not until 1880 that the migration from Iceland to 

New Iceland began to increase and it continued steadily up until 1914. Furthermore, the 

community New Iceland began to blossom after all the hardship, employment increased and 

the quality of life improved significantly (Guðjón Arngrímsson, 1997).     

2.2 Canadian cultural mosaic 

The Western-Icelanders’ story is only one of many of the different ethnics that settled in 

North-America. Canada is a multicultural society and according to the 2006 census 200 
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ethnicities were reported. In comparison; 25 ethnicities were reported in 1901. The 2006 

census results also revealed that 41.4% of the nation stated that their ethnicities were more 

than one, which is an increase from both 1996 and 2001. The ethnicity that was most often 

reported was Canadian (Chui, Maheux and Tran, 2008). However, despite this increase never 

have more people reported Canadian ethnicity only (Thomas, 2005).  

 The Canadian census has been conducted for over 100 years by the Canadian 

government and the census is generally called Canada’s ethnocultural mosaic. It is not a 

coincidence that the word “mosaic” is utilised in this context. It reflects the society’s 

diversity, where each and every ethnicity takes part in creating the whole picture that the 

culture is. This results in the culture being a changeable living practise (Canada’s, 2015). 

2.3 Ethnicity and ethnic identity 

There can be found researches on second generation’s ethnic identities (Richter and Nollert, 

2014; Louie, 2006; Erdmans, 1995). Furthermore, researches regarding second and third 

generations immigrants visiting the homeland of their ancestors can be found (Kelly 2000; 

Ruting, 2013). Academics have as well done some studies on Western Icelanders and tried to 

define Icelandic ethnic identities (Jón Karl Helgason, 2006-2007; Bertram, 2010). What these 

researches have in common, except for Jón Karl and Bertram, is that they take on the ideas 

and experiences of the second and third generations of immigrants. Gans (2014; 2015) points 

out in his articles that these areas regarding later generations have in some cases not been 

studied at all or very little. The conclusion is that this topic is understudied, especially when it 

comes to what Gans refers to late-generation ethnics (LGEs) and terminal ethnic identity. He 

stresses that this deserves more attention in the academia.  

 Both Eyrún Eyþórsdóttir (2012) and Jón Karl Helgason (2006-2007) have researched 

ethnic identities among Icelandic immigrants, Eyrún in Brazil and Jón Karl in Canada. 

Eyrún’s results state that an Icelandic ethnic identity is present among the Icelander’s 
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descendants in Brazil. Jón Karl, however, searched for ethnic symbols within the Icelandic 

community in Winnipeg and he mentions that most of the ethnic symbols still present can be 

digested through the stomach. That is, the ethnic symbols tend to be food and especially 

important is the vínarterta. This particular piece of pastry is in many ways curios and special, 

it did not manage to establish itself in the food tradition of the modern 20th century Icelandic 

nation but it did so in Canada.  

2.4 Icelandic-Canadians in Canada 

As of the 2001 census the percentage of Icelandic-Canadians in Canada was 0.3% (Statistics 

Canada, n.d.a). Most people of Icelandic heritage live in Manitoba, or 2% of the total 

population of the province according to the same census. Other provinces do not reach 1% 

(Statistics Canada, n.d.b). Gimli, the old capital of former New Iceland, is the community 

where most people of Icelandic origin reside, or just over 25% (The Manitoba Bureau of 

Statistics, 2008c). Both Bifrost and Arborg have a higher percentage of Icelandic ethnics, or 

30%, but in Bifrost most people are of German ethnicity (The Manitoba Bureau of Statistics, 

2008b) and in Arborg most are of Ukrainian ethnicity (The Manitoba Bureau of Statistics, 

2008a).   

  



10 

 

3 Methods 

I decided to approach this research task with both a historical analysis and semi-structured 

qualitative interviews. My great-great grandfather, Jón Jónsson, migrated to Canada in 1903. 

He wrote letters to friends and family in Iceland diligently and a selection of them were 

published in 2006. My great-grandmother, Aðalbjörg Jónsdóttir, received 39 of these 

published letters and I will use them as an analytical tool in an attempt to capture the spirit of 

the past. The letters are dated from 1903 up until 1934, the year when he passed away.  

 Representing the present and future are six individuals of Icelandic heritage whom I 

interviewed. The interviewees are five women and one man ranging in age from 27 to 34. 

Five of them are fourth generation Icelandic Canadians and one of them is of the fifth 

generation. I set the age frame from 25-35 because I was most interested in seeing how young 

adults (people my own age, I admit) identified with their Icelandic heritage. I got in contact 

with most of the people through my social network. I originally contacted my mother’s third 

cousin’s wife, living in Canada and fairly active in the Icelandic-Canadian community and on 

social media. She gave me my first contacts and those contacts then gave me more. That is 

how I came into contact with five of my research subjects. The sixth subject was a fellow 

student of mine. She introduced herself to my friend and told her that her great-grandmother 

was Icelandic. After learning that fact I was quick on my feet to recruit her and include her 

story and experience in my research. 

 Qualitative interview is one of the main methods of data gathering in qualitative 

research, the other being participant observation and fieldwork. Qualitative interviews are 

used when in-depth knowledge is required to answer the research question. This in-depth 

knowledge is based on the experiences of the interviewees and what significance it has on the 

interviewees’ life. The interviews can be one method of many used in a research project or on 

its own. What research method is used may be based on the research question. The interviews 
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can be of both various kinds and carried out in various ways. They can be conducted face-to-

face, over the telephone or electronically, and they can be taken with one person at a time or 

with more participants. The interviews are a social actions, they require an active and 

intensive listening and the interviewer needs to be ready to shift the interview according to the 

interviewee’s responses. The interviews are usually recorded, transcribed and analysed 

according to themes that have emerged throughout the whole process (Warren and Karner, 

2010).  

 The interviews I took were semi-structured, four of them were taken over the phone 

and two of them face-to-face. All were recorded and transcribed except for one. When 

interviews are semi structured it entails that the interviewer has beforehand prepared some 

open ended questions to gather the information needed. Other questions then emerge 

throughout the interview. Another significance is that these interviews are commonly 

conducted only once and can last for half an hour up to several hours. This type of interview 

is most commonly used in qualitative research (Warren and Karner, 2010). This was the case 

with all of my interviews, my open ended predetermined questions did change a bit over the 

process of my interviews. Therefore the same questions are not consistently asked.  

 The use of the telephone when conducting qualitative interviews is increasing. The 

telephone can both save time and bridge geographical distances (Warren and Karner, 2010). 

The geographical distance was the main reason for why I conducted most of my interviews 

over the telephone. I was located in Ontario but four of my interviewees in Manitoba. I did as 

well over the whole process on some occasions contact my interviewees again via email or 

Facebook to get answers to some additional questions that arose later on. The two interviews 

that were taken face-to-face were both conducted in a café.  
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3.1 The research’s shortcomings 

One of the shortcomings of qualitative research is that their results cannot be generalized over 

the whole population like is possible with quantitative research if the sample is significant. 

When it comes to this research, the recordings of the interviews that were taken over the 

telephone were not always of best quality and when transcribing them some words and 

sentences were undetectable. Lastly, it would have been preferable to have an equal number 

of men and women in the research.  

3.2 The interviewees and informants 

All informants, except for Jón Jónsson, have been given fictional names.  

Guðný is 33 years old, she lives in Arborg with her daughter and has lived there for most of 

her life. She is born in Iceland to parents of Icelandic heritage. She was one year old when her 

parents moved back to Canada. Her great-grandmother and great-grandfather on her father’s 

side and her great-great-great-grandfather on her mother’s side had emigrated from Iceland in 

the early 1900s. She is therefore a fourth and sixth generation. She is almost of fully Icelandic 

descent, but one of her great-grandfathers was Scottish.  

 

Halldóra is 29 years old and was born and raised in Arborg, Manitoba. Her paternal great-

grandparents migrated to Canada in the early 1900s. The family still resides at the homestead 

where they originally migrated too. Halldóra’s mother is of Scottish and Métis heritage and 

her family has been in Canada for a longer time. She attended university in Winnipeg but has 

never called anywhere else except Arborg home. Now she lives in the Arborg area.  

 

Lilja is 27 years old, born and raised in Arborg, and Halldóra’s sister. She attended university 

in Winnipeg and has lived abroad. She resides now in a town an hour drive away from 

Arborg.  
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Finnur is a 31 year old and he has lived in Arborg all his life apart from five years when he 

attended university in Winnipeg. All eight of his grandparents migrated to Canada from 

Iceland. He is of 100% Icelandic heritage.  

 

María is 31 years old and her maternal great-grandparents migrated to Canada just after 1900. 

Her father is of French and Scottish heritage but there is no relationship between her father 

and his family. Maria is brought up in London, Ontario, but currently lives in Toronto. 

 

Anna is 34 years old. She grew up in Selkirk, Manitoba, but currently resides in Georgetown, 

Ontario, with her husband and two sons. Her great-grandmother was Icelandic and migrated 

over to Canada with her parents when she was two years old. Her great-grandmother was 

brought up on Hecla Island, Manitoba, but later she moved to Winnipeg.  

 

Jón Jónsson, my great-great grandfather, was born in Mýri in Bárðardalur and in 1903 he 

moved to Canada alongside most of his children. The idea to move abroad and settle down 

elsewhere were soon evoked within the young farm boy. He planned to migrate to Canada in 

1873 but when it was time to set sails there was not enough room at the ship and those who 

were not married were left behind. Thereby his trip was put on a hold for 30 years. When he 

finally arrived in Canada he and his children first settled just outside of Winnipeg but later 

moved to Saskatoon (Heimir Pálsson. 2006).  

 The reasons behind Jón’s migration were miscellaneous. The previous years had not 

proven to be good, so he was on the search for better employment opportunities and a better 

living conditions. His wife had died three years earlier and he was the sole provider and 

caretaker of the children. He had also both friends and family, who already had migrated to 
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Canada. Their pull factor was significant especially because two of his children were fostered 

by their aunt in Canada. They also helped him fund the trip. Lastly, it is worth mentioning his 

desire to reach out, the útþrá. It was first and foremost that desire, which encouraged his first 

attempt to emigrate and was not forgotten even though he could not fulfill his dream until 

much later in his life. Jón also hated Danes and the Danish government, but Iceland was under 

the Danish throne at that time. He himself mentions that he drank the hatred for the Danes 

with the mother’s milk (Heimir Pálsson, 2006).  
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4 Findings 

4.1 Icelandic 

Only one of the interviewees speaks Icelandic. However, all of them use Icelandic words to 

describe or refer to certain things, most often food such as hangikjöt, skyr, vínarterta and 

lyfrapylsa, and to their grandparents (called amma and afi). Guðný is the only Icelandic 

speaker, she is born in Iceland but was one year old when she moved back to Canada with her 

parents, who moved originally to attend university. She says that she and her sister learned 

Icelandic at home. “I find grammar really difficult, but I did not learn grammar here at home, 

I just learned to speak. So when I speak Icelandic I just say what I think is right,” she said.  

The sisters, Lilja and Halldóra, did not grow up speaking Icelandic even though their dad 

speaks it fluently. Lilja said that she did speak some Icelandic when growing up but she never 

practices it. “I can read poetry but I can’t speak it,” she said. The sisters and their siblings are 

the first generation in the family not to speak Icelandic. “After I got older my dad said that 

was his biggest regret that he did not speak when we were children,” said Lilja and added that 

she has learned a little bit Icelandic in her adult life.  

 Finnur tells the same story. He grew up with his parents speaking Icelandic to his 

grandparents but he speaks very little Icelandic himself and speaks English with his parents. 

“I understand it a lot more than I speak it, I can easily get the gesture of the conversation.” 

Elaborating on why his parents spoke English to him and his siblings he said: “I think it was 

just, it wasn’t the norm anymore. It was just more commonplace to, you know, just speak 

English.” 

 Anna only knows two Icelandic words: amma and vínarterta. No one in her family 

speaks Icelandic anymore.  

But I mean we did grow up calling, not her not my grandmother, we called her grandma, 

but my great grandmother, we called her amma, and we were told that was the Icelandic 
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reference for grandmother […] I don’t think she was fluent but I know my great 

grandmother was. She would, when she would get mad she would switch and she would 

just, you know, go off on her own tangent and stuff like that and her English, her English 

was good but there were lapses but we were young too, so, you know, if we wouldn’t 

understand what great grandma was saying or what amma was saying we would be just 

like ‘ok, just nod’.” 

María does not speak Icelandic and neither does her mother. They do, however, use certain 

Icelandic words even though she knows now that the words are reversed compared to the 

Icelandic ones. She for examples uses the word ísrjóma for icecream whereas the Icelandic 

word is rjómaís. Ís-rjóma is, however, a direct translate of the English word ice-cream. She 

also recalls her parents using Icelandic words when talking about something that she or her 

siblings were not supposed to understand, like money.  

 Jón Jónsson never learned English and later in his life he regretted it as there were 

moments where he felt speechless. He, however, wanted his children to adapt to this new 

country and encouraged them to learn English and he found it noteworthy when he met 

children that only spoke Icelandic and not English. Despite all that he did, however, make fun 

of adults who he believed were not maintaining their mother tongue (Heimir Pálsson, 2006). 

Helgason (2006-2007) stressed in his article ‘The Mystery of Vínarterta: In search of 

an Icelandic Ethnic Identity’ that most people he met and interviewed in Manitoba used some 

Icelandic words and that they learned most of them when they were young. Birna 

Arinbjarnardóttir (2006) has also studied and written about North American Icelandic. In her 

book ‘North American Icelandic: The Life of a Language’ she stated that Icelandic did 

survive the third generation paradigm. In the newer Canadian censuses, however, not enough 

people speak Icelandic for it to get its own category. In a letter Jón wrote on March 22, 1909 

he wrote about a gathering that he attended and gave a speech on the misinterpretation of the 
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fourth commandment. On the same occasion the community’s priest talked about the 

maintenance of the Icelandic language (Heimir Pálsson, 2006). 

4.2 Travelling to Iceland and meeting relatives 

All except for Anna have travelled to Iceland. Guðný, Halldóra and Lilja all went with the 

New Iceland Youth Choir and travelled with it around Iceland. This trip was Halldóra’s and 

Lilja’s first and only time travelling to Iceland. It was a family event as their other siblings 

were also members of the choir and their dad joined them for a 15-day stay in Iceland. 

Halldóra, a teenager at the time, described it as being cool and interesting and that it was kind 

of neat to see similar names in Iceland as they had back home. Her sister Lilja, two years 

younger, described the experience in the following way: 

Oh I loved it, I loved it so much. I was quite young, so it was my first travel as well. So 

it was that experience added to it. But it was really amazing for me because really 

growing up where I did it was so much Icelandic influence, like Gimli is the largest 

population of Icelanders outside of Iceland. So it’s really strange, not strange I guess, 

but it really felt not like it was a different country. So I was, you know, it was quite 

similar being in Gimli in terms of the culture, the food and the people and things like 

that. 

They got the opportunity to meet relatives and Halldóra said: 

They would have been like, I don’t know, fourth cousins or something like that. I was 

only 12 or 13 at the time I went so I wasn’t that interested in it but I was introduced to 

a lot of cousins, I remember that. My dad was with us and he was much more interested 

in that. He took the lead on that. 

Guðný got the same opportunity when travelling to Iceland with the Youth Choir. She said 

there was a man in Iceland who had mapped out all the choir members’ relatives in each place 

they visited in Iceland.  
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But I met so many, many people, there was someone, I think he was at Hofsos or 

something like that and he was searching for our relatives in each place we stopped. So 

there was always someone that, we stopped in Skagafjörður for a couple of days and it 

was: ‘OK, this is your cousin, this is your cousin and this is your cousin’ and I was just 

like ‘Wow, what!’ And then we kept going to Akureyri and there was ‘ok this is your 

people.’ ‘Wait a minute, wait a minute, wait a minute’  

Thus Guðný cheerfully imitated her reactions when she recalls how the events unfolded. She 

has travelled to Iceland on several occasions. She is born there and she went a couple of times 

with her parents when she was young, then she stayed there in 1994 for a month with her 

mother, and last summer she went alone on a two week trip. She states that if she had a lot of 

money she would move home to Iceland.  

When I go home to Iceland, I don’t want to go back to Canada, but it just costs so much 

to be in Iceland. When I went with the choir in 2003, when the plane landed in Keflavik 

then I was just like ‘ok, I am home’. And it says in my passport that I am born in Iceland, 

so I have a Canadian passport, I don’t have an Icelandic one only a Canadian one, when 

I gave it, when I went inside, I gave it to the customs and stuff like that and he said ‘ok, 

do you speak Icelandic?’ I said, ‘yes a little bit.’ ‘Are you born in Reykjavik?’ I said 

‘yes’, ‘welcome home’. And now last summer they didn’t say anything else to me except 

welcome home.  

 Finnur went to Iceland in 2011 with his family to see where his ancestors had lived 

and to connect with the country and his distant relatives. “It was amazing, it’s such a beautiful 

country”. Later on he added: “I think it actually exceeded my expectations, people were 

amazing and the scenery is second to none and it’s a beautiful country.” He did meet both 

relatives and other Icelandic friends that he and his family have made through the Snorri 

Program.  
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María went to Iceland with the Snorri Program and stayed there for a summer, 

travelling around the country and living with relatives in different places in Iceland. She 

learned some Icelandic that summer and gained new found love for hotdogs and kókómjólk. 

She said that she felt very connected to the island; she could not explain it but it was like 

coming home. Iceland has as well another special meaning to her because she met her partner 

there, another Icelandic-Canadian with the Snorri program. This has led to her having an even 

stronger connection to Iceland. Both Finnur and María mentioned that they had met relatives 

in Iceland that bore striking resemblance to a close family member. Finnur met a cousin very 

similar to his grandfather and María met a cousin who looked just like her uncle.  

Anna has never been to Iceland and neither has her mother. She remembered during 

the interview that when her grandmother was a teenager she visited Iceland with her mother, 

Anna’s great-grandmother. Other than that some of her great-aunts have gone to Iceland. She 

has not met any of her relatives living in Iceland and there has been no connection between 

them and her mother’s family. 

Jón did not return to Iceland and in one of his letters he states that after three years in a 

new country he began to look at it as his home. In the preface of the book containing his 

letters, Jón is said to have been a guest in Canada for thirty years. That may be true, he both 

travelled a lot around the different Icelandic communities and was a guest in many people’s 

home. Iceland itself and the society there did, however, never leave his mind. He wrote about 

the politics and about the innovation in agriculture he witnessed in Canada and believed could 

be of use back home in Iceland. He did write about going back home to Iceland for a visit, but 

that trip was postponed because of a horrible sickness that shook his family (Heimir Pálsson, 

2006).  

Genealogy was also of special interest to Jón. He wrote about who he met and how 

they were related to him and asked frequently for more information from people back in 



20 

 

Iceland. In a letter from 1933 he states that genealogy is unfortunately not popular in the 

community and that some people did not even know their maternal grandfather’s name or 

even their mother’s first name.  He stressed his disapproval of surnames and blamed those 

Icelanders in Canada who had adapted their names and assimilated to the surname system 

(Heimir Pálsson, 2006).  

4.3 Icelandic traditions 

The interviewees born and raised in Arborg all celebrate Icelandic traditions to some extent. 

Most of them are connected to their family traditions. The common theme among all of the 

participants was how rich traditions are around the Christmas holidays. It is at that time when 

the Icelandic yule lads start to make their way to the community and give children small treats 

or presents in their shoe, which is set up in the window. Guðný, Lilja, Halldóra and Finnur all 

put their shoe in the window when they were children, and Guðný’s daughter does the same 

thing now.  

The food tradition is rich around Christmas time as well. They eat hangikjöt and 

vínarterta, but Helgason said that vínarterta is an ethnic symbol. Skyr is, however, important 

at þorrablót. Anna remembers the holidays with her amma (great-grandmother) and all the 

different cakes she used to bake especially the vínarterta. However, she does not celebrate or 

participate in any Icelandic traditions today and the only Icelandic tradition she remembers 

are the cakes. Lilja mentioned that pönnukökur and coffee were commonly served in the 

community and for special events. “My mom would make pönnukökur for special treat or for 

church and that was always a big night making tons of pönnukökur for church next day,” she 

said.  

Þorrablót is one of the biggest event that the Icelandic community in Arborg 

celebrates each year and all four interviewees from Arborg look forward to attending it each 

year. Lilja mentioned that attending þorrablót keeps her active and gives her the chance to be 
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connected with the Icelandic culture and community, especially now after she has moved 

away. “For it was quite easy when I was young and surrounded by it but it does get a little bit 

harder when you move away, branch out and start doing another things.” For Halldóra 

þorrablót is a family event where she can connect with her extended family and old friends. 

María sometimes attends the þorrablót in Toronto and what she looks forward to the most is 

the buffet. Anna is not involved with any activities like these and never has been. 

Guðný said that because there were so many Icelanders in the Arborg community they 

were practicing many Icelandic traditions. For example þorrablót and the visits from the yule 

lads in December. Lilja said a similar thing, the surrounding was very Icelandic and the older 

generation spoke with an accent. Finnur mentioned games and songs he played as a kid: 

Other than the food and the reading, and the importance on education. We played games 

that were, you know, that amma had taught us like spákona, asking the bone, it’s like 

the magic 8 ball. We grew up singing Icelandic songs, I remember my mum singing me 

quite a few different songs, you know, lullabies and when I was in school I sang in the 

choir in Iceland.  

There was a discrepancy in the answers to the questions regarding Icelandic traditions. 

Guðný, Finnur, Halldóra and Lilja immediately started talking about food, different Icelandic 

events and the Christmas holidays. María, however, when asked about Icelandic traditions 

started thinking about Icelandic values and what it meant to her to be Icelandic. She said that 

she associates Icelanders with heavy coffee drinking, valuing education, feminism and the 

urge to push through everything and never give up. These are values she highly respects, 

which her mother instilled in her from a young age. She for example was not familiar with the 

yule lads when asked about them. Finnur did mention the importance of reading and 

education. That was, however, not discussed further.  

 The Icelandic yule lads that are mentioned here are 13 brothers who live up in the 

Icelandic mountains. Their parents are the trolls Grýla and Leppalúði. These creatures have 
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little in common with the North-American Santa Clause but they are very mischievous. Each 

has a name that refers to the act of pranks they engage in. They come down to civilization 

from the mountains one by one, the first one arriving 13 days before Christmas and the last 

one arriving on December 24. The tradition of them bringing children treats in their shoe is 

fairly new. The first records of it in Iceland are from 1930 but it did not become common until 

during the second half of the 20th century (Sigurður Ægisson, 2004). This was therefore not a 

common practice in Iceland at the peak of the migration to Canada. This indicates that a 

connection has been kept between Icelanders and Icelandic Canadians, and that people 

travelling from Canada to Iceland have brought home new traditions.  

Jón describes on various occasions social gatherings, he for example attended 

þorrablót, where Icelandic treats are served. He never mentions the vínarterta explicitly but 

he seems to have been an avid coffee drinker. To go for a cup of coffee is a common phrase in 

Icelandic and does not necessary involve coffee drinking, though it is very likely that was the 

case at Jón’s time. He used coffee drinking as an indicator for how well he was assimilating 

when he first arrived and in one of his early letters he mentions that he found people to drink 

coffee with. When he felt like he had nothing news-worthy to write about he recounted all his 

comings and goings, many of them involved coffee drinking with different people (Heimir 

Pálsson, 2006).  

 In Jón’s letters, references can be found to every value that María mentions. He wrote 

a great deal about his children’s education and the overall impression of his letters is that he 

beliefs that everything will turn out to be alright, even during times of adversity. He does also 

mention in a letter from 1909 that he is an egalitarian (if he were alive nowadays he would 

maybe say that he is a feminist, we will never know). He said that when he was visiting 

friends. The wife was hard of hearing and therefore no one talked to her except for him and 

one other person. It was on that occasion that he said that he was such an egalitarian that he 
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wished that this couple would talk equally. He realized though that old habits within the 

household cannot be changed so easily. On another occasion in 1933 he again states that he is 

a women’s rights protagonist (feminist, perhaps, even though he does not coin that word). He 

wrote that most of the great men in the world had excellent mothers and that in general 

children owe most to their mothers. That’s why he felt that it was a shame when people did 

not know their mother’s maiden name. He begged his daughter to be on the lookout for such 

monkey business, as he put it so delicately, as the surname system is (Heimir Pálsson, 2006). 

Anna, for example, did not know her great-grandmother’s maiden name, she had not thought 

about it until she was asked whether she knew it. After that she contacted her mother and she 

did not know either. Anna had to go through a great deal of old records to find out her great-

grandmother’s maiden name.  

4.4 Icelandic ethnic identity and its maintenance and change 

Most of my informants identify themselves as Canadians firsts. “I define myself as Canadian 

of Icelandic descent”, said Finnur. “I identify, well Canadian first and foremost I guess, but if 

anyone asks about my heritage I say Icelandic just because that was the culture I grew up with 

more,” said Halldóra. “I’d say in a large part I identify being Canadian first, but I feel like a 

large part of my heritage and culture is extremely Icelandic,” said Lilja. Anna: “I just call 

myself Canadian. I mean there’s no, I have such a multi ethnic heritage […] I can’t really 

define on one, it’s too much.” Guðný identifies as Icelandic and said that in general people 

say they are Icelandic in the Arborg community. Her fellow community members, however, 

do not seem to self-identify first and foremost as Icelandic.  

I think that the Icelanders here keep on being Icelandic more than other people. Those 

who are German don’t say ‘yes, I’m German’, like the Icelanders. It doesn’t matter 

whether we are born in Canada or not. Yes we are Icelanders. 
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The situation can make a difference in how they identify themselves. When abroad, for 

example, Halldóra, Lilja and Finnur only call themselves Canadians, whereas in Canada it is 

more common to refer to your ethnic heritage as well. Lilja recounts a conversation she had 

with an Asian girl while backpacking there. She told the girl that she was of Icelandic descent 

but the girl could not wrap her head around the multicultural concept. 

 Halldóra, the only one with an Icelandic first name, said that she felt most connected 

with her Icelandic culture when she was explaining her name, usually because afterwards 

people had questions about it and she would therefore talk about her Icelandic heritage.  

I get a lot of questions just especially with my name when I meet people. Probably those 

ones when I’m explaining it and people always have a lot of questions about it because 

they are excited like ‘I’ve never met anyone Icelandic’, so that may be when I feel 

connected to it the most. 

Finnur feels the Icelandic ethnic identity the most when he is with his family, especially 

around Christmas time, when the smell of hangikjöt fills the house. Lilja says that she feels 

most Icelandic when she visits her hometown because there are so many things there that 

remind her of her heritage:  

I would say that for sure, when I most feel Icelandic is when I visit my home town. 

There are just so many things there to remind me of my heritage, as half the people I 

run into are Icelandic and my family home has many triggers that make me think of it. 

This makes me feel the most Icelandic and the most connected to my heritage. There 

are other times (when I am in a multi-cultural crowd, when I hear beautiful poetry or 

see scenes from the country). But I would say, by and large, it is when I am surrounded 

by other Icelandic people- so therefore whenever I spend time in my family home and 

home town. 

Anna said that the holidays make her think about her Icelandic heritage and reflect on it the 

most. The memory of having víntarterta with her grandma and amma. She does state that 
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when growing up her family did spend the holidays with her mother’s side of the family and 

that might be the reason why she connects the holidays with her amma. She also mentioned 

that a couple of years ago she had this unexplained urge to make the víntarterta herself. She 

mentioned as well that last year, when her son made a family tree for school, and she was 

going through the Icelandic heritage with him made her reflect on it. Lilja did indicated that 

when she is surrounded by Icelandic people she feels Icelandic too; even though Anna did not 

mention the same, it is worth to point out that she did seek out to her Icelandic classmates (my 

friend and me). Therefore it can be an indicator that meeting Icelanders evokes the Icelandic 

part within her. It was not until after she had met me and my friend that she started asking 

around and digging for some information on her amma. 

 Anna mentioned also that her mother tends to make small comments here and there 

that refer to their Icelandic heritage. Her mother is both fair and blue eyed and the family 

generally speaks of that being the Icelander in her. Anna also loves to bake, which her mother 

does not do, but both her grandmother and great-grandmother were great bakers. Therefore 

her mother talks about that being the Icelandic side in her daughter.  

Again, María was the odd one out, she took a brief pause and then said: “I don’t know, 

I just feel connected to it all the time.” She then offered an explanation for this. She said that 

her great-grandfather did not want to migrate to Canada, it was just the only option for him to 

have a farm on his own. He was the second oldest and his older brother inherited the family 

homestead. Farmland was difficult to come by and therefore he decided to move to Canada. 

He was not happy about this decision and all his life he carried a deep longing for his home 

country. This longing has then been passed down through generations. 

Guðný, Lilja, Halldóra and Finnur grew up in the former New Iceland and they 

describe the community as quite Icelandic. They see the community and its strong cultural ties 

as one of the reasons why they feel more connected to the Icelandic part. Finnur said: “I think 
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just the identity of, you know, the traditions and some of the cultures that we have and have 

been maintained here. It just, I don’t know, it just binds you to your family and it binds you to 

other of the community.” Halldóra elaborated on the importance of having a culture she can 

identify with: 

I’m very happy that I have a culture that I can identify with. I think I always be, it’s 

always been something I identify with and I studied education and learning a little bit 

about like psychology and type of belonging I think belonging to a culture blends to 

that, which is important in one’s life. I guess it’s something I feel proud about (pause) I 

think eventually when I get older I will want to learn more about it and hopefully I’ll 

visit Iceland again and hopefully learn a little bit more of the language. But just 

belonging to a cultural group is important and something I’m proud of. 

Finnur and Halldóra both feel connected to the Old Icelandic myths and sagas. Halldóra grew 

up with her dad telling her and her siblings oral stories at night, different fairy tales, folk tales 

and stories about elves, which she did believe in when she was a kid. This is something that 

she attributes to being Icelandic. Finnur also grew up with stories about hidden people and 

elves being told to him. Today it is one of his interest to read all the different sagas and collect 

everything Icelandic and Nordic he finds about myths and superstitions. María identifies with 

descending from Vikings. She said that maybe that is the reason for why she likes to travel, it 

might be the Icelandic Viking blood in her. Lindal (1967) would probably agree with her.  

The ethnic heritage maintenance seems, therefore, to occur through social actions with 

family and, in the case of Guðný, Halldóra, Lilja and Guðný, through the community’s 

collective culture. Finnur feels as there is a resurgent happening in the community where 

younger children are gaining a greater interest in their cultural heritage. He has taken part in 

the community’s response to this demand. He has, for example, helped organize cultural 

events and Icelandic courses. Guðný has also a huge interest in the Icelandic culture. She is 

very knowledgeable about the history, she speaks the language and has helped to organize 



27 

 

Icelandic events in the community, for example þorrablót and food and beer nights. She has 

as well been an employee at Icelandic summer camps that are held each year around the 

Icelandic Festival in Gimli.  

Jón describes in his letters many social gatherings and events. Some through the 

church, others through different associations. The Icelandic spirit seems to have been rich in 

the Icelandic communities back in his days. Jón’s Icelandic national identity was kept alive 

through both these communities and his everlasting connection to Iceland that his letters 

showcase so strongly. He wrote all his life in Canada and got letters in return, he never lost 

contact with his daughter and observed what was happening with his family and friends in 

Iceland, as well as in politics and the society as a whole. His correspondence were probably 

an important lifeline for him and played a great role in his Icelandic-identity maintenance.  
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5 Discussion 

The Icelandic ethnic identity’s strength seems to be connected to the dominant culture the 

interviewees grew up with. Anna is least connected with it and she is the one with the most 

diverse background. Finnur is the only one of 100% Icelandic descent; Guðný has only one 

great-grandparent who was not Icelandic; Lilja, Halldóra and María all have one parent of 

100% Icelandic descent and in their case the Icelandic-Canadian culture was dominant in their 

upbringing. It is, however, not based on genes per se, far from it and social context and 

external forces are at play. Guðný, Finnur, Lilja and Halldóra grew up in a community where 

Icelandic-Canadians are the second largest ethnic group, a part of the former New Iceland. 

The sisters Lilja and Halldóra, and María have parents who are not connected with their own 

heritage in the same way as their Icelandic parents.  

 In regards to the terminal ethnic identity Anna is the only one that has entered that 

stage. In the interview she was recalling past events, remembering them as the interview 

continued. Most of them are memories she has of her great-grandmother, which she called 

amma. Her Icelandic ethnic identity is therefore fully coloured by the past and nostalgia and 

this vague identity is furthermore contingent on that she shares it with her mother, siblings 

and other relatives that knew her great-grandmother. Her sons do not share this Icelandic 

ethnic identity with her as they do not share the memories. This identity is not prominent and 

seems to be evoked around the holidays and when she meets people from Iceland or of 

Icelandic heritage.  

 The others have not entered the terminal ethnic identity stage, the identity is too 

strong. Guðný, Halldóra, Lilja and Finnur share their identity with their family and their 

community. María shares it with her family, partner and his family. However, the identities 

seem to vary in strength and character. The identity of those born and raised in Arborg 

appears to be more circumstantial than María’s and bound to one place, within the viable 
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community of Arborg. There was a theme that arose through the process of conducting and 

analysing the interviews. It was revealed by how my informants talked about the Icelandic 

traditions they grew up with and practice today. María is the only one that mentioned and 

elaborated on Icelandic values, instead of Icelandic traditions like the others. That was also 

the question asked, about Icelandic traditions; I never mentioned the word value. She is also 

the only one that said that she felt connected to her Icelandic side at all times, while the others 

mentioned different occasions and locations, mostly connected to their families. It is therefore 

interesting to consider about internal and external forces. Traditions are something that one 

practices, they can come and go at different times in one’s life. There is no guarantee that they 

will last forever. Values, however, can be understood as something internal. They stay with 

the individual, no matter where in the world one is located or whatever cultural practises one 

might engage in. It does not necessary mean that values cannot be changed but is it as easy to 

change ones internal values as external traditions? Is this difference maybe the reason why 

María feels connected to her Icelandic heritage at all times and the others do not? Enforcing 

and recreating an Icelandic identity María did also establish a strong direct connection with 

Iceland by living there as a young adult during an entire summer, thanks to the Snorri 

Program.  

Thus when talking to María about Icelandic values I felt as we had something in 

common. I did of course understand the others and I was familiar with everything that they 

told me and described to me. I did not, however, feel this collective understanding regarding 

what it means to be Icelandic with them, but I felt it with María. Surely it is difficult or maybe 

unfair to speculate on other people’s feelings but this particular point would need, and 

deserves, further research. In regards of María explaining, that her great-grandfather migrated 

reluctantly, the others did not mention any particular reasons for why their ancestors migrated 

but once looked at the general reasons for the migration from Iceland. 
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 Ethnic identities are a construction of the past and the present, interpreted in the 

present. They are collective, changing and in many ways flexible. Finnur said that the heritage 

was like a binding tool, which is a good comparison, it refers to the collective culture and the 

past and present of a community. These Icelandic communities were Jón Jónsson’s reality. 

His letters offer an understanding of 30 years of experiencing the life in the Icelandic-

Canadians communities, and even though he was witty they bear a personal sorrow as well. 

The community that Guðný, Halldóra, Lilja and Finnur grew up in bear resemblance to the 

communities that Jón described. It is based on agriculture and is close knitted. References 

were found for most of my interviews findings in the letters as well. Except that none of the 

letters I had were written around Christmas time or described the holiday season in the 

Icelandic communities in Canada. Therefore a historical comparison was not possible 

concerning the holidays, which seem to be important event for the interviewees. Jón did, 

however, attend þorrablót and he wrote about the language, education and reading, gender 

equality, coffee drinking, genealogy and so forth. He did write about various other subjects 

but those cannot be connected to the findings of my interview-based research. 

 It appears as though Icelandic language retention and use was the first thing to nearly 

disappear when the Icelandic culture became an integrated piece in the Canadian mosaic. Still, 

Icelandic did survive longer than many other immigrants’ languages. Icelandic has, however, 

not disappeared fully and traces of it can be found and the research subjects all showed some 

knowledge of it, of various degree though. Despite that Icelandic language competence seems 

to be fading away with more recent and younger generations of Western Icelanders or 

Icelandic-Canadians, more recently developed Icelandic traditions appear to have found their 

way westward, for example the traditions of the yule lads.   

According to the findings of my research an Icelandic ethnic identity is present and 

perhaps strongest during Christmas time and around family life, expect for María that has it 
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present at all times. This is in accordance with certain theories regarding ethnic identities; 

individuals switch identities according to circumstances. What appears to be special about 

Christmas is that it refers to family time and the Icelandic food tradition is stronger than usual, 

but particular foods was another thing, which the interviewees strongly associate with 

Icelandic culture. The Icelandic ethnic identity is connected with my informants’ interests as 

well. Guðný has made it a special interest of hers to know as much as she can about the 

history of the Western Icelanders and her relatives; Finnur collects Icelandic and Nordic items 

and books; Lilja enjoys (Icelandic) poetry; and Anna enjoys baking. Would they have chosen 

these interests if they were not of Icelandic descent and were raised in and Icelandic-Canadian 

community? 

Canada is a multicultural society that has embraced diversity in many respects and 

ways. The Canadian nation consists of Aboriginal peoples and various ethnic groups from all 

over the world. Icelandic is one of the 200 ethnicities reported. Canada’s multicultural policy 

has allowed the Icelandic culture to persist and become an adopted part of the Canadian 

culture and it has probably played a role in the preservation of the Icelandic identity alongside 

the culture the Icelandic settlers left behind.  
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6 Conclusion 

An Icelandic ethnic identity is present among all six Canadian interviewees. Only one of them 

can be viewed as expressing and experiencing the last terminal stage of the Icelandic ethnic 

identity. The identity seems to be strongest and most present around the Christmas holidays, 

around the family and when participating in various Icelandic traditions and events, such as 

þorrablót and the Icelandic Festival. One of my informants, however, has a strong sense of 

Icelandic ethnic identity present at all times and it is possible that it is related to particular 

values that her mother instilled in her from an early age, i.e. values that were portrayed as 

Icelandic and were reinforced and revitalised during an extended stay in Iceland.  

Connections were discovered between the letters written by Jón Jónsson in the period 

from 1903 to 1934 and the findings of the interviews. This indicates that values held by Jón 

Jónsson’s, among many others, shaped the Icelandic-Canadian culture. It will be interesting to 

see how the generations of Icelandic-Canadians will continue to develop in Canada, how long 

the Icelandic identities will persist and if, or when, the terminal ethnic identity will become 

more dominant. It would also be interesting to view these research findings in the context of 

studies on other similar ethnic groups in Canada. 

It has been an honour for me to read and analyse my great-great-grandfather’s letters. I 

feel like I have gotten to know a part of myself that I did not even know I was missing. He is 

also, hereafter, my biggest idol and inspiration both in writing and wittiness. He once wrote 

that from the smallest things everything is best understood. This phrase of his explains why I 

love qualitative research and I want to end this thesis with his words: “This is a pedantic 

gathering, but knowledge lies in the details.”1 

  

                                                 
1 “Þetta er smátt tínt, en af smámunum þekkist allt best.” 
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