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Preface

The series of interviews presented in this book were originally conceived as a 
part of a wider project, investigating the ways in which Nordic people relate 
to nature. That project, entitled “Nature, National Identity and Environmental 
Policy in the Nordic Countries”, was initiated in �995 by Elfar Loftsson and 
Ulrik Lohm from the University of Linköping; Páll Skúlason and Þorvarður 
Árnason from the University of Iceland; and Lars Henrik Schmidt from the 
University of Århus. The project was intended from the outset to be inter-
disciplinary, with sociological, anthropological and philosophical methods to 
be applied in the investigation. Originally, the project involved three Nordic 
countries: Sweden, Denmark and Iceland. Parts of the project were underta-
ken in all three countries so that it would be possible to compare the results, 
whilst other parts were carried out separately in each country. The largest 
common sub-project was a questionnaire survey that was carried out in �997 
and investigated views of nature, and environmental concerns, amongst the 
general public in Sweden, Denmark and Iceland.

 In connection with the questionnaire survey, it was decided to invite 
an experienced journalist to join in the project and to ask him to interview 
people with various backgrounds, in order to elicit from them, in a personal 
manner, their ways of valuing and relating to nature. In addition to being of 
interest in themselves, the interviews were intended to complement the other 
parts of the project. Páll Skúlason had worked earlier with Jacques Gandebeuf 
when he came to  Iceland in the wake of the volcanic eruption in the Westman 
Islands in �97� to interview people about their experiences of living in a close 

Páll Skúlason
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and dangerous relationship with nature. Thus, Páll knew about Jacques´ skills 
as an interviewer, his great experience as an environmentalist, and his remar-
kable talent as a writer; and it was agreed to ask him to do the job. He accepted 
the assignment, and in this book the reader is presented with the results.  

Jacques Gandebeuf was born and brought up in Clermont-Ferrand, in 
the centre of France. He studied law and economic history before turning 
to journalism. From �966 to �99� he worked as a major reporter and edito-
rialist in the great regional journal Républicain Lorrain, published in Metz in 
the north of France. During this period, he covered all the great events in the 
world, traveling to more than 80 countries. He also become an active mem-
ber of the association of journalists and writers for ecology and wrote exten-
sively on environmental issues. After retiring in �99� he has written some 
ten books, among them My Father’s Accent, which is a work of fiction on the 
linguistic problems of Lorraine, and three books on the experiences of people 
in that region during the two world wars. A specialist of European affairs, his 
personal interests bear particularly upon music and also upon sculpting, an 
art at which he himself excels.

In connection with the Nordic project, Jacques conducted his first se-
ries of interviews in Iceland in �996 and a second series in Sweden in �997. 
For various reasons, he was unable to conduct any interviews in Denmark 
before the project came to an end. In the year �000, however, the opportunity 
arose to survey Norwegian views of nature, thanks to the assistance of Gun-
nar Skirbekk at the University of Bergen, and the interviews contained in the 
present volume thus include the perspectives of three Nordic nations.

These interviews were conducted in the period when environmental 
issues of all sorts were for the first time in history commanding public at-
tention. Since then these issues have become progressively more and more 
the concern of public debates. In these debates what is most important are 
the various sentiments, feelings and worries that people have, and may share, 
all over the world. It is vital that politicians, scientists, entrepreneurs, and 
others engaged in decision-making that affects nature, take into account the 
ways in which people value and relating to nature. This book should be extre-
mely useful for achieving an understanding of the attitudes and feelings that 
people have. Jacques was of course entirely free to conduct and present the 
interviews in whatever way he thought best. To my mind he has succeeded 
in revealing, in an exciting and interesting manner, how ordinary people in a 
certain part of the world felt and thought about nature at the end of the �0th 
century. It remains to be asked how people will feel and think about nature at 
the end of the current century, if we humans are still around and if there is 
still be a nature to which we can relate.

Páll Skúlason
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Debates in Iceland

The Viking settlers who came to Iceland knew nothing about opinion pol-
ls, but they were quick to devise an original way to compare points of view. 
Exchanging words at Þingvellir at least permitted them to defuse whatever 
disputes arose between them. Condemned to live together I a land that was 
hardly conducive to human life, they often had to return to their individual 
fjords after having to forfeit their illusions and doubts perhaps, but at least 
they returned alive. Today we might say that these peaceful debates were more 
imaginary than actual since, after they were over, the Vikings often set about 
killing each other anyway. Nevertheless, they remain quite noteworthy for that 
period of history and reveal that individual warriors were at least able to de-
bate matters publicly even when they were motivated by self-interest.

Thus, while I was conducting the following survey I bore in mind the 
whole time the Vikings ancient love of controversy. Indeed, my purpose here 
was to bring together a number of Icelanders to express their different and in-
dividual views. By doing that I hoped to discover what relationship the Icelan-
ders have with nature. The title I have chosen might sound surprising to you. 
Grammatically speaking, the singular form ‘a debate’ denotes a group activity, 
while the following interviews were actually all carried our separately. But I 
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had no choice in the matter. Since there was no possibility of actually gathe-
ring together thirty people form different parts of the country for a period o 
three days, my solution was to arrange the differing points of view against one 
another in my computer.

I trust the reader will forgive this fictional construct since the reason 
behind it was to avoid any tedious overlapping. Indeed, during this succes-
sion of interviews, taken in July �996, the same subjects inevitably came up 
at each meeting. Thus, by collating the answers according to theme, I hoped I 
might be able to distil the essence of these testimonies and, in doing so, hold 
the reader’s attention. After all, if in 964 AD the Vikings were able to reach 
agreement after understanding that they did not agree at all their descendants 
ought to have the imagination some  thousand years later to accept having 
spoken to people they have never actually met. So, this is not an opinion poll. 
All experienced journalists have learned to mistrust that tiresome phenome-
non which forces the person answering the questions through all kinds of 
contortions, and results in both reductiveness and false representation. After 
all, how can one possibly categorize the complexity of human feelings by put-
ting crosses in boxes? 

Do you feel in harmony with nature? Please put a cross in the appro-
priate box: 

Yes... No... Don’t know... 

Phrased in this way, our thirty Icelanders would all have answered with a 
resounding “Yes.” But if one introduces some ethical notions into the debate, 
the answers, as we will see, soon become much more complex. Several of 
them even admitted to that we were making them think about things that they 
never thought about before. 

The emotion of returning home

We are about to land in Iceland, and all the foreigners lean toward the window 
as soon as the plane descends towards Keflavík. It seems to hug the coast slug-
gishly, before crossing through some final cloud-cover. 

Suddenly, the moon comes into sight... revealing clouds that look like 
a carpet of scales, dark and puffy, and tinged with a pale green glow... When 
the sky is clear, the white back of a glacier adds to this fairy-tale sight. It’s a 
precious moment every single time. 

But you, Icelanders, what do you feel at that moment? 
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Karl Gunnarsson: “How could one not be moved - every time the stewardess spe-
aks that little phrase into the microphone: “Velkomin heim” — Welcome home... 
This little ritual is a kind of soft music to the ear. It’s true we have a sense of co-
ming back home. On the plane, people see us smile without really knowing what 
we are experiencing.”

Bjarni Guðleifsson: “For me it’s a kind of delight mixed with some degree of pride. 
I think to myself that people here at home are somehow braver than people any-
where else — to be living here on this…

“I think about the geological mystery that Iceland is.” 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “I was coming back from Canada two weeks ago. All of a 
sudden there was no more night. Seeing my home country again moved me very 
deeply.” 

Hjörtur Jóhannsson: “That’s true. Me too. It makes me happy to rediscover our 
country. But its barren rocky appearance takes me by surprise every time... I think 
to myself, this country really isn’t like any other. But it’s not a feeling of pride exac-
tly. To be honest, I think there are plenty of tougher places to live.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “It’s a strange feeling, somewhere between being emotio-
nal and feeling grateful. Not really patriotism. It’s more a kind of love. As soon as 
I get out of the plane, I want to make my way to Reykjavík, through this landscape 
that people say is hostile.” 

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “I feel a sense of security. There’s not as much stress as abroad. 
Everything becomes easy again. The Icelandic landscape is part of us. And I know 
I´ll be able to enjoy the clean air again as soon as we’ll have left the plane.” 

Jón  Harry: “In my opinion, Iris and Lára are being over-patriotic. You mustn’t 
make too much of the ‘pure clean air thing.’ This isn’t the only place in the world 
one can breathe.” 

Hjörtur Jóhanssson: “No, they’re right. The air and water at home are ten times 
purer than anywhere else.” 

They all differ as to their exact emotional reactions. It’s a question of indivi-
dual sensitivity. After all, isn’t it normal to be happy when one comes back 
home after a long trip? 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “That’s my opinion. I agree about the pure air, but otherwise, 
I am not deeply moved. We’re just coming back — that’s all. 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “I feel the same way. There’s no need to go overdo all 
this.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “Perhaps I have a vague feeling of exhilaration, but every 
time I come back the road from Keflavik to Reykjavík seems so desolate. There’s 
a complete absence of light. For instance, the other day when I came back from 
Florida, we couldn’t see at all. Each time I think to myself this is a special country. 
If it weren’t, there wouldn’t be so many tourists coming to see it.” 
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Árni Finnsson: “Personally, the view from the window leaves me quite unaffected. 
I’m just happy to be with my family again. As far as the other things are concer-
ned, I’m always wary about my emotions.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “The view through the plane window fills me with joy every 
single time. I tell myself I’m lucky to be living here. You ask me what I feel? Let 
me think... I’d say gratitude.” 

Fascination 

In the north of the country, solitude seeks out all that is green. It’s very plea-
surable to walk alone towards Skriða farm in Hörgárdalur. The little road runs 
alongside the river, its limpid ripples finally disappearing in the fjord of Ey-
jafjörður. An inquisitive curlew stays close to me, hopping from one telegraph 
pole to the next. I can see its curved beak against the blue sky. It whistles 
oddly, giving warning to the valley. In contrast, the two dogs from the farm 
trot up and greet me wagging their tails. Thirty cows in single file stop dead 
when they see me appear. I can feel I’ve disturbed them… 

Against the plain background of the grasslands, punctuated at every 
kilometer by a sparse clump of birch trees, all these friendly creatures are 
quite endearing. A young farmer comes up on his pale bay horse. Between 
the road and the river he almost seems to roll along on wheels as the famous 
Icelandic ‘soft-tölt’ gait of his horse carries him forward rhythmically. I can 
see them literally rolling along, the man as straight as a post in the saddle, and 
the animal as imperturbable as a mechanical toy wound up with a key. Only 
its blond mane can be seen rippling. A second horse follows close behind, 
held by the reins... 

It’s a familiar sight, especially on summer evenings when the daylight 
is limitless... Any farmer who really cares for his horses will always exercise 
them. As far as he is concerned he is just having them stretch their legs, and 
it would probably make him smile if he knew that I felt that this simple ‘work-
out’ has all the beauty of a ritual. 

What does he think about while trotting along? 

Since nothing in the landscape has really changed for the last thousand years, 
I can easily picture him as a Viking riding his horse, bare-back, exploring his 
new found country. 

Bylgja Sveinbjörnsdóttir: “A long time ago, everything was unspoiled and magical, 
that’s true. When I go to Akureyri, I listen to what people say in the town, and I 
notice that city-dwellers miss the countryside. In the past, all those Icelanders who 
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had been abroad had an inferiority complex. Now they’ve changed their minds 
and find the Icelandic landscape wonderful.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “Icelanders have changed quite a bit. Now they’re discove-
ring their own land instead of going to Europe. They’re finally getting to know 
their country. Going right around the island at least once has become a kind of an 
rite of passage.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “Thanks to my parents, I’ve already seen quite a bit of 
the world, but it gets tiring in the end. I admit that some other places are perhaps 
more fun, but after living for one year in Canada, I felt kind of down. What I want 
to do now is to go to the central highlands. Thinking of the rocky landscape, the 
ice-covered mountains — all the adventure I dream of — it excites me. I can ride 
a horse, but the best way to discover the country is on foot. I would also like to see 
a volcanic eruption...” 

Gunnar Harðarsson: “When I write poems, nature is only an indirect source of in-
spiration for me. There’s nothing I can do about it, I was born in town... However, 
I can feel that the earth and sea give me my energy.” 

Jón  Harry: “I prefer flat open country, with mountains on the horizon, to the sea 
or the glaciers. You might be disappointed to hear this, but I could live anywhere. 
For me, Iceland isn’t essentially different to any other place.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “I’m not too keen on walking alone. Árni and I have 
been right around the country so we know the western and southern regions quite 
well but not the wilds of the interior.”

Guðmundur Siemsen: “I travel a lot and I’m familiar with the whole country, 
except for Langjökull and the area to the north of Vatnajökull. It’s very beautiful, 
but I feel that we do not own this beauty. After all we’re only passing through. My 
parents’ generation feel a duty to leave a clean country behind for us, and it will be 
the same for me as far as my children are concerned.” 

Árni Finnsson: “I’m from Akureyri so I prefer the northern fjords. The rocky inte-
rior doesn’t hold any fascination at all for me.” 

Hjörtur Jóhannsson: “I feel a great need for nature. My mother had a big garden. 
Thirteen years ago, Þórunn and I moved to an area that had no greenery at all. 
We didn’t last long there... we ended up moving to a place in town that had more 
trees. I seem to have some kind of spiritual need for them... My job as a gardener 
has led me all over. I like the Westmann Islands (where I have some relatives) and 
the fjords better than the glaciers. As for the interior, I have occasionally spent 
entire days walking there. I felt like I was alone in the world — in a completely 
black setting.” 

Þórunn Halldorsdóttir: “I’ve never tried to go into the highlands alone, and bet-
ween the two of us, I don’t really feel like going there.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “I think that nature is for solitary people. As far as I’m 
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concerned, I’m the kind of person who likes to decide things for herself. It’s ama-
zing because my mother always used to feel a sense of anxiety whenever she left 
the house... whereas I love isolation. My favorite memory is of Skagafjörður at 
�5 degrees below zero with the colored mountains on the background... Actually, 
nature helps me control my emotions. In my opinion the whole of Iceland is 
beautiful. But at home, the sun setting on the sea at then o’clock in the evening is 
unforgettable.” 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “Before I sustained a head injury in an accident, I did a lot 
of walking as a guide for foreigners. I’d lead them to a particular spot on the road 
in order to see the entire length of Eyjafjörður... We’d stay there in silence for a 
long time. Riding a bike or walking when you’re off camping gives you extraordi-
nary energy. Even the smell of our water, which people say is so strange, enchants 
me. But I’ve had tourists who didn’t like smelling it too much. After I got injured, 
I felt it was natural for me to turn to music as an expression for all my memories 
of nature. I’ve got nothing against contemporary music, mind you. After all, even 
stones are abstractions...” 

Olafur Olafsson: “Let’s be realistic. I don’t believe that nature can do anything con-
crete to combat a breakdown. In some cases it can help to replenish your mind, 
but it would be vain to rely on it at the moment, and I’ll tell you why - Icelanders 
work too much to enjoy it.” 

Let us speak about the colors. All Icelanders make a distinction. They don’t 
mix the green Iceland of the fjords together with the black Iceland of the 
highlands or the white Iceland of the glaciers. Each of them has its attractions. 
Some people even prefer the sea to any of the above. 

Karl Gunnarsson: “Being on land is not my cup of tea. I might sometimes think 
about being with some friends in the mountains... walking on a glacier where 
there’s no sign of human tracks, but actually I’ve never actually been to the inte-
rior. The sea is my home.” 

Kristrún Heimsdóttir: “I have not seen much of the country, except when I was 
playing soccer! I’ve never been on any solitary excursions to the interior... so I 
know very little about the desert areas, except one time when I drove a four-wheel 
drive vehicle along some highland trails. My grandfather was a well-known ma-
rine biologist. Apparently, I must have inherited something from him because I 
like the sea and the coast best. I like watching the waves.” 

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “My daughter and I come from the south; we were born on 
the coast. The fjords and the waves there are very beautiful. Now I live up in the 
mountains, but I have never forgotten the sea. The Langjökull glacier is actually 
just behind our house but I don’t feel like going up onto it. We could live anywhere 
if we had to, but not for too long...” 

Jón Þórsteinsson: “For me, Iceland is the whole island and when I think about it I 
see it as being green. I’ve already been right around the whole country twice. But 
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I can only experience the magnificent silence when I’m alone at sea on my boat. 
One day I’ll probably have to move to town but I’d rather stay here in Grenivík.” 

Stefán Stefánsson: “Like all sailors, I like being independent. I know all the rocks 
along the coast and I can’t think of anything as beautiful as the sea where the sun 
never sets. From my boat I can see all the northern fjords. 

“A green Iceland, I can’t really figure out what that might mean, and I really 
have no desire to go up onto a glacier. It’s so weird, a place like that... When I go 
up into the mountains it’s usually to hunt birds. There are many more of them 
now than there used to be because they’re protected. Every single spot on the coast 
is different. I derive pleasure from finding some good place to shelter among the 
rocks when the wind starts blowing.” 

On the elements 

At Bjarni Siversten’s house, built in �803 by a shipowner from Hafnarfjörður, 
the young lady who runs the museum helps me to slowly turn the pages of 
the Gaimard, a book so bulky that a whole day wouldn’t suffice to get through 
its hundreds of illustrations. Starting in �833, the illustrations tell of a French 
naturalist, Joseph-Paul Gaimard, and his royal expedition to Iceland in the 
company of August Meyer, a famous draughtsman. Meyer’s work captures 
moments of life so sharply and precisely that no one could have made them 
up. They are as accurate as old photographs made into postcards. 

What has changed in Iceland since �833? Essentially nothing! For the 
past �50 years, we’ve seen Reykjavík soaking up the population from farms 
all over country, drawing people to the south. But despite the many erup-
tions that have taken place in Iceland, nature has kept its ponderousness and 
its beauty. When he drew a caravan of Icelanders leaving Thingvellir, Meyer 
made it clear that the bonds that linked people to the landscape then were not 
any different from those that existed in �680, a century and a half earlier. And 
the same thing is true if you go even further back in time. You can imagine 
the same scene in �450, or �300, in ��50, and even at the first meeting of the 
Althing before the turn of the first millenium. So in �996, if Icelanders leave 
their cars behind and go to Thingvellir on foot, the setting is still the same. 
The first person to arrive there can, if he wants to, mentally join Meyer’s cara-
van... If he is not certain of the way, his horse’s hooves will remember and he 
will know how to walk carefully across the moss to avoid the hollows among 
the lava — exactly as he would have done in �833. 

What then is this country that has no real age? Where does its obstinate 
charm come from? Could it be a fragment from another planet, cast onto our 
own by some cosmic accident? Or just the summation of several exceptional 
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elements, such as the hypnotic rhythm of the day and the night, the confusion 
of the winds, the weight of the silence, the plentifulness of the hot water, the 
mystery of the stones, the subterranean fire or the subtle intoxication of the 
desert? Or is it ultimately the attraction of the vast emptiness? 

Gunnar Harðarsson: “At home the real winter nights are very hard. From October 
till February, it is as if the sky is pouring buckets of black ink down on us. On 
some autumn nights the birds go crazy. But summer is a great comfort to us. In 
town, just like in the country, kids still play outside after midnight. During the 
spring one day in Iceland is worth a whole week in Europe as far as the light is 
concerned...But if there’s no sunshine during the summer months we become 
very frustrated. 

“The difference between winter and summer is not to be found so much in the 
variation of temperature but in the volume of light. As for the wind, that’s another 
thing altogether. What we like about it is that it brings the rain as fast as it drives 
it away. Or, as they say, if you don’t like the weather, all you have to do is wait for 
five minutes. 

“Back home, we live stoically under the threat of volcanic activity. In my opinion 
an Icelander who emigrates is like an amputated limb. One can’t help thinking of 
leaving, too, as a kind of desertion. We are aware of being the human fragments 
of an lost country. In Sweden they think of us as a kind of living museum. What 
attracts the rest of the world to us is that we are islanders.” 

Hjolli Finnsson: “That’s the reason why there are still a few of us left who want to 
conserve this absurd country.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “The wind? I’ve learned how to live with it. I love hearing 
it sliding between the houses. To see in what direction it’s blowing, I just need to 
look at the grass through the window... I constantly need to look outside, and as 
far into the distance as possible. I’ve got my sight constantly fixed on the balcony. 
That’s why I don’t like trees and bushes. I absolutely insist on taking in the hori-
zon... In summer, the purity of the air allows one to see across incredible distan-
ces. At such times, you can enjoy a visibility of up to fifty kilometers.”

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “Every time I come back from Europe, I can breathe again.” 
The foreigner who stays at a hotel will never discover that Iceland is full of 
all kinds of ritual. Each house could be seen as a separate empire. This starts 
with the strange custom of having to leave one’s shoes at the doorstep as if it 
had been snowing all day. A Frenchman or an Italian will always feel slightly 
ridiculous in his socks. And despite the fact that I swallowed huge quantities 
of coffee, my feet had frozen by the time I was through with the interviews.

Then comes the guest book, which everyone has to sign in the doorway 
before putting one’s shoes back on — as if one were an important foreign 
personage. What can be said about the interior of the island, or about the 
fascinating proliferation of cairns...? Their size varies in the wilds, from a 
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heap as small as a molehill to others which are as large as windmills. That’s 
the way people on horseback used to mark out a trail through the heart of the 
watselands — by piling up stones. Today, any traveller has a solemn duty to 
add his own stone to the pile, before he puts down his bag and tears off a piece 
of dried fish with great gusto. Iceland is thus riddled with heaps of stones and 
each of them says something about a solitary moment along the trail. Those 
thousands of instants of fossilized sentiment temporarily hold at bay the har-
rowing power of the highlands. 

The island is full of spells. The trolls, those giants of the mountains, 
have finally disappeared but the elves are still there, hidden in the rocks. 
When a location for a bridge has been decided, the local farmer will invariably 
suggest to the engineer that he and his team go and dig somewhere else. The 
whole construction team might smile and find this superstition concerning 
elves amusing, but the bulldozers will usually move somewhere further off 
even so... Should the bulldozer operator have read the sagas, he will know that 
he must not confuse elves with those other invisible beings which are actually 
very real human ghosts. This makes everything very complicated. Better so-
metimes to leave the natural surroundings undisturbed. 

Jón Þorsteinsson: “Tomorrow my wife and I will leave Grenivík with our ruck-
sacks on our backs and make our way north. We never tire of the mountains. We’ll 
probably meet other campers as we go along the valley. In the wilds this kind of 
contact is easy. People are always important, no matter what...” 

SigríðurArnþórsdóttir: “My husband has been scanning the sky since yesterday. 
Like any real Icelandic sailor, Jón is obsessed with the weather. He listens to the 
forecasts seven times a day. He knows that you can’t mess about when it comes 
to nature.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “Bylgja and I own a summer cottage with some other people 
at Laugafell, about 60 km from home. Every time we find ourselves alone, facing 
this mass of black sand surrounded by pristine white glaciers we feel a great need 
to remain silent.” 

Bylgja Sveinbjörnsdóttir : “How I feel about nature? It’s not that I find you too 
prying, but I don’t know how to answer. I feel such a sense of intimacy that I’m 
half-shy talking about it. I feel myself becoming part of the landscape. But it’s a 
kind of emotion that you don’t need other people in order to experience. Once in 
�984, when I saw the Suðurárbotn for the first time, I even had a sense of leaving 
the earth... Perhaps it’s because I’m getting older... I need to be alone more often. 
Unfortunately, while I’m here in the valley I miss the sea. That’s understandable 
because I come from Þórshöfn in the northeast. My husband Sigurgeir likes the 
silence of the mountains but I ‘d rather be sitting on a big rock listening to the 
waves...” 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “Ever since I dedicated myself entirely to music, I’ve con-
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centrated on composing out of natural tones, sounds that I liked, with a timbre 
that surprised me, and in a natural situation that I have personally experienced. 
Some years ago, I was inspired to write a work after walking to the top of a moun-
tain. Another time, I tried to make the rhythm of my composition resemble in 
some manner the curve of the fjord. 

What are my favorite noises? That’s a secret! A minute of music is the essence 
of one hour in nature. But I’m not trying to reproduce it. It is more a kind 
of alchemy, and more important to me than to anyone that might listen to it 
later. 

Every place radiates its own atmosphere. I still remember the emotion 
I felt towards my father’s valley, with its birchwood forest. In my head I can 
still hear the music of my childhood. My grandfather lost a foot in an accident, 
so he was never able to take up farming. That’s why he turned to music, just 
like... he played the organ in churches. It was a substitute for not being part 
of the land.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “My job as a farmer doesn’t leave me much time to dream 
about nature... But I do have a memory of a very intense feeling that took me by 
surprise — it felt just like taking an enormous breath of fresh air... it was the day 
my daughter Ragnheiður was born. I felt really happy, at one with the landscape... 
where I belonged, here in our valley.” 

Gunnar Harðarsson: “My job as an historian has led me to study the skaldic poetry 
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries... Its authors led a privileged life as part of 
a king’s entourage, but the works they wrote are replete with metaphors about na-
ture. The wind plays a considerable role in their inspiration. When it blows hard, 
their thoughts grow dark. As it lowers again, their thoughts are filled with light. 
In this manner, they make constant reference to the rough and austere life in the 
wilds of the Icelandic landscape. Romantic poetry, on the other hand, prefers to 
speak of flowers and trees.” 

Ólafur Ólafsson: “Yes, but one has to be cautious of becoming nostalgic about 
being inspired by nature. We have already lost a lot of our former values. For 
example, take the struggle for survival itself. In �9�0 my mother’s brother, who 
was a doctor, used a kitchen door as an operate table when he performed some 
surgery on her! People had faith in God and accepted suffering in the belief that 
they would benefit from it in the next world. Ultimately, nature helped them to 
come to terms with their otherwise terrible conditions. But nowadays, because life 
is easier, Icelanders have turned into a strange breed of agnostics. An Icelander 
will go to church often enough, but he doesn’t have much belief in anything.” 

Þórður Kristinsson: “Sometimes I need to go back to the wilds of the interior. It 
clears my mind and allows me reload my batteries.” 

Árni Finnsson: “There’s nothing mythological about nature! What’s more, per-
sonally I don’t see it as therapeutic. Speaking about the beauty of my country is 
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difficult. After all, you can learn all you need about nature from TV. 
“It’s like believing or not believing in God. I’d rather discuss these things in 

rational terms... then we’re dealing with something tangible, like keeping our 
country separate from the two major power blocks, even now in �996. Yes, the 
cold war is over, but Icelandic opinion concerning the American military presence 
remains divided. One must keep one’s mind open. That’s how I go about protec-
ting nature. I enjoy going fishing but there’s nothing spiritual about it! I just want 
to catch fish!” 

Skúli Skúlason: “Ah, fish! Since I started studying the habits and behavior of the 
char at Hólar, I’ve changed my view about them completely. By some kind of mys-
terious telepathy I can tell when they are suffering, just by staring at their eyes — 
so very different to ours and which they say are so unexpressive. I respect them...

“Now I’ve changed my opinion about fishermen. I’ll never be able to cast a line 
ever again because I know what kind of wound a hook can inflict. 

But I don’t want to be narrow-minded. I believe that people ought to be able 
to fish for pleasure, provided that they kill the fish properly and then eat it. It’s 
part of what we are as human beings. After all, we all have to eat. 

“But when I see jet-setters coming over here and paying a fortune to rent a stretch 
of river, or when I hear rich tourists claiming that it’s a point of honour to throw 
the catch back in the water — mainly to make it clear that their only interest is 
sport — then I find them unbearable! 

Those hunters and fishermen believe they’re being generous because they are 
giving the fish back its life. A great deal has been written about the so-called 
‘trusty fight’ between the fishermen to his catch. The same justification is 
used by the matador when he makes the bull suffer. 

The fishermen is nothing but a torturer who then has the nerve to pay 
homage to his catch by letting it go again and saluting it at the same time 
— without concerning himself too much about whether its entrails have been 
ripped apart, its eyes gouged out or its jaws dislocated. 

As far as I’m concerned, the sports fisherman who throws the fish back 
in the water is someone who has no love for nature.

Fear 

The �996 Viking has his own special long-ship with four independently dri-
ven wheels so that he can navigate his way across rivers, and enormous tires 
that scorn holes of any size. For a mast he has half a dozen antennae, which 
turn his vessel into a transportable phone booth. 

“Hello Skúli! I’m heading towards Höfn. What about you? How are you doing? Ja 
ja hérna! What’s the weather like in the east...? Over... ” 
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”Hello Páll! It was raining this morning when I left there... Is everything O.K.? Ja 
ja hérna! If I were you, I’d call Bjarni. I met him last night on his way from Ska-
lafell. What kind of weather did you have last night in Reykjavík? Over! ” 

”It was raining here too, but the wind’s just changed direction. Do you expect to 
make it to Hólar tonight...? Over... ” ”I’ll follow the track at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. 
Karl called me last night from Ísafjörður. It was sunny all the way from Blönduós. 
I really feel like doing the same thing because I have three days left and the clouds 
look like they’re going to stay in the east. Over...?” 

”O.K. I’m driving northwest too. Bye.” 
Dozens of conversations interweave in the silence of the desert. They don’t 
seem to be disturbing the elves too much. If they did, the elves would surely 
have protested a long time ago. When they are on the move, the 4 wheel-drive 
people do not resemble your ordinary Icelander. They wears baseball caps, fill 
the back of their vehicles with all kinds of bric-a-brac which usually includes 
the following: several tents, sleeping bags, a portable gas-cooker, a cooler, th-
ree or four kinds of Icelandic milk, ten kinds of bread (each separately wrap-
ped in its own plastic bag), dried fish, a tool-box, a pulley, ropes and sticks. 
One might also hope to find special cases for the camera and the camcorder, 
or the binoculars in the glove department. 

Whenever they decide to stop, which is not very often, they get out of 
their high vehicles by sliding down to the ground while keeping both legs 
together. When going anywhere in convoy, they will line themselves up neatly 
like a wagon train in the American West anticipating an attack by Indians. 
Everyone can then open his can of beer. The men often carry a small knife in 
their belts, with a standard bone handle carved by a Laplander out of reindeer 
horn. One must not smile at this scout-like ritual, even in a country where 
the monsters of the deep disappeared from the lakes aeons ago! Considering 
that it is impossible to find a tree in the interior from which one could carve 
anything at all, this little symbolic knife remains a perfect tool with which to 
butter slices of bred — which the Icelanders do at hourly intervals during the 
hunger-inducing atmosphere of the Icelandic summer. 

The popularity of the 4 wheel-drive vehicle is no simple trend. It’s a 
way to remove the guilt these people have about neglecting their familiarity 
with the interior of their island at a time when air travel has allowed them to 
visit countries all over the world. Watching them rushing about in Laugaval-
ladalur, a remote and empty valley in the northeast, one better appreciates this 
returning to their roots. It is one o’clock in the morning. In the strange light 
of a day that doesn’t want to end, they sit, white-skinned and naked, enjoying 
a communal bath in a hot spring, their backsides sunk deep in the slimy mud. 
They have already drunk two or three beers. A look of lazy pleasure in their 
half-closed eyes, like that of hippopotamuses bathing at a creek, makes me 
envy them... 
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As one of the members of the group, hampered by the physical sluggishness 
that results from this ancient custom, rises with some difficulty from his slip-
pery spot to relieve himself, two of his friends grab him by the shoulders. In 
bathing suits, the three of them run along the wet grass, laughing. The one 
in the middle, both legs off the ground, fools around by pretending to cycle in 
thin air. Both his friends, happy to bear him along, throw all false modesty to 
the wind and start cavorting about like kids. Theirs is a pure brotherhood, and 
they all enjoy its absolute freedom. 

Guðmundur Siemsen: ”I like camping with other people in the desert areas or in 
the frozen wilds. Being alone is different. I’m not scared of nature, but I know it 
can be dangerous. I’m particularly wary of avalanches ever since a very careless 
friend of mine was suddenly buried up to the waist in snow right in front of me. 
Since then I’ve been very much on my guard. As it happens, I once went camping 
for five days with friends in a hut — and we had no heating.” 

Karl Gunnarsson: ”I got scared last May at Lake Þingvellir. I ought to point out, by 
the way, that this lake has the clearest water in the world. When I go diving there, I 
can sometimes see clearly down to a depth of eighty meters. After having explored 
the cracks in the rocks so many times, I was so familiar with a particular set of 
underwater routes that I had no sense of apprehension at all being down there. 
Usually, when you’re in underwater environment, you can expect to get suddenly 
anxious every once in a while. Being in a lake this deep is like being present at the 
beginning of time on earth. That May then, I went back to my cracks and crevices 
in the rocks and noticed that everything had been shaken out of place by a recent 
earthquake and I suddenly realised that if I had been at that spot during that qua-
ke, I would have been buried down there... So I quickly swam back up again.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: ”Dams scare me and tunnels even more so. It’s linked to the 
fact that Iceland is already has all sorts of natural underground channels and pas-
sages. The less we mess with them, the better.” 

Gunnar Harðarsson: “We know that a large quake takes place about every hundred 
years or so. Geologists forecast the next one ten years from now. So we’re getting a 
little anxious. I don’t like this idea of digging a tunnel under Hvalfjordur too much 
either. I feel safer on the open road.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “I come from town but the wilds don’t scare me particularly. 
In fact, tomorrow we’re supposed to go on an expedition there with a guide. On the 
other hand, I’m suffer with serious vertigo when I look down at a waterfall or stand at 
the top of a cliff. It’s a kind of fear. I know that there are people who hate the thought 
of driving through the tunnel between Dalvik and Olafsfjordur. They don’t feel safe 
along that 3 km stretch. They worry about the possibility of an eruption, even though 
the spot is not on one of the major geological faults. Personally, I’ve never been espe-
cially turned on by all that lava beneath the surface stuff. As far as I’m concerned it’s 
just a scientific fact. Iceland’s no more dangerous than anywhere else.” 
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Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “I don’t usually think about all that geothermal and laval 
activity, except when I’m in close proximity to sulphur springs with steam boiling 
up out of them, and even more so when I see the solfataras or those huge mud 
cauldrons with that sinister ‘glop-glop’ noise that they make. That makes me feel 
very small. But the smell of sulphur doesn’t bother me at all. I can’t even smell it. I 
think I could stay a rather long time alone in the wilds. I want to try it, even though 
I’m also scared of avalanches. “In Iceland there are thousands of earthquakes 
every year. Everybody knows that and they allay their fears by telling themselves 
that the geologists are optimistic — they remind us that there have been very few 
fatalities in the last thousand years. A volcano is like a restless sleeper, in constant 
movement, and there’s always a risk that it will wake up with a start... In the 
south where the threat is greatest, people are kind of proud about living with the 
potential danger — just like people in San Francisco — but they’re not arrogant 
about it. Eighteen seismic stations keep up permanent surveillance on matters . . 
“Avalanches and landslides have already killed 600 people in Iceland. There have 
been �90 such occurrences since �800, and 30 in the last 60 years. They pose 
a threat to small harbours that are still developing sporadically and thus affect 
about 5000 Icelanders all in all. The government has newly decided to appoint a 
special inspector to oversee all villages and townships threatened by avalanches 
and which have a minimum of �00 inhabitants... The farmers are very well in-
formed but it does not stop them from continuing to live in areas directly below 
mountains and cliffs...The avalanche in Hörgárdalur in ���8 AD swept all the soil 
with it to the borders of the rivers... Nothing has changed since then. People walk 
along the mountainside avoiding the holes that the grass has been growing over 
for centuries.” 

Sigurdur Hreinsson: “Personally, I’m afraid of the wind, especially when I’m dri-
ving. Sometimes it’s strong enough to turn my car over. And after what happened 
in June �995, we definitely know what a rockfall is in my area. I can still hear that 
terrible crashing sound in my ears. It was 6 o’clock in the evening, and fortunately 
none of the people working there were at home. The only people around were two 
geologists who were stationed nearby. All the green huts were abandoned. Down 
at the Sólvaldur River, the power station was completely buried by the fall. For 
several days the avalanche held back the water like a dam, then it found its way 
through again. At the end of the fjord, in Akureyri, the Eyjafjörð River had become 
black with mud. I was scared. It was mainly the unpredictability — it reminded 
me how totally insignificant we are in the wilds of nature. Another memory had 
a powerful impact on Bylgja and myself — the eruption of Hekla in August �980. 
The whole valley was covered with dust. We couldn’t mow the fields so we weren’t 
able to gather in our second crop of hay. We still fear the thought of living through 
such an experience again.” 

Bjarni Guðleifsson: I used to like walking alone in the mountains, but one day I 
slid on a patch of ice and I’ve never been able to rid myself of the fear. Now, I don’t 
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go out there on my own any more. On the other hand, when I’m with my wife I 
like going back to slopes where we have had trouble making our way up. We derive 
a certain pleasure from revisiting those places where we succeeded in spite of the 
difficulties. It’s as though I refound a part of myself in those places. Very often 
I leave a guest book on the summits of mountains for people who come later. I 
feel like an explorer when I’m out there in the wilds. My only weak point is that 
I absolutely have to feel the ground firmly under my feet. That’s why I’m always 
scared on glaciers. I ought to mention, by the way, that both my grandfathers were 
sailors.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “I live on a farm called Skriða which means ‘avalanche,’ but 
that never stops me from sleeping peacefully. However, I instinctively look at the 
mountains every morning. You never know! There have been quite a few small 
avalanches over the last twenty years. You can hear them clearly enough in June 
after it’s been raining heavily. But I’ve never lost a single sheep in all that time. 
Animals are said to be able to sense when there’s going to be a rock-fall — but I 
don’t know whether that’s true or not. I do a lot of walking up and down the slopes 
but I never do any camping. As far as we’re concerned, going up there is work not 
leisure. One October, as I was making my way through the snow to herd in some 
livestock I suddenly felt that I was walking on hollow ground. Every step made a 
booming sound beneath me. I turned round, my heart pounding away, and started 
out on a long detour in order to gather in the rest of my sheep. I never do this kind 
of work alone unless I’m on horse-back. Venturing into the interior on my own, 
willingly? No, I don’t think so.” 

SigríðurÁsgeirsdóttir: “I’m always scared in the highlands, but even so they defi-
nitely appeal to me. I especially like the element of unpredictability. Every time a 
foreigner goes to Þingvellir, he is shown the mid-Atlantic fault and reminded to 
straddle it for a photograph — one foot in Europe, the other in America. The visi-
tor is impressed. But both continental plates are constantly moving. This strange 
striding ritual seems to me to be an effort to dispel some kind of fear or neutralise 
a threat. Perhaps the success of the four-wheel drive vehicle in Iceland is attribu-
table to an unconscious need to escape from any sudden eruptions in which roads 
become blocked. We’ll never know!” 

The school

There is good reason for the ingenuous attitude that many Icelanders have 
towards nature. While the new awareness of ecological problems on the con-
tinent is the bitter fruit of two centuries of industrialization, it is only in the 
past fifty years that Iceland has evolved from being an underdeveloped coun-
try into a nation with an extremely high standard of living. Moreover, Iceland 
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has not yet seen widespread changes in the natural environment that usually 
accompany increased industrialization. The crisis, in other words, is only po-
tential. Protecting the environment means thinking about the future, but that 
might mean having to strike out the present — jump a generation so to speak. 
The current generation of adult Icelanders are hardened in their convictions. 
They have no intention of changing their views. 

On the other hand, there are the youngsters who will become the adult 
generation of tomorrow. They, at least, are still flexible in their views. As re-
gards to ecology, the real local problem today is the way kids and teenagers 
consider the Icelandic highlands. But one must not push ecological education 
too hard. If you want to change the way people think it usually takes at least 
two generations. Young Icelanders, like their counterparts in all developed 
countries, are subject to the banalities of television, the disembodied seduc-
tion of computers, the dangerous labyrinths of the internet, the obtrusive tone 
of advertising as well as all the constant modifications to spelling and gram-
mar produced by and for the lazy-minded. One doesn’t have to be an enemy of 
modernisation to admit that these psychological conditions merely increase 
one’s desire to go off and meditate in the wilds, or even take a weekend drive 
in a jeep. 

Yet, one detects a sense of expectation among young Icelanders. While 
they are worrying about finding themselves jobs, they can derive comfort from 
the fact that being born on an island gives them a certain amount of security. 
Even if they cast themselves into the melting pot of Europe tomorrow, Iceland 
will always remain a kind of sanctuary for them. That is why they do not want 
to see their inheritance being squandered before they have a chance to enjoy it 
— the pristine Icelandic landscape is a major part of their future assets. As far 
as general environmental issues are concerned, it is at school that the dangers 
must be pointed out and the proper battles fought. 

Sigrún Helgadóttir: “It is primarily a question of education. Once one understands 
how nature works, one is no longer against protection. I’ll give you an example: 
Iceland has a specific geology, which is unique in the world. It could provide us 
with an image of ourselves — a gratifying image — that kids could be proud of. 
But they’re never taught geology. Instead, they are told about the need for refo-
restation, an idea that comes from somewhere else. It’s foreigners who have given 
us the idea that we don’t have enough trees! “At school we learn how to plant trees 
and we discuss erosion. Fair enough, there were plenty of trees here thousands 
years ago, and generally speaking, I’ve got nothing against forests. But this idea 
of recreating Iceland “as it was before” seems suspect to me. It fits in with our 
national way of thinking which always wants to find the most extreme solution. 
We’d be better off teaching our kids about nature the way it is. I think that women 
are more sensitive to these issues than men. After all, the idea of protection comes 
from our closer contact with children. But men do the talking while women re-
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main a kind of silent majority. They don’t dare demonstrate too much, and neither 
do children.” 

Guðmundur Siemsen : “It is true that we do not have that many books on Icelan-
dic geology. We don’t study it much at school. But this does not mean that kids 
lose interest in it. They should be told about it more often.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir : “I’ve never had a conversation like this before. We hardly 
ever touch on this kind of subject in class. Fortunately for me, I was lucky to have 
parents who discussed these things at home.” 

The town

The interior of the new and fashionable café is vast enough to house a trawler, 
but here, in central Reykjavík, the only sound of lapping to reach its portals 
is in the form of local gossip. The deserted highlands are far away. We’re in 
town now. In successive waves, dozens of young Icelanders climb the three 
steps, push the door open and look for a table as close as possible to the street. 
When the sun beats down hard, they leave their places by the windows, but 
as soon as it cools a little, they go back to watching people passing by — or 
being seen by them. 

The paradox of this rather endearing place that doesn’t appear to put 
on any airs is that it is also ingeniously sophisticated. When you arrive there 
is no fuss. The walls are white, the waitresses dressed in black. The art deco 
posters are deliberately passive, even the bar prices are reasonable by local 
standards... But in this inoffensive setting, there are some vibrant intellec-
tuals anticipating future celebrity. They look at the ceiling and fill the pages 
of their note-books as they puff on Gauloise cigarettes. The blue pack is left 
conspicuously on the table, like in the fifties in Paris at the Café Flore. In this 
slightly naive affectation, there is something that in no way resembles the 
typical profile. In the European imagination, the middle-class Icelandic male 
is a rough and rather reticent man, who feeds on slices of bred at lunch and 
sandwiches in the evening, works twice as much as anyone else and then goes 
and sells his fifty kilos of fish on a Sunday to get some pocket money. 

That in itself is proof that the country is changing. I remember my 
first trip to Reykjavík, during an Icelandair stop-over on my way to the US in 
�973. I had to walk around the town centre three times to find some tea and 
milk. As I walked along the sad pavements, the few public gathering places 
that did exist were inevitably hidden behind yellowish glass windows. The 
only enchantment that the capital city offered was its old traditional houses, 
a compact hamlet of colourful habitations, each enfolded in corrugated iron, 
rescued by their inhabitants from annihilation — to the great frustration of 
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the property developers. But the town itself was dead. 
Today, things are quite different. The heart of Reykjavík beats late into 

the night just as if it were a downtown quarter of London or Paris. Speaking 
of which, Reykjavík even has its own Café Paris, where several hundred pas-
sers-by, frustrated at not finding a spare table on the pavement, will go and sit 
down on the lawn that divides the café from Parliament House to savour the 
6 o’clock sun — on those days that the sun deigns to shine. They turn their 
faces to the sky and close their eyes. Everybody knows everybody, and a sense 
of easy complicity hangs like a mist over this friendly gathering. It has a con-
vivial, informal feel to it — pleasantly cosmopolitan. 

Clearly, the town is spreading out and becoming more diversified — 
but it has only taken one generation to bring some life to the streets. Some of 
the more conservative minded are shocked by the new hurly-burly. They claim 
that the capital city is losing its soul. For example, Reykjavík now boasts one 
car for every two inhabitants and, proportionally speaking, five times as many 
subscriptions to the Internet as there are in the US. Two thirds of the inhabi-
tants of Reykjavík have more than one telephone. The capital’s population is 
over-equipped. 

In a café in the nearby town of Hafnarfjörður, the waiter speaks to us 
candidly: “We’re protecting ourselves here from the capital city, even though 
there’s no real emnity between us. It’s true that they are always making jokes 
about as if we were idiots, but that doesn’t bother us. What really gets to us 
is all those luxurious shops. It sometimes seems like money has gushed into 
Reykjavík like molten lava.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “Personally, I would not want to have lived in town. Perhaps 
that’s obvious enough — I’m a farmer.” 

Jón Þorsteinsson : “Down south in Reykjavík, they think that we get all bored in 
our little northern harbours. But when we fishermen want to go and have a drink 
together, we get ourselves organized and drive to Akureyri. I’ve already told you 
this: the only reason I would go and live in Reykjavík is if I had no choice. I think 
that people from the capital are becoming less and less interested in finding out 
about the rest of the country. They travel all over the world, but they hardly know 
anything about their own country.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “Personally, I like the sea and I love solitude. Live in town? 
If I had to, I’d get used to it because I fortunately have the kind of temperament 
that adapts itself easily... But God forbid that I should ever have to.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson :”As a farmer, I’ve felt for some years now that I have a dif-
ferent kind of life to the city dwellers, but not in the way we think — it’s rather that 
our objective conditions are dissimilar. We hear them complain all the time about 
pollution, noise, exhaust fumes, the lack of parking space... and when they pass th-
rough here, they all tell us that they would come back and live in the country side if 
they could. You can see why we don’t have any complexes about living here!” 
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Bylgja Sveinsdóttir: “Unlike my husband, I could easily live in town. I had even 
thought about it before I met him. I’d like to go to the theatre or the cinema more 
often without having to drive a distance of 60 kilometres. It is mostly contact with 
people that I miss... During winter-time, the road to Akureyri is often blocked by 
snow.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “I don’t agree with that idea that Reykjavík has lost its soul. 
It is true that the town is spreading out uncontrollably — new restaurants are 
opening every day, and the buildings they’re constantly putting up are not very 
attractive. But generally speaking this development seems positive to me. It is full 
of energy and that’s a good sign. Just because new districts are being built that 
doesn’t mean that nature is disappearing. Some of it is still there! Actually, I’m 
from Reykjavík, and I like walk about in town. But we have to keep a tight rein 
on the property developers! I don’t want to see old buildings being demolished to 
make room for American style hamburger joints. Nor do I want to see billboards 
being stuck up all over the place.” 

Fillipus Pétursson: “Look around Reykjavík. It’s been built up in a haphazard fa-
shion — a desert of grass randomly cut up into districts without any degree of 
subtlety, in the American way... It’s suffering from massive implantation, greedily 
eating up space without any regard for the actual contours of the landscape. In 
fact, the extraordinary growth of the town has been attracting some of the best 
architects in the world for the last twenty years. They have designed buildings with 
modern lines, some of them very good indeed — and without the usual baroque 
excesses. They’ve also used a wide variation of interesting colours for roofing. 
The only problem is that there is no general agreement on the aesthetical aspects. 
They all follow their own direction, without any concern for what other people 
are doing. The results are distressing. Aside from downtown, which remains very 
pleasant and charming, the greater Reykjavík area resembles everything but an 
attractive European city.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “I don’t agree that Reykjavík has become more difficult to 
live in. At least not for the younger people. Personally I like to see all these foreig-
ners strolling about, speaking all kinds of languages. I think it’s kind of fun.” 

Gunnar Harðarsson: “I like this windy town. In my humble opinion our capital 
city has generally improved, even though we haven’t always pay proper attention 
to the natural environment.” 

Ólafur Ólafsson: “On the contrary to generally accepted ideas about pollution, 
wild life and mental hygiene, Icelanders who live in towns are paradoxically better 
off, as far as their health is concerned, than those who live in the country... I’m 
in a rather good position to know because I am a country physician. The cur-
rent population of Iceland is about �67,000. Of these, �57,000 live in the greater 
Reykjavík area. But this does not mean that their living conditions are bad. Very 
recently we launched a survey to investigate how much risk city dwellers aged 
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between �6 and �0 were subject to. We asked them practical questions, such as 
whether they always fastened their sit belts, whether they smoked, drank, or used 
condoms. Well, it turned out that Reykjavík’s young people are the most careful, 
whereas in the west and east fjords the youngsters take far greater risks. People in 
remote areas like that are probably used to a harder kind of life, but the fact that 
nature has perhaps made them tougher does not protect them from ordinary risk 
and danger. Quite the reverse. It’s not our natural environment that determines 
the way we think and therefore our health — that comes with growing up. And 
�5% of our population is under the age of �4.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “I’ve heard that Icelanders have a record consumption of 
Prozac.” 

Ólafur Ólafsson: “It’s true, at least among the Scandinavian countries. We’re only 
beginning to keep track, but this consumption of anti-depressant drugs appears to 
have started about 30 years ago. However, we must not draw the conclusion that 
our country is culturally predisposed to depression. There is a constant ratio bet-
ween the number of people suffering from depression in a given population and 
the latitude of the country they live in. The closer one lives to either of the poles the 
more likely one is to suffer from depression. “But when we compare the figures 
it is clear that Iceland has fewer people suffering from depression than it should 
at that latitude! In Manitoba, where there is a great number of emigrants from 
Icelanders, the proportion of sufferers is lower than in the rest of Canada! And in 
Iceland, more old people suffer from depression than young people — generally 
speaking. The main question now is whether we should restrict the distribution 
of anti-depressants. In my opinion, the level of depression in Iceland has little to 
do with the severity of the landscape. We have a very high life expectancy and the 
lowest infant mortality rate in the world. Being islanders means having to be self-
reliant. You will tell me there’s a mystery to the Icelandic spirit; that’s something 
I never really could understand. At home we rely more on our neighbors than on 
God. But I can’t imagine how nature could help us to fight against depression. It 
takes time to go and recharge one’s batteries in the loneliness of the highlands or 
in the fresh greenery of the fjords. But Icelanders have no time. They work too 
much, between 50 - 60 hours a week, whereas other Scandinavians work some 
�0 - �5 hours less than that. Iceland certainly has a very high life expectancy rate 
— but at what cost! Working hours should be reduced, at least for women, who 
are busy from dawn to dusk with all the tasks they have to do. Men have a hard 
time understanding this because they sometimes work up to �6 hours a day. The 
pressure of work in this country explains the increase in psychosomatic sickness 
— nature can’t do much about that”. 
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Fishermen

Any young Icelander knows by heart the three most important dates in the 
country’s history: In 870 AD, one of their Viking ancestors, Ingólfur Arnar-
son by name, was the first man to come ashore on the rocky coast of south 
Iceland. Then there was that memorable day in June �944, when the Republic 
was first proclaimed in front of the immense gathering at Þingvellir — an 
event that their parents attended. But I’m willing to bet that �976 is the most 
important date in their memory since that was the year that Icelanders saw 
their fishing limits extended to �00 miles.

This victory, snatched by the Icelanders after a long series of so-called 
‘cod wars,’ allowed fishermen to cast their nets without risking hooking onto 
a Russian, German, or English trawler in the process. But this niceties of this 
regulation can sometimes be bizarre. Thus in �989, coast-guards went off to a 
small island that was subsiding �00 km north of Akureyri with shovels, picks 
and concrete in order to prevent it from being reclaimed by the ocean...

This island, Kolbeinsey, was no more than but an insignificant rock jut-
ting out into the sea, where even seals were frightened to come ashore in case 
they slid and fell. But as a result of this seemingly vain endeavour, a few de-
grees from the polar cap, Iceland cleverly found a way to retain 9,400 square 
kilometres of excellent fishing waters, which it would have lost if Kolbeinsey 
had sunk... When Icelanders are told this story they don’t seem to find it fun-
ny at all. You can joke about everything except the fisheries. They are sacred! 

If you ever happen to be lucky enough to meet that rarest of creatures, a 
fisherman disposed to smiling, you are strongly advised not to spoil his good 
mood by letting the conversation turn to the famous whaling issue. If you do 
you will definitely be labelled as one of those dangerous ecological idealists, 
who constantly refer to nature but who don’t know what they’re talking about. 
The most surprising about this whale issue is that it is theoretically over. From 
�98� onwards, the International Whaling Commission has managed to slow 
down the hunting of whales in an effort to save them from extinction. But, as 
far as Icelandic fishermen are concerned this is not the end of the story. 

Icelanders accepted the IWC’s decision only because they had no choi-
ce. They’re being carefully watched by the European continent — a little too 
carefully in their opinion — but they’re in the European Economic Area and 
have therefore had to make concessions, albeit reluctantly. The IWC allowed 
them to hunt a few cetaceans in their waters but for a good cause. . . the dark 
red whale flesh is sent to restaurants in Japan and the profits thereof are sup-
posed to go towards further research. 

Thus transformed into laboratory assistants, Icelandic fishermen shrug 
their shoulders and point out that since this arbitrary measure was adopted 
the stock of whales — said to be under threat — has more than doubled. 
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Of course the international conservationist organisations are not of the same 
opinion. In �986, some militants in the Sea Shepherd Organisation (formed 
after a split within Greenpeace), dared to sink two whaling vessels docked in 
the Reykjavík harbour. 

This stupid move caused such a shock that it actually impeded Icelan-
ders’ general awareness of the current dangers threatening marine fauna. In 
�990, the Icelandic government accepted the moratorium on commercial 
whaling but ecologists all over the world still keep an eye on them, and from 
time to time accuse Icelandic fishermen of not keeping to the agreement. 

Among the 3� people I interviewed I didn’t find one who was concerned 
with the fate of the whales per se. Other Icelanders to whom I have spoken 
on the issue find the suppression of this traditional branch of hunting too 
radical. It’s been a part of their culture for as long as they can remember. 
Even Greenpeace’s official representative in Iceland preferred to talk about 
something else . . .

The Icelandic fishermen’s way of life has many attractions. Over-equip-
ped and ultra-modernized, they still retain something of the nostalgia of the 
old trawling days as they battle their way through the hazards of the North Sea 
and the Atlantic Ocean. It seems that there are rather too many small vessels 
since the institution of the quotas system — and that means that the number 
of accidents has multiplied. Fishermen pay a high price for the pursuit of 
profit. According to reports from two physicians, Vilhjálmur Rafnsson and 
Hólmfriður Gunnarsdóttir, fatigue, alcohol, and pollution resulting from oil, 
modified fuels and asbestos have increased an already higher than average 
mortality rate. �44 suicides were recorded among �7,884 fishermen over a �0 
year period, and each day at least Icelandic one fisherman is admitted to hos-
pital. The way fishermen think about their work has much more to do with 
their emotions than ecology. For many of them the sea is a natural extension 
of the wildness of the landscape. 

Jón Þorsteinsson: “I like fishing. I like the spirit of camaraderie that brings sailors 
together when danger threatens. Setting out from Grenivík together on four or 
five boats is a real pleasure. Actually, we rarely roam very far from shore when we 
sail northward around the fjords, and we never get into arguments except when 
our nets happen to be too close to one another... I mostly catch lumpfish, which 
is an ugly creature but its roe sells well. After landing so often in small bays and 
inlets here and there, I fell in love with the landscape. It’s true that we’ve been 
selling better since we started using the quota system, but we still have to be ca-
reful. The conservationists? I’m not saying that they’re got no reason to be there, 
but it simply isn’t possible to talk to them anymore. Take the seals, for example 
— they’re irritating creatures that eat the fish from our nets. Some of them are 
enormous when they arrive here from Greenland in April and May. The other day 
I pulled a huge halibut up out of the water, but the head was the only thing left — a 



�9

Jacques Gandebeuf

whale had gobbled up the rest... They’re very clever animals you know. The only 
way to prevent them from swallowing our catch is to outwit them. I know a halibut 
fishermen who found the knack. He leaves a line and moves away a bit. Less than 
twenty meters away the whale waits for the line to be drawn in again...and in the 
meantime we can carry on fishing in peace. I’m not saying that we have to get rid 
of all the protection measures, but I do think that Europe is more tolerant towards 
the Norwegians than it is to us.” 

Stefán Stefánsson: “I’ve been in this business since I was �3 years old, first as 
a deck hand like my father, then as a mechanic, and finally as a captain. Now I 
have my own boat. I’m not in the least tempted to retire. I’ll be going out on my 
boat even if I have crawl aboard on my hands and knees. The doctor tells me I’ve 
got heart trouble, but I expect to die at sea anyway. It is so nice being able to sail 
around the northeast for three to four days a week. I recently had to have my boat 
repaired in Norway — it was a great opportunity for me take it out there and bring 
it back to Dalvik myself. My relatives and the authorities didn’t want me to do the 
return trip alone. It took me three days to reach the Faeroe Islands under terrible 
stormy conditions. The boat was losing oil, and visibility was almost zero. Luckily, 
another boat caught sight of me and guided me out to the Faeroes where I was 
welcomed by William Heinesen Jr., the son of the most famous writer out there. 
I don’t care too much for being on dry land. The sea is my life and all I need of 
nature. I have a type of rifle that is usually regarded as illegal, but I’m allowed to 
use it thanks to a special permit. I called the Ministry of Justice to get hold of it, 
and after that they simply turned a blind eye. I’m allowed to shoot small whales, 
never heavier than one ton, for my own personal consumption. The day before 
yesterday I killed two of them. They weighed about a �50 kilos each. I think there 
are too many of them since they’ve been protected. Once I happened to see more 
than a hundred of them together in the same place. That was quite a sight... it’s 
like seeing a ton of herring coming out of the water at once, shining all over the 
place. Very spectacular. I personally think that the beauty of nature depends on 
your state of mind. I’m not against protection measures. I feel we should hunt the 
way the Indians did, according to our needs, never more. I think it’s a shame that 
some species, like the Icelandic falcon, have almost disappeared. But it’s different 
with seals. They should be all wiped out in my opinion. In my family, the only way 
we like seal is on a plate.” 

Karl Gunnarsson: “Our fleet has been catching its entire annual cod quota in a 
period of three months. But the stock just isn’t there any more. We’ll probably end 
up eating seaweed one day.” 

Árni Finnsson: “Fisheries management is improving, but the fleet has become too 
efficient. All Icelandic fishermen know now that they’re fishing too much. They’re 
not too proud of it but I think they have become as aggressive as the Spaniards, the 
Germans or the English. We used to yell at them, and now we don’t have any respect 
for anything outside our two hundred mile limit either. It’s all ruled by profit.” 
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Farmers

In one of his novels, the Icelandic Nobel Prize winning author, Halldór Lax-
ness, tells of a parish priest in the old days who had to travel far and wide to 
remote farms to visit his flock. The people he went to see were so flattered 
by his tenacity that, after welcoming him with great courtesy, they proceeded 
to fill him up with cakes and biscuits. Often, going through this ordeal three 
times a day, the poor fellow would climb back up onto his horse, swearing 
never to consume any more sugar, and canter back home dreaming of legs of 
mutton. The Icelandic farms have remained as ‘small islands within the main 
island,’ even though their total number has decreased considerably. The com-
bined acreage of all Icelandic farms covers no more than �% of the surface of 
the island. Moreover, the concentration of horticulture in the southwest has 
acted as a kind of barrier to farmers in the north. In the end, though, Icelandic 
agriculture remains what it has always been — primarily engaged in rearing 
livestock.

Geothermal energy has allowed Icelanders to produce exotic fruits and 
vegetables, such as green peppers and even bananas, but it is not a branch of 
the industry that farmers care too much about. Their real capital remains the 
grass they grow in order to feed their sheep, cattle and horses. The farmers 
have always had romantic ties with nature, although they have only recently 
been forced to admit this fact by enthusiastic tourists. Being inherently reser-
ved, they usually choose to avoid being spiritual about such matters. Perhaps 
it is the very mundane nature of their daily tasks that has prevented these 
people from expressing any opinions about the beauty of their environment, 
or perhaps they are concerned that visitors might regard them as having the 
same pretensions as some of their urban counterparts. Similarly, they believe 
they have their feet firmly planted on the ground and that they do not need 
to listen to speeches by ecologists in order to know that financial greed will 
disrupt the balance on which they’ve sustained themselves for centuries. To-
day, Icelandic sheep are smaller than sheep in Greenland or Scotland. The 
Icelandic tradition of communal grazing during the summer has exceeded its 
bounds and severely depleted vegetation in the mountainous interior. 

Even though today their work is much easier and their homes and 
household comforts much greater, the 4,000 farmers spread all around the 
country have lost the serenity that their grandparents knew. They don’t have 
the same faith in providence. Many of them felt like lords of their own esta-
tes, even though they continually had to put up with the abrupt transition 
between only two seasons, summer and winter, and despite the fact that their 
equipment was often poor and out of date. These days, they are intensely con-
cerned about their sons and daughters being gradually drawn away from the 
country to the capital, Reykjavík. 
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They also fear that a new class of decision-makers may use underhand tactics 
to rob them of their traditional influence and place it in the hands of feeling-
less executives who have been educated in the U.S. Thus we can see farmers 
all over the country becoming highly anxious whenever a new project is an-
nounced in the capital city. Protests can be heard coming from the east, the 
west, and the north... Livestock farmers want to be consulted on all large-scale 
projects so that they can follow their progress carefully. 

But it would be giving the farmers too much credit to think that the 
protection of the landscape is the only reason for their dynamic protests. Just 
like their counterparts elsewhere in the world, they will tend to ignore the 
risk of possible pollution if it ultimately means that they might derive some 
benefit from it. That bastion of culture and jewel of ancient Icelandic society, 
the traditional Icelandic farm, has almost disappeared. There probably aren’t 
more than a dozen farms left where the long nights are spent reading or 
where music and the arts still flourish alongside the old custom of meeting 
up regularly. Those places have become museums of nostalgia, mere echoes 
of that ancient conviviality. 

The rest of the farmers retain their traditional hospitality, and their 
willingness to talk to people is still obvious. Nevertheless, youngsters from 
Reykjavík visit the countryside less and less often, and signs of a new reti-
cence are appearing. A French guide once told me about some campers who 
went and put up their tent three hundred meters from a farmhouse. It was a 
characteristic situation. They saw a farmer driving by on his tractor, but they 
didn’t dare talk to him because he pretended not to see them... They thought 
that their presence bothered him but that he intentionally declined from tel-
ling them so. Three days later, thwarted by their cold reception, they decided 
to go off and camp farther away — but as soon as the farmer realised that 
they were leaving, he climbed down from his tractor, walked over to them and 
told them he was sorry to see them go. He insisted that they came over to his 
house for coffee. 

Sigureir Hreinsson: “I’d really hope my children will be able to stay at a farm in 
the country. Something tells me this is still feasible. We baptized my youngest 
daughter, Eydís, here last month, so she’s part of this valley from now on. We re-
spected the family tradition and went to church on horseback with the baby”. 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “I was born on one of those farms that kept up the old tra-
ditions. It was in Bardardalur where I spent my early childhood, and I remember 
it well. My grandmother and a friend of hers would sing and recite poems, and my 
grandfather played tunes from Europe on the accordion. The scores were publis-
hed in Denmark, and they were brought out to us from Reykjavík by a postal mes-
senger on horseback, who did his rounds like that from farm to farm... My parents 
also got their education at home. Their teacher also turned up on horseback and 
usually stayed with them for about a month. We had a library at the farm, made up 
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of Icelandic, Norwegian and Danish books, many of which my grandfather bound 
himself. Religion played a regular role in our lives, but we were very tolerant. 
When there was any arguing between the children, each would tell his side of the 
story then grandfather would settle things abruptly — and that was usually the last 
word on the matter. I know that it broke my father’s heart when he had to move to 
town, but I was sent back to our farm every single summer until I was �4.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “I find them sad, all those abandoned houses. It is not the 
farmers´ fault. They were forced to find jobs in town after there was not enough 
farmland left to support them. “I’ve been a farmer since �966, I’ve been herding 
sheep and cows since I was five years old. It’s true that I sometimes need to work 
twice as much as people in town usually do, but I found my balance by getting 
about seven hours sleep each night. I’m lucky because I’m able to rest and recover 
my strength whenever I need to. When I have any spare time, I usually sit myself 
down in a good armchair and watch television.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “It was in my fate to be different. I moved from town to 
the countryside at a time when everybody was doing exactly the opposite! My hus-
band and I started by raising sheep at Hólar. Then we spent four years on a farm, 
and in �976 we came and settled here in Kyrholt on the shores of Skagafjöður, 
not very far from Hofsós. The place had been farmed for centuries. My husband 
preferred the highlands, but we could not let such a good opportunity go by. In the 
eighties, our sheep contracted a disease and we had to have them all slaughtered, 
so we only kept the horses. Unfortunately, I think that there are too many horses 
in Iceland today. More than 70,000 we’re told... For example, there are ��00 of 
them in this parish alone and there are only 90 people living here. It’s getting 
crazier all the time. The animals are destroying the farmlands. We let ours graze 
untended up on the mountainside at Kolbeinsdalur, though we can only keep �4 
because of the quota system.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “Árni and I started in �969 at Fljótstunga. We had �60 
sheep, and a small number of cows and horses. We certainly weren’t doing anyth-
ing new here — this farm is more than a thousand years old! There was a volcanic 
eruption in 9�0, and the lava flowed perilously close to where we now live. We 
know that nothing’s really changed since then — it’s very upsetting when you 
think about it. I recently wrote a book about all the farms in this area. We have far 
too much to do here, and there’s no time to go to Reykjavík.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “It was a good thing when the grants to start sheep-raising 
were dropped. I think then that farmers finally understood the problems resulting 
from land erosion. Now they’re looking at other ways of making things work, 
and are talking more about growing fir trees and providing accommodation for 
tourists.” 
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The memory of places 

When in �957 Reykjavík decided to open a museum site that contained hous-
es from the city’s past, it did so without forecasting where the houses of the 
future might be erected. The results are both sad and absurd. The popula-
tion of the capital city, then approximately 70,000 people, has almost doubled 
since. The museum site was ‘cleverly’ situated several kilometres east of the 
old town, on an almost empty hillside overlooking the gentle valley of Elliðár. 
Now, that same museum is completely encircled by motorway link roads. 

The twenty old houses carefully relocated there have been almost 
swamped by new high-rise buildings. Now you have to really have to have 
your nose pressed up those grass-thatched roofs and stained glass windows 
to feel any sense of emotion for them. Where the museum now stands there 
was once one of the oldest farms in the area, called Árbær. It is mentioned in 
historical records as far back as �464, and appears to have been the subject 
of considerable discussion in �704. Its tenants at that time, Sigurdur Arason 
and Sæmundur Þórarinsson by name, would have probably lived out their 
lives in peaceful joint ownership if Sigurður had not inconveniently fallen in 
love with a certain woman called Steinunn, who happened to be Sæmundur’s 
wife! And, to make matters worse, the lady concerned apparently did not see 
that this was a problem. . . 

One can guess how the story ends. Today angling is seen as a relaxing 
activity, but one must remember that it did not have this virtue at the be-
ginning of the eighteenth century. The passionate couple lost their minds. 
Sigurður and Steinunn, blinded by their love, devised a deadly plan. The un-
fortunate Sæmundur, trustfully accompanied Sigurður to the Skötufoss wa-
terfalls where they were supposed to go salmon fishing, and was perfidiously 
murdered there by him. The lovers were condemned to death. The man was 
beheaded according to the law of the time, and the woman, under the injun-
ction of a court whose magnanimity cannot escape our notice, was thrown in 
the Elliðár river bound hand and foot. These days, a few anglers who know the 
story perhaps pause to reflect on it as they cast their lines, but most of them 
have never heard it. They have lost what is called ‘the memory of the place. 

This lack of memory is surprising for such a young country. I expected 
to find signs of it all around me. What a difference to North America! In the 
state of Virginia, there was clearly no hesitation in setting up a bronze plaque 
at the spot where Andrew Jackson’s hat was hit by a Confederate bullet on 
April �9, �863. And in Montana, someone has put up a similar plaque at the 
spot where a certain Jimmy the Pick had a five ounce gold nugget stolen by an 
Indian called Black Foot on December ��, �878. Yet beneath the surface of the 
land, the memory of ten centuries is alive everywhere. American-style bronze 
plaques could be set up by the hundred! Alas, Icelanders are much more prac-
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tically minded and apparently have less interest in such historical trivialities. 
When they put up signs, it’s usually to indicate marked paths. 

And besides, what kind of memory of place do we mean here? “In Fran-
ce,” an Icelandic poet once said to me, “you have monuments and castles eve-
rywhere. Here, in this country, we don’t have anything like that - all we have 
is the rocky landscape.” Perhaps people elsewhere in the world like to reflect 
on magnificent mausoleums from the past, but the only tombs capable of af-
fecting an Icelander are the abandoned fish factories whose smell has become 
a mere memory since the herring stocks disappeared. 

In the last few years, Icelanders have begun to show some interest in 
their past other than that of reading the old Sagas. One might say that they’re 
looking for historical moments that have lain dormant under the plinths of 
non-existent statues. Thus, human events lie on the ground like signposts 
waiting to be erected, and the landscape has provided the monuments that 
Icelanders never built. All these signposts could easily be raised... Doing so 
would allow the Vikings of the new millennium to hoard up their culture as a 
stay against foreign influence. Full membership to the European Community 
will mean making sacrifices, and the most conservative thinking Icelanders 
already distrust cultural blending... 

Since two thirds of the Icelandic population now live in towns, they had 
better hurry up before their traditional culture disappears entirely... Fortuna-
tely, people who live in the countryside still remember. A three-day expedition 
in the north-east was enough to prove this point. There, the mines of memory 
are still full, and there is always some who knows where to go to uncover a 
hoard. 

A farmer showed us a difficult and bumpy ford in the River Jökulsá á 
Fjöllum. Over the space of six centuries, so far about forty Icelanders have 
met their deaths while trying to negotiate its icy cold current. I use the phrase 
‘so far’ advisedly since the families keep toll of these tragedies and pass the 
information from one generation to the next. The memory of places... 

Further away, while we were putting up the tent at Laugavalladalur in a 
raging wind, somebody told me the sad story of a shepherd of who lived close 
to a hot spring surrounded by lava fields. It was there, in his small turfed 
house, that he finally took his own life. His wife, who was pregnant at the 
time, had to walk some 50 km in the wilderness with her children before she 
could find a living soul. The memory of places... 

At Ódaðahraun (lit. ‘the place of infamous deeds’), to the north of the 
Vatnajökull glacier, I imagined I saw the top of an ancient outlaw’s hat jutting 
above a rock. Perhaps he was frightened off by the cars. The memory of pla-
ces... And it’s in this lunar setting that the first American astronauts trained 
before they went to the moon. The memory of places...

In the little harbour of Hofsós, a kind of half-way house for emigrants 
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has just been restored. During the period �870 to �9�4 they used to set out 
from here and board vessels bound for Brasil or North America. Here, one can 
find old sepia photographs and excellent books that help one to understand 
the poverty of a rural society in all its distress and anguish... 

Indeed, this house has been so well restored that it almost looks new. 
It is named after one Snorri Þorfinnsson, who is recorded as being the first 
European child to be born in the land known as ‘Vinland’ — that is to say 
America — just after the Viking, Leifur Eiríksson, found the New World. And 
that was some five centuries before Christopher Columbus set sail. The me-
mory of places…

 At Hólar, I also met a group of volunteers who were trying to rediscover 
the old spirit of the place, an atmosphere that had pervaded the village ever 
since it became a Catholic diocese in ��06. We know of the sad fate on Jón 
Arason — the last Catholic bishop of Hólar who was executed in �550 by the 
new Lutheran regime — but the people who live there today feel that their 
valley is a mine of other secrets that lie buried there as well. The memory of 
places. In Fáskrúðsfjörður, on the east coast, we arrived by pure coincidence 
on the French National Holiday, which is celebrated there as a cultural event. 
Once I recovered from my amazement, someone reminded me that from 
�895 to�939 thousands of fishermen had regularly visited this area. They were 
mostly Bretons from Paimpol and Flemish from Gravelines, who arrived in 
this small and otherwise forsaken fjord in late spring. Occasionally, there 
were as many as eighty such fishing vessels there for the season. Yet, despite 
the tough living conditions at the beginning of the century, these fisherman 
are fondly remembered in a plethora of anecdotes and stories. 

In July �996, a huge ‘tricolore’ flag was erected in the main street in 
the village of Fáskrúðsfjörður (which must be at least a hundred metres long), 
and Parisian style baguettes, with butter and ham, were sold on the pavement 
outside the local hotel. Young girls, trussed up like parachutists, were tossed 
high into the air on trampolines... In the harbour, while a trawler loaded to 
the hilt was proffering its quota of 500 tons of fish to the greedy beak of a 
huge vacuum pump, some small boys from the school were improvising an 
astonishing fishing contest, each of them pulling in enough fish in the space 
of ten minutes to feed their families for two weeks. 

Among the 400 ‘Pêcheurs d’Islande’ (i.e. the French speaking fisher-
men in Iceland), who came here during that period, 49 of them are buried 
beside the road at the mouth of Fáskrúðsfjörður. Thanks to a group of benevo-
lent French researchers, the old infirmary set up at the time has been turned 
into a museum. Even though the French ambassador saw fit to journey there 
from Reykjavík, this French National Holiday celebration in Fáskrúðsfjörður 
was by no means a formal occasion — it was merely a pretext for general mer-
rymaking. This small community simply used this opportunity to resuscitate 
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the memory of the place. I have mentioned these few random examples from 
a private trip I made to the area. They prove that the Icelandic landscape is fil-
led with historical places, and if there are no battlefields — well, that’s a good 
thing. Alas, the planning and setting up of historical sites requires a sense of 
ethics. Those who first develop such sites do not have the right to meddle with 
the atmosphere that prevails there. That is why the wilds of Icelandic nature 
must be conserved if one wants to mentally reconstruct the past — any other 
course of action will lead to catastrophe. 

In Reykholt the small circular pool used by one of Iceland’s most famous 
sons, Snorri Sturluson, is one of the oldest historical sites in the country. By 
remaining silent and closing ones eyes, it is possible to imagine the great 
writer, who also had a reputation for being ill tempered, bathing in Septem-
ber��4�, just a few days before he was assassinated. Unfortunately, an ugly 
concrete school building dominates this extraordinary place with overbearing 
triteness and thus prevents any possibility of one piecing together the past. 
The architect who dared to build this horror just three metres from a historic 
site had certainly not read Egil’s Saga. He has insulted the memory of places.

Jón Þorsteinsson: “I admit that I am fascinated by all that has happened in the 
area in which I fish... that’s directly north of Grenivík, along Látraströnd, all the 
way to Gjögurtá, and even farther out towards the island of Flatey... every time I 
go out in these waters, I think about the people who lived here, in these desolate 
corners of the country... Today, it’s all deserted. Half of the houses have already 
been gnawed away by the sea. At the beginning of the century, there were about a 
hundred people left living here, but they all had to leave one by one. My father had 
what they call here ‘an eye for the coast’ — it’s not a gift that all fishermen have. 
He could somehow sense the contours of the coast, and he told me stories about 
what had happened here. These were tales of small boats sinking and people who 
had drowned. In the Middle Ages, twenty inhabitants of what was then the small 
hamlet of Keflavík, just east of Gjögurtá, were killed off by the Black Death. The 
last two remaining villagers were a father who already had the plague and his ten-
year-old daughter. He had her move to a house where conditions would help her 
to survive and then made her swear that she would never come anywhere near the 
village. After that he returned there himself to die among the rest of the plague 
victims. Every time I go to this place, I get the chills...” 

Stefán Stefánsson: “I know that end of Eyjafjörður very well. I even helped the 
very last inhabitants there to move out of there in �947, aboard my boat. It was no 
longer possible to survive there.” 

Gunnar Harðarson : “Our stories bear a strange relationship between the visible 
and the invisible, but I fear that large-scale rural depopulation will soon lead to the 
disappearance of our knowledge about nature. But don’t think I’m being pessimis-
tic. Something tells me that there’ll always be someone instinctively conserving 
the memory... take for example the small Icelandic community in Luxemborg... 



37

Jacques Gandebeuf

they publish books and they have regular meetings...” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “Historical sites are not always the same for everybody... 
for example, as far as I’m concerned, Þingvellir is part of the national heritage. I 
feel quite differently about Reykholt. Seeing the place where one of the greatest 
saga writers lived affects me much more deeply.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “Ever since Árni and I started putting up tourists at our 
farm, I’ve have made a point of telling them the history of the place. This is no 
ordinary farmstead — it’s mentioned in �5 individual sagas! Foreigners are fas-
cinated. It’s hard for them to accept that our memories stretch back through the 
centuries. They ask me questions all the time. That’s why I now speak three langu-
ages, though I often need to consult the little dictionaries we keep on the kitchen 
table.” 

Árni Þorsteinsson: “I’ll tell you an extraordinary story. You know that in Grettir’s 
Saga it says that he killed his first enemy by splitting his head clean through... we 
knew that this terrible event had taken place in the area very close to where live a 
long, long time ago... Well, in �9�3, a skeleton that had been buried for centuries 
in the lava was finally uncovered... it had a terrible wound on the skull. At first, 
the archaeologists had their doubts, but then they excavated some other human 
remains. They analysed the bones and proved that these bodies had been preser-
ved in the extreme cold of some lava caves, close to the glacier, for more than a 
thousand years. There is no doubt in my mind that the skeleton found in �9�3 is 
that of Grettir’s first victim, Skeggi.” 

Ingbjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “In Gunnlaug’s Saga, there are a lot of stories about out-
laws who hid out in those caves.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “Memories are important. My mother is an historian and 
she helped me a lot. I haven’t read the Sagas yet, but I intend to do so. I need to 
know all those stories because I have some difficulty imagining what the first Vi-
kings were really like. Once I know that, it will be easier for me to imagine them 
in this landscape because it hasn’t changed.” 

Elin Palmadóttir: “I’ve done a great deal of research on the French fishermen, the 
‘pecheurs d’Islande,’ as you call them. By talking to the older people I’ve been 
able to reconstitute a whole period of time. The first boats that ventured into the 
fjord didn’t dare disturb the local inhabitants too much. The fishermen only ap-
proached the outskirts of the village to wash their dishes or their clothes in the 
river. The men received over three and a half litres of aqua vitæ per day to combat 
the cold weather. Before too long, they started to use the liquor to barter for wool-
len sweaters, and that’s how they struck up a relationship with the locals. A great 
many of those fishermen drowned or died in accidents. We have a photograph of 
three of them pulling in the lifeless body of one of their fellows. Apparently, he 
became frightened when the ship he was on began to go down. He dived in and 
tried to swim to shore. The small Lutheran churchyards are scattered with the 
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graves of unfortunate foreign fishermen who died here. Your schooners were not 
the first to sail along our fjords. Both English and Basque fishermen had preceded 
them, but never brought more than one vessel at a time. The French, on the other 
hand, would come in huge fleets during the spring. Every year they had to decide 
whether they were going to Newfoundland or Iceland — the fishing and the catch 
were quite different in those two places. A great many vessels sank or were wreck-
ed during the winter months since there were too few fjords that could afforded 
them shelter. No one can remember there being any trouble except the occasional 
fist fight at a coffee house. There are even some stories of romance between the 
fishermen and the local girls. As they came and went, the local population seemed 
to remember them better with the years. Stories about them were told during the 
long winter evenings on the Icelandic farms. That is why some young French 
people came last summer to clean up the old Catholic infirmary at the mouth of 
the fjord — a corrugated iron building that had been rusting away for years. One 
could not help being deeply moved by the sight of that lonely and isolated place.” 

On Visual Pollution 

One time, on a trip we made in July�993, we left the Kjölur trail and made our 
way towards the green fjords of the north. As we hurtled along, I soon became 
aware that the landscape was speckled with white dots for miles on end. From 
a distance they looked like giant mushrooms, growing up out of the grass. I 
had never seen anything like this before in the French countryside, but as the 
sun shone down it was rather a pleasant sight. I then learned that Icelandic 
farmers, always at the forefront of technological progress, were using a new 
method of protecting their hay after it was cut. Thanks to a handy but sophis-
ticated new machine, they could wrap the hay up in plastic coating and leave 
it there until they were ready to take it back to the farm for storage. In such 
a unpredictable climate, a technique like this was very welcome. Where the 
fields mown in this manner, large white cylindrical packages, some one and 
half metres wide, formed a dotted line across the landscape. 

Three years later, in �996, when I returned to the same area I saw these 
‘heyrúllur (i.e. hay-rolls) again. However, this time they were scattered on all 
the green slopes of the fjords as if an explosion of hailstones had been cata-
pulted down from Mt. Hekla. And now, at the end of June, there are so many 
of them that their presence utterly alters one’s visual perception of the lands-
cape. All around the island, summer seems to be clothed in a giant leopard 
skin. If you referred to this phenomenon as ‘visual pollution’ you would run 
the risk of being thought of as a misguided conservationist by the farmers. If 
you’re lucky, you’ll just be thought of as a silly and interfering amateur. One 
can’t argue with modernization. 
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I was comforted slightly when I noticed that some of the plastic bundles had 
changed their colour this year. Instead of the regulation white, they were more 
of a light pastel green which made their general appearance less gaudy. At 
first I thought some high-ranking official, perhaps a junior minister for the 
environment, had at last started to care about the image of the countryside, 
and that he had ordered the plastic suppliers to make some kind of effort. In-
deed, I had been told that in the village of Flúðir, a man named Einar Harðar-
son  had managed to erect an electric fence that was entirely composed of 
pieces of trawl netting and recycled plastic. It was green, and almost invisible 
in the landscape... 

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “One must not put ones hopes too high! If farmers around here 
are using green plastic now for their ‘heyrúllur’ it is not because that they are less 
gaudy! It’s only because that particular type of plastic is stronger.” 

Íris Svavarsdóttir: “I don’t think the white plastic is ugly. Personally it doesn’t 
bother me to see those bundles in the fields. It’s a sign of prosperity, which in 
itself gives me a feeling of security. I admit that all those dotted lines alter the 
landscape, but in my opinion they look rather cute.” 

Jón  Harry: “It’s true that once the hay is removed, we’re left with the plastic cove-
ring. But what do you expect us to do with it? At our place, we burn them up by the 
house, and everyone else I know does the same. It is said that several thousands 
tons of this material goes up in smoke like that, and the fumes produce real pollu-
tion. It’s a national problem. They should probably be an organised collection each 
year, but that would be far too expensive. On the other hand, I have yet to meet a 
farmer yet who’d refuse to use this plastic covering.” 

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “When I was young, in the south of the country, we’d throw all 
our rubbish in the sea. Now, we don’t do that any more. I’m sure that one day, we’ll 
be able to find the means to resolve this new problem of chemical pollution. Our 
technology has been developing too quickly.” 

Hjölli Finnsson: “I must admit that at first I also found all those little white spots 
rather attractive — I was working as a guide on tourist excursions at that time. But 
now they infuriate me! Between you and me, real hikers don’t like them too much. 
They see them as a visual invasion on the landscape.” 

This invasion of the ‘heyrúllur,’ which is far from shocking to everybody, still 
raises a question of principle. Does one have the right to modify the landscape 
at all — not only with large-scale projects but with the tasks of everyday life? 
The case of the plastic bundles thus becomes a twofold example. When the 
plastic has been used it is the source of considerable chemical pollution, and 
when it is new it is the source of an insidious visual pollution. 

It is the latest version of the age-old problem of waste disposal. For a 
long period of time, the farmers used to throw their waste and refuse into 
crevices in the rocks and lava. People relied on the spring moss to erase all 



40

Jacques Gandebeuf

trace of this, and then the process started all over again. Today, when many 
farmers are reproached for keeping at least two or three wrecked cars around 
their houses, they answer with a smile: “Where do you want us to hide them? 
You do know that we have no trees!” 

Very recently the Council for the Conservation of Nature has strongly 
criticised the existence of the more than �,000 sand or gravel pits in this 
country, most of which are privately owned. Since it can’t remove them, the 
Council at least allowed itself the satisfaction of fully listing them in its report. 
Sometimes some real action is taken. For example, there is a plan to save the 
famous lava forms at Dimmuborgir, close to Lake Mývatn, from erosion. This 
project will take about three years, and involves sowing grass on south of the 
area, which will act as a preventive measure against persistent sandstorms. 
But the motivation for this plan has mainly come from the tourist industry. In 
other words, the considerations have been financial not aesthetical. 

Icelandic farmers has not yet objectively accepted the idea that there is 
a more surreptitious invasion taking place, a type of pollution that does not 
involve any financial costs but which nevertheless ruins the look of the lands-
cape. Paradoxically, people in towns are more becoming conscious of all this. 
In�994 there were more than 3�,000 tons of private waste in Reykjavík alone 
— that is �40 kg per inhabitant. One only has to take a trip to the parking 
lot of the large shopping mall known as Kringlan to see a constant stream of 
people putting cartloads of goods into the boots of their cars — Icelanders 
have become super-consumers. 

But recycling is making some progress. Today, more than a third of the 
tonnage of waste is reprocessed at the Gufunes Recycling Plant. Throughout 
the summer months, young teenagers are employed by the town council to 
clean the pavements. Finally, there is the visual pollution resulting from ex-
cessive advertising on the streets. So far, the loud and garish placards and 
electric billboards do not seem to bother the population unduly... 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “As a student of law and philosophy, I think that no one 
has the right to make alterations to a beautiful landscape. We need new laws. I’m 
not suggesting that the protection of the landscape is a human rights issue. I think 
that one has to protect nature for its own sake rather than to satisfy anyone’s no-
tion of aesthetics. But I accept that the problem is fairly complex.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “Personally I´m very aware of visual pollution. I can’t 
stand the sight of wrecked cars and even less of houses that are left to fall into 
disrepair. Having them regularly painted should be compulsory. All the same, I 
would claim that no one has the right to alter the form or shape of an area of land, 
not even its owner. People don’t own the soil. They should be looking after it for 
those who follow them. As for the colour of the roofs, I don’t mind, as long as they 
are not too out of the way.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “I was against the project of construction of the aluminium 



4�

Jacques Gandebeuf

factory in Eyjafjörður at first... then I let myself be persuaded otherwise. But I do 
admit that it will destroy all the beauty of the landscape.” 

Hjörtur Jóhannsson: “Before any project is launched, one should weigh up the 
pros and cons. One can tolerate visual pollution, but only if it’s temporary.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “The aluminium factory doesn’t scare me, even though it’s 
very close to Akureyri. We have to create jobs for people who are being forced off 
the land.” 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “No one has the spoil the landscape. The role of the autho-
rities is to find the best possible balance between aesthetics and needs. One must 
aways consult the people who live in any given area.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “Personally, I think the project to transform the two main trails 
that run through the centre of the country into asphalted highways threatens to 
result in the worst visual pollution so far.” 

Íris Svavarsdóttir: “I don’t understand the fact that people can dig just about any-
where for gravel to use for road construction and repairs. The road workers leave 
huge ugly pits all over the place. They should go and find the materials they need 
somewhere else, in already existing gravel pits. The transportation costs would be 
a little higher but it would preserve the landscape in many places. Or they could 
simply cover them over properly.” 

Jón  Harry: “The farmer’s duty is to cultivate the land. He can change it a bit, but 
he can’t go too far.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “We shouldn’t have those power pilons all over the place. 
They completely obscure the horizon. It’s appalling.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “If we want to take things the whole way, then we 
shouldn’t even be allowed to plant forests with squared off borders. Geometric 
lines never look natural. All those rectangles and squares simply don’t fit in with 
the various natural shapes and forms in the landscape. A free growing cluster 
of trees, on the other hand, helps one forget the presence of human beings and 
gives an impression of primitive freedom. Unfortunately though, we have to have 
straight-lined fences for the sheep... 

Bjarni Guðleifsson: “We noticed it when it came to the aluminium factory close 
to Akureyri. People have become more conservation minded, that’s true, but their 
opposition to the project only concerned the chemical threat. Only a minority un-
derstood what visual pollution meant. We’ve already won two battles, in �98�-�, 
and �987-8. Let’s hope that the third battle will the last one, and that people will 
finally realise the importance of aesthetic consideration.” 

Gunnar Harðarson : “And to think that, in Sweden, they see us a living muse-
um.” 
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Tourists and Tourism 

This example of rather unusually plain speech example comes from a guide 
book about Iceland: “This land, which had a reputation for being inhospita-
ble, remains one of those rare places to which a foreigner would gladly return. 
No matter where you go, you will always be greeted with the same spectacular 
scenery, unstable climatic conditions and abrupt contrasts in the landscape 
— the impressions scroll along like a movie. From his very first contact, a 
traveller will understand that this island is an entire planet.” But what kind of 
a traveller exactly? In �950, a mere 4,084 foreigners visited Iceland; by �99�, 
there were �4�,56� of them; and, according to current forecasts, there will be 
�50,000 visitors arriving by the year �000. The population of the country will 
double when the fair summer weather arrives...

Some thirty years ago, of the ten tourists who descended from a DC 
8 in Keflavík and then rushed eagerly to the wooden huts close to the old 
airport site, nine were clearly professional hikers. One could easily recognise 
them from a distance. They wore old anoraks, frayed at the sleeves; they had 
heavy hob-nailed boots, and their rucksacks were filled to capacity with tents, 
ropes, primus stoves, woollen sweaters, and sleeping bags. Then they split up 
into two groups: the geologists and the ‘mystics.’ The first group had come 
to Iceland to see what Europe must have looked like some million years ago, 
and the second was looking for spiritual vibrations in the austere Icelandic 
landscape that would make them forget the stress and anxiety on the conti-
nent. Ever since that time, travel agencies all over the world have promoted 
the image of the anorak-wearing tourist in Iceland. Their luxurious brochures 
offered ‘healthy’ trips in pristine settings. And since not even a very bad pho-
tographer could mess up taking a landscape picture in Iceland, the agencies 
managed to plant a profusion of scenes depicting Iceland’s sublime environ-
ment in the European imagination. 

That is why, after seeing glossy colour photos of blond-haired and pink-
skinned robust young men, riding between two magical-looking glaciers, the 
rest of the world ended up thinking that all Icelanders wore boots and thick 
round-neck pullovers. This portrait of the timeless Viking was even more 
amazing since Reykjavík was at that very same moment changing its image 
and letting go of its sluggish attachment to the Nordic life-style — it wanted 
to become a European capital in its own right. The result was that one became 
confused walking around town. The foreigner strolled about in an anorak, 
hoping to pass as a native, while the Icelanders themselves wore jackets and 
suits and looked like ordinary city-dwellers... 

Unfortunately, for the past five years a new wave of tourists has been 
arriving. This time, there can be no confusion. The new tourists really look 
like caricatures of themselves. They descend in single file from the huge belly 
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of an ocean liner and go off to their hotels, where they sit at their assigned 
places in the hotel restaurant. From there, they are ushered onto coaches and 
packed off to see the geysers. From there they all send postcards, which in-
variably state that the Icelandic nights are short and that the water from the 
hot taps smells like rotten eggs. So everything’s changed round. Now, there 
are fewer tourists wearing anoraks and more tourists travelling by coach. One 
travel agent confided to us that even the young ‘adventurers’ who come here 
are demanding greater personal comforts! They still want to go and hike in 
the highlands, but now they want to be able to take hot showers and stay in 
proper housing twice a week. 

Gone are the invigorating trips where joyful groups of trekkers waded 
across rivers in their underwear, their nether regions totally numb from the 
cold water. Gone too are the solitary cyclists, transformed by the torrential 
rain into dripping wet mummies, inching their bikes forward against the ra-
ging wind. When these tough tourists of the ‘old school’ were around there 
was no risk of pollution. They respected the country too much to destroy it, 
and made very few demands regarding accommodation or anything else. All 
they needed was some shelter every 30 km or so, an experienced guide to take 
them into the central highlands, and a few landmarks here and there. 

At the opposite end of the scale, the tourists who travel everywhere by 
coach, present a considerable problem. Very recently, the most popularly vi-
sited sites (such as Þingvellir, Geysir, Gullfoss and Mývatn) have had to be 
redeveloped to meet the tourists’ needs. In the space of a few years, a host of 
small and charming pathways had become shapeless tracks that thousands of 
visitors paced every day. Then barriers, viewing platforms, footbridges, par-
king lots, toilets and guesthouses had to be set up... 

All this development was deemed necessary. And the colour chosen to 
paint the footbridges and barriers was a shade of pale green that is not offen-
sive to the eye. The general opinion is that the authorities have carried all this 
out as unobtrusively and with as little disturbance as possible. But in places 
where the vegetation is sparse, and where even the sheep have been prevented 
from grazing, the invasion of tourists has also done irreparable damage... this 
time, the grass is not going to grow back. 

The government is conscious of the dangers of large-scale tourism. 
Here, we are not in the Bahamas or the Canary Islands... but the authorities 
have no choice but to give into pressure from the travel agencies and the flight 
companies. 

Bjarni Guðleifsson: “Having everything taken care of for you while you’re travel-
ling is pointless. You can’t discover anything if you’re constantly part of a crowd. I 
wouldn’t like to see a hotel being built in Möðruvellir, unless it meant no change 
in the landscape. But no way do I want to see a tarmac road being laid to make 
it more accessible! Tourist promotion must be both sensible and responsible. I 
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think Iceland should keep its doors open to tourism, and I’m not frightened that 
the country will be overrun by it. But the flow must be controlled.” 

Jón Þorsteinsson: “Tourists don’t bother me since I spend most of my time at sea. 
But I also think that Iceland should keep its doors open. People ought to be free 
to explore this country, but not any old how. I wouldn’t mind taking the occasional 
foreigner on my boat to get a sense of what it’s like to sail these waters. But please, 
no more asphalt roads!” 

Stefán Stefánsson: “You have to be careful when it comes to tourists... I can’t stand 
the type who fouls up the countryside. I have to tell you that I meet a lot of foreig-
ners on the coast. They know how to camp properly, and I often give them fish.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “I support the further development of tourism on the condi-
tion that we farmers derive an advantage from it, and that the visitors don’t pollute 
the landscape. On the shores of Mývatn, we feel that all this coming and going of 
cars and coaches has got to come to an end sometime.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “Personally, I don’t have anything against tourists coming 
over. You ask me if I’m worried about seeing a hotel being built a hundred metres 
from my farm — the question doesn’t apply. What would they want to do here? 
But, call it tourism or not, I believe our first priority must be to create jobs for the 
local population.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “Tourism doesn’t scare me — if it’s organised. But 
watch out for those people who put up their tents wherever they feel like it. They 
shouldn’t be allowed that kind of freedom. I just came back from Canada. Over 
there, camping is a serious matter. Everything there is marked out. Here, there 
are still some magnificent places left that are impossible to get to. Why not make 
them accessible? Personally, I’d be happy to put up tourists who knew how to be-
have themselves at my place so that they could see the sunset over Skagafjörður.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “The control of tourism has become an urgent matter. The 
danger, as I told you, is the people themselves. Tarmacking the two main highland 
tracks is out of the question. I’m completely against that.” 

Þórunn Halldórsdóttir: “Tourism can be a threat to nature. Travel agencies had 
better control their customers. We urgently need to increase the amount of sign-
posted roads. Personally, I enjoy meeting these foreign visitors, especially when 
they bring new cooking recipes with them.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “Árni and I were the first people in Iceland to offer farm 
holidays for tourists. That was in �969 with people from a airline company. We 
put all five of them at the same time as a kind of favour. In twenty seven years 
we’ve never had any trouble. We don’t have too many guests at the same time. To 
start with, we had two or three people staying. Now there are sometimes as many 
as �8, but I wouldn’t want to increase on that number. We put them up in small 
cottages at a short distance from the farmhouse. They’d go for walks, ride horses, 
and ask questions at our evening gatherings. They were interested in everything. 



45

Jacques Gandebeuf

But I wouldn’t like to see coach loads of people coming here. There’s nothing to 
see in this area for people who don’t like walking in the lava caves and the moun-
tains. As to the caves, there’s talk about closing them to tourists as a protection 
measure.” 

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “We were one of the first to open our farm to tourists. That was 
in �987. It was our only alternative — the cattle quota system would have forced 
us to leave otherwise. We have three guest rooms, and we also allow them to camp. 
We thought that they would have shown more interest in riding the �0 horses we 
have here, but the majority of them come here mainly to see Geysir.” 

Íris Svavarsdóttir: “For some years there have been far too many people coming 
to see Geysir during the summer — up to several thousand tourists a day. We had 
to mark out a path. It is not as natural looking as it was. I miss that. “We’re not in 
touch with nature any more. With the petrol station, the shop and all the rest, it 
looks more like one of those small towns in the United States that have about fifty 
people living in them. They shouldn’t be selling all that stuff. They ought to deal 
exclusively with products made in Iceland. I think we lack experience. We had no 
real idea what the tourists were looking for.” 

Guðmundur Siemsen: “I’m worried about seeing our landscape spoiled by tou-
rism. Honestly, I even rather proud that I can meet so many foreigners here in 
our country. I agree with marking out the tourist areas. What is it you’re afraid of? 
The tourist agencies are too clever to kill the goose that laid the golden egg! But 
we have to be careful. No large roads through the central highlands. The existing 
tracks are sufficient.” 

Hjölli Finnsson: “I’m absolutely against all marked out areas in Iceland. If we 
continue like this, we’ll end up having to make secret maps containing the coordi-
nates of all the sites that have remained untouched. Why can’t we keep nature the 
way it is? Massive tourism is a contradiction to what Iceland stands for.” 

Karl Gunnarsson: “I strongly disapprove of all tourism promotion that has taken 
place over the last few years. It’s all right give a proper welcome to the people who 
are attracted to this country, but we don’t have to have to go out of our way to bring 
them here just as a solution to the unemployment problem. That would be too 
high a price to pay, and not only ecologically speaking. It’s a cultural problem, too. 
We are being threatened with the loss of our national identity.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “I’m shocked by the way tourism is organised in Iceland. 
Our style of welcome is becoming more and more sadly americanised. We’re tur-
ning a strange and bare place into an artificial four-star ‘Blue Lagoon’ that sells 
cosmetics. We’re creating things that are not Icelandic anymore.” 

Árni Finnsson: “People are surprised, but they should know that there’s a certain 
inevitability to the law of profit-making. It is a fact that as soon you organise na-
ture you start to destroy it. There are many Icelanders who have finally begun to 
understand this.” 
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Ólafur Ólafsson: “I’m for the expansion of tourism but only if it means bringing 
‘normal’ people here. I mean visitors who are familiar with a degree of liberal 
tolerance. For example, the differences between the social classes are much less 
important here. The only split that is beginning to develop now is that between 
people who know how to conduct themselves in a civilized manner and people 
who don’t.” 

Elin Pálmadóttir: “It’s a very difficult choice to make. If you don’t mark out the 
tourist sites and increase the degree of vigilance in protecting them, our country 
will have to be closed to large-scale tourism. Unfortunately, the hotel owners make 
all the decisions, and we don’t have anybody to arbitrate among all our conflicts of 
interest. “On the other hand, the farmers are obstinate. Take Kjölur for example. 
The Kjölur trail lies between two glaciers. They wanted to build a hotel and a petrol 
station very close to the famous hot springs there — it’s a very popular place to 
take a quick dip in the middle of the wilds when you happen to be driving through. 
The idea was to build these facilities just south of the Hofsjökull glacier. Ever since 
the farmers have cut back on the number of sheep, all they can think about is local 
tourism. And they haven’t thought about the consequences.” 

Bjarni Guðleifsson: “I miss the campers of the old days. I often met them in the 
mountains, and I always admired their spirit and their courage. I met some boy 
scouts on a glacier just the other day. They were coming back from a place I would 
never have dared to go myself.” 

This is a surprising story, the events of which took place on August �4, �996, 
on Námafjall, close to Lake Mývatn. Our convoy had just taken a break, and 
we had lined up our four vehicles with huge tires a hundred metres away 
from the mud cauldrons. About ten coaches were parked between us and the 
reeking smoke... well over a thousand people were passing back and forth 
through the sulphurous fumes. Three years earlier, I was almost alone when 
I came to visit this strange place. This time I noticed what a mixed group it 
was in terms of age and interests as the visitors threaded their way carefully 
between the hot springs and the boiling mud. We could a lot of French being 
spoken. 

One of the men there saw our vehicles as he was going back to his 
coach. He came towards us and asked: “Are you French, too?... Ah, excuse 
me, you’re with an Icelandic party! My apologies. If you only knew how much 
I envy you... You’re probably going on an expedition with your friends. To the 
highlands, perhaps?” “That’s right, we are,” I said. “But why do you ask?” “Lis-
ten , please don’t think I’m being pretentious, but you don’t know what kind 
of an ambush my wife and I have landed in.” 

This was a couple in the mid-fifties, well-to-do middle class people, but 
not ostentatious. They had bought a flat-rate trip, a ten-day cruise to Iceland 
and Greenland, arriving on a Russian liner- comfortable, by the way - out of 
Dunkirk. They soon saw that all their fellow travellers knew each other. Some 
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of them came from homes for senior citizens and others belonged to travel 
associations from various companies. In the ship’s restaurant, sitting four to 
a table, the passengers were quite happy to pat each other on the back and 
indulge in the regular communal singsong. And it was even worse on the 
coaches. 

This particular couple felt that the general atmosphere of forced fami-
liarity was invasive and upsetting. After constant exposure to it they were very 
depressed. “I know I’m repeating myself, and please don’t think I’m being 
condescending. I understand what the companies’ social committees want, 
and I have the greatest respect for senior citizens. But how can I put it? I’ll 
be retiring soon enough, and we’re in no hurry to have a foretaste of what 
might be to come. Besides, this trip completely misses the point of coming to 
Iceland. I mean, it doesn’t take in the spirit of the place. I have the feeling I’m 
on a Euro Disney trip. It’s very depressing! What’s worse is that we have three 
days left to suffer. I swear this will really teach us a lesson.” 

We shook hands and he went back to the coach to join his wife. They 
looked like two wax masks. When their coach started up, they gave us a heart-
breaking smile. We waved to them, full of sympathy — then, through the 
windows of the coach, we saw a host of joyful faces responding as if we’d been 
waving to them! 

The only hope of seeing Iceland gaining any firm control on this kind 
of coach trip will depend on the reaction of the anorak-wearing brigade that 
we spoke of earlier. It was those people, the adventurers and the mystics, who 
gave this country its special reputation. It was they who first saw it as a place 
where one could reload ones spiritual batteries. If tomorrow, the anorak bri-
gade had to relinquish their familiar sanctuary, repelled by the tumultuous 
invasion that the landscape has been subjected to, it would have a measurable 
effect on the country’s income. Should we then try to stop them defecting by 
creating a two-level tourist system? 

After an incredible journey, making our way through sharp lava fields 
and the pits and snares in the black sandflats, picking out a route across rocky 
deserts and traversing several impressive bridges that hung high above the 
muddy current of the Vatnajökull glacial river, we finally arrived at the hut 
beside the Askja crater. We had observed, with no small degree of concern, 
that a sandstorm was beginning to blow... 

At the end of this unforgettable trip, the hut with sloping roof appeared 
to be empty and it was a good ten minutes before we noticed a short woman 
in her forties, huddled at the far end of a table, busily scribbling postcards. 
And, later on, when we went over to her small tent, she huddled herself up 
even more. We were moved by her seeming vulnerability and invited her to 
share our meal, just as we might have done if it were Christmas Eve. She 
didn’t drink wine, which was a distinct advantage to us — the prices of wine 
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and liquor in Iceland are totally unreasonable. And then we struck up a con-
versation... 

She was from Lithuania, and she had already spent two days beside 
Askja after cycling her way alone through kilometres on end of deserted high-
land terrain. A philosopher in our group asked her what had brought her to 
such a desolate setting. She answered shyly: “I came to look for God.” 

Fair enough, I thought, but when I got back to Reykjavík I told this story 
to a Frenchman who lives there, certain that it would surprise him. However, 
after he had heard me out, he smiled and said: “That doesn’t surprise me at 
all. There are some people who come here to die.” That’s the other side of the 
coin of mysticism. Our fragile lady from Vilnius actually looked quite tough 
inside her tiny tent, erected just a hundred meters from the hut. Exactly like 
the young French-Belgian couple who arrived the following day, attracted by 
the “desolation of the setting.” It was also exactly like the admirers we found 
at the Viti crater, who loved so much running down towards the extraordinary 
green water of the crater lake and diving naked into its hot mud to find again, 
at least in their imaginations, some pagan communion with times gone by. 
The Askja crater is fascinating, a wonderful place to have an intimate dialo-
gue with nature, at least for those who manage to reach without going insane 
— which is not the case for everyone. Sometimes we meet up with sensitive 
souls, and far from reconsolidating their spirits, the phantasmagoria of Ice-
landic nature proves too powerful a jolt to their systems. 

Hjölli Finnsson: “Once I took a group of six French people, four of whom were 
women, to Mt. Hekla. It was a twelve day trip. I couldn’t speak your language very 
well... I noticed very quickly that one of the women was strange. She was a nurse 
from Paris in her mid-fifties. She would never walk with the others — always stay-
ed ten metres behind — and when we stopped she conspicuously made a point 
of rejecting all the meat, fish and chocolate and only eating the bread. In other 
words, she only took the worst food... During our get-togethers in the evening, 
she was persistently negative. I thought it was just her way of drawing attention to 
herself and that things would settle down. But on the third day, a gale of about �00 
km an hour started to blow — and it began to rain and snow. This was the middle 
of July! After half an hour, we were all soaking wet, and we had no shelter to dry 
off in. The group seemed to enjoy suffering, but I noticed that our nurse wasn’t 
wearing suitable gear. She didn’t even have any rainwear. I pulled some woollen 
mittens and a woollen hat out of my bag, but she refused them with a haughty 
look. When I insisted, she became aggressive. We had to keep on walking because 
it was so cold, but from then on I kept an eye on her. I really thought she’d die 
from exposure. Five Icelanders had perished out there in June �99�. We finally 
arrived, in very poor shape, at the Landamannalaugar cabin. The nurse’s feet were 
swollen and she had bad chilblains. She told us that she didn’t feel any pain while 
she was walking. It was pride that kept her going. I left her standing there and 
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took the rest of the group behind the cabin, and we collectively decided to stick her 
on the first tourist coach that passed by. It was only common sense, considering 
the shape she was in. But she refused to leave us. She started screaming that we all 
hated her. In the end, she came and announced to me she would go on alone. Of, 
course I refused to let her, saying that I wouldn’t give her any food. She answered 
that she’d manage with three packets of biscuits. At a loss as to what to do with 
her in this frame of mind, the group suggested that she continue with them for 
a couple of days, and that they would help her walk. She refused this too, saying 
that we didn’t like her. “Then I got scared. I thought that she was a paranoiac. I 
talked to the cabin warden, and he managed to get to go to sleep by lending her his 
bedroom after suggesting to her that she stay around the cabin to take a look at the 
bird life there...”She stayed there for three days. She even tried to join up with us 
later on before a guide finally managed to force her on board a coach. She never 
apologized. I could have wept.” 

Iceland also sees a number of New Age eccentrics arriving whose interests are 
so narcissistic that they have no real idea how to behave themselves. Two years 
ago, a couple of interfering nobodies chose to go out to the desolate mountain 
of Upptyppingar in the northeast of the country. Without consulting anybody, 
they had decided to ‘decorate’ a steep cliff-face that overhung a river in a spot 
that you could see clearly about five hundred metres from the main road. 
Thus it was by total coincidence that this ‘famous work’ was discovered later 
on. It was a kind of giant fresco, a montage of names rather tastefully drawn 
with obvious respect for runic calligraphy. They were the surnames of some 
members of an ancient family whose deeds are told in a well-known saga. 

Even so, the Icelanders were upset by this cavalier ‘tribute.’ They instin-
ctively reacted as if this landscape was their own private domain, and they did 
not care too much for the graphic quality of what they saw as an iconoclastic 
gesture. The police finally found the two ‘lunatics,’ Gerhard Lentink and a 
photographer, Reinaut van den Bergh, in Holland. Apparently, they had been 
on the rampage in some of the most remote corners of Europe for years, but 
their antics did not seem to bother people very much anymore. These two 
‘æsthetes’ did not know that in Iceland nature is sacred. They claimed that the 
painting would eventually dissolve — but it is still there! Ordinary Icelanders 
expressed their fury in the newspapers. 

Trees

Hundreds of foreign journalists have already written about Iceland. Not a 
single one of them has failed to mention that it is a ‘treeless’ country. In the 
70s, this cliché was proven to be true wherever I went. All along the 40 km 
stretch of road that connects the airport to the capital city, the absence of 
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foliage made a very strong impression on me. Even in Reykjavík, there was 
no risk of the stunted bushes that surrounded some the houses blocking the 
view. With the exception of two or three streets in the old town centre, where 
some old leafy trees just touched the edges of the roofs, the island was bare. 
The first city dweller I met did not have any difficulty explaining this. There 
were four intimately connected reasons that Iceland did not have any trees: 

Firstly, there is its geology; when the first settlers stepped on this frozen 
land, no more than a quarter of it was forested. Secondly, the Vikings had cut 
down most of trees for firewood. Thirdly, the sheep had eaten away all the 
shrubs and trees before they could grow back. Fourthly, erosion had swept 
away the remaining top soil. In �996, I found a fifth reason: Iceland does not 
have any trees because Icelanders don’t like them. If they wanted some, then 
perhaps they would have some. Have they forgotten that they like them? This 
is the most controversial subject on the island today. 

A movement for reforestation, started up by a group of city dwellers be-
fore the war, became public in the 50s. But, as soon it was began to take hold 
it met resistance. The farmers grudgingly accepted reforestation when state-
imposed restrictions on grazing rights for their sheep, led them to look for 
alternative sources of income. But at the same time, all around the country, 
unexpected opposition argued against the replanting of trees on aesthetical 
and philosophical grounds. These people spoke of a fundamental respect for 
nature and of the bare beauty of the Icelandic landscape. To give some idea of 
the battle waged by the reforesters in their effort to change people’s opinions, 
we might mention that, in �995, the first Icelandic tree to reach a height of 
more than �0 metres was cause for a public celebration! It was a larch im-
ported from Archangelsk which had been planted fifty eight years earlier in 
Hallormsstaður, Iceland’s largest forest... 

The prime minister placed a small plaque on the spot to commemorate 
the occasion. Anywhere else in Europe this event would have brought a smile 
to people’s faces. The government and the authorities never miss an opportu-
nity to keep the propaganda going. Vigdís Finnbogadóttir herself, was totally 
committed to this crusade. In �990, with Queen Elizabeth of Great Britain 
at her side, the Icelandic president ceremoniously inaugurated a birch forest 
close to the national site of Þingvellir. 

They have already reforested over 300,000 acres of land, one sixth 
of which is surrounded by fencing, and the long-term objective is to create 
�7,000 sq km of forested land. It’s quite surprising how much the capital city 
has changed over the last twenty years. For the first time abundant foliage 
reaches up to the colourful roofs of the houses. It is said that some of the city 
dwellers, finally convinced that it was worth having trees, were nevertheless 
amazed to see that their birch trees were blocking their windows... So, they 
brutally pruned them just like people prune their privet hedges in Europe. 
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The resistance to trees is a cultural and perhaps even psychological reaction. 
At least, so I thought when I and a friend visited the little graveyard at Möðru-
vellir. Thick birches, with powerful trunks, rose high above the gravestones. 
I could not help noticing that apparently only the dead could make birches 
grow in Iceland. Somebody answered that the poet Hannes Pétursson had 
already made a comment to that effect. He even went further and said that the 
dead souls inhabited the trees. 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “My first emotion as a kid — I had it when I was 3 years 
old when I visited the forest of Hallormsstaður in my mother’s home county. For 
me, it was as surprising as my first encounter with the ocean. I had never seen 
anything like it before.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “I’m currently the chairman of the Association for the Refo-
restation of Iceland, but this battle goes back a long way... My parents had studied 
agriculture in Denmark in the �0s. And my grandfather, Stefán Stefánsson, a bo-
tanist, had already organized a parliamentary trip to Jutland in �907. They made 
a law, but the farmers’ representatives were opposed to it, and that was at a time 
when only �% of the original forested land in Iceland was remaining. People did 
not feel guilty. They felt that their forefathers had nothing to reproach themselves 
for since, after all, they had cut the trees to heat their houses. Even so, the Sagas 
are full of allusions to huge forests... I think that public opinion is finally turning. 
I feel more and more motivated. My love for the forests has been an integral part 
of my world ever since I was a child. We were lucky enough to have trees at our 
house on Laufásvegur in Reykjavík. I remember that my parents had put down 
some new soil because the ground was rocky and had subsided by several meters. 
Later on, I went to real forests in Sweden, Norway and France and I understood 
that we were right. Today, there are 8,000 of us in 60 local volunteer associations 
whereas there were only �,000 of us some thirty years ago. The farmers finally 
understood as soon as the government cut subsidies for sheep raising. The pro-
blem is that they are motivated by income and from now on they want to grow 
coniferous trees instead of the deciduous trees that we really need. They want to 
be able to cut down the trees and saw up the wood as soon as possible so that they 
can sell it. People are trying to lobby the government on this issue, but the con-
cept of planting deciduous trees is just too new. Well, all right, it’s better to have 
‘political forests’ than no forests at all. But this delay is distressing. We’ve gone to 
the schools and tried to increase awareness at that level. We had a budget of ISK 
30 million to plant birches. I’m not pessimistic because the younger generation 
understands us. They’ve started to see the results, and they’re not going to be 
influenced by the arguments of the purists who are against planting trees. I can’t 
forget that during the first half of this century people thought we were crazy. Now, 
they’re the ones who are crazy.” 

Bjarni Guðleifsson: “Nobody’s against reforestation, but very few believe that it’s 
possible to make it profitable. Certainly, there’s a degree of selfishness in this at-
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titude. People want to conserve the landscape but our generation hasn’t had the 
time to stand back and look at the problem. People shouldn’t be allowed to plant 
foreign trees in our birch forests. Our birches are typically Icelandic. They don’t 
look like their slender counterparts from Siberia; they start to divide up into bran-
ches much closer to the ground. It is true that there’s a real conflict between bir-
ches and pine trees and, unfortunately, the latter provide a more profitable crop.” 

Hjörtur Jóhannsson: “I’m in full support of reforestation. But I get annoyed when 
I see volunteer workers randomly planting trees all over the place. As a profes-
sional, I’m constantly reminded of their lack of knowledge and experience. It’s 
not their fault. They’re being enlisted for political reasons to create a good image. 
They are too many dabblers and not enough real gardeners. We are very rarely 
consulted, not even on the question of when it’s best to do the planting. My work 
includes acting as a consultant to private individuals, and they usually admit to not 
knowing anything about the subject. Iceland doesn’t have a gardening tradition, 
but if we wanted to we could easily grow sensitive plants here. We recently proved 
this in Reykjavík, close to the Laugardalur swimming pool, and the politicians. I 
have the impression that the youngsters are less interested in forestry than the 
older people.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “There are plenty of places we could plant trees, but not 
to make money on selling the wood. They should only be planted to fight soil 
erosion. Personally, I like seeing all that foliage in town, but I’m against having 
foreign species of tree here. The trees must be beautiful, even though there’s no 
profit to be made out of them.” 

Guðmundur Siemsen: “We have to protect the small forests that exist now, but 
as far as I’m concerned it would be ridiculous to plant trees in the deserted high-
lands.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “I’m all for reforestation. I like trees, and I’m sure that 
they will make Iceland more beautiful — even those species that originally come 
from abroad. One must not forget that we have destroyed the forests that used to 
be here centuries ago.” 

Elin Pálmadóttir: “It was only during the Icelandic millennial celebrations in �974 
that Iceland realised the dangers. It presented itself with the desire to finally do so-
mething about erosion... the current movement for reforestation existed in town 
among a certain class of people. I have the feeling that my compatriots are still 
divided on this issue. They’re happy to do a little gardening at home, but they don’t 
like forests too much.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “I’m rather against reforestation. I want the south of Ey-
jafjörður to remain the way it is. It’s where I was brought up, and I insist that my 
children keep it that way too. There’s a sense of continuity when it comes to the 
handing on the land from generation to generation. It is very important. In my 
opinion, a country does not need to have trees in order to be beautiful. They can 
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only be justified as a preventative measure against erosion.” 

Sverrir Haraldsson: “In Hörgárdalur, where I come from, there are plenty of trees. 
Planting more of them would be silly — the ones that are already there are use-
less. On the other hand, a real forest would be much better than those small clus-
ters that we have there.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “I don’t agree at all with planting trees in my area. If 
people want to see trees then can just go abroad. Look at my house... a forest 
would block the view of both the mountains and Skagafjörður. For twenty years, 
we didn’t plant a single tree. My husband just planted a couple of small birches 
three years ago. I am resolutely conservative about nature. Iceland must remain 
what it is.” 

Gunnar Harðarson : “We’re criticized for not having any trees... but it’s an advan-
tage because we need a horizon line. I personally like to see far into the distance, 
otherwise I feel restricted. I did not feel at ease when I was in the forests in Swe-
den. I needed to see some grass. But, I don’t believe that Icelanders hate trees as 
such. They like the image of their country better the way it is. When I go to the 
northeast, and walk through the forest of Hallormsstaður, I don’t feel like I’m 
in Iceland. “Our real identity is the consciousness we have of living in an empty 
place. I can’t remember the name of the Dutchman who recently said there were 
only �60,000 of us in a large ‘uninhabited’ country. Well, I’m one of those people 
who want this country to remain as empty as possible... This very special lands-
cape fills our imagination. I grew up in Þingvellir, mid-way between the deserted 
highlands and the green valleys. We must keep this variety within unity that is so 
characteristic of Iceland.” 

Sigrun Helgadóttir: “People talk too much about reforestation instead of concen-
trating on the real ecology of the country. Personally, I have nothing against forests 
but we have to keep Iceland the way it is. If you really care this about this country, 
you won’t need to get people together to discuss what’s wrong with it. “I have 
the impression that people are ready to plant anything anywhere these days. On 
the whole, people seem to plant trees mainly for the fun of it. But, personally, I 
think that conserving nature primarily means not changing what is good about it, 
and our landscape would be fine if people everywhere had some respect for the 
environment. “I’m told that this is a minority point of view but I know that most 
people don’t express their opinions on this subject. Besides, you have to keep in 
mind that tourists don’t want to see trees here. It is precisely because this country 
is bare that they come here. I think we can soon expect a general division of opi-
nion on this issue. A new generation of forestry experts has begun to emerge here. 
As for their predecessors, because people didn’t take them seriously, they tended 
to become extremist.”

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “Reforestation? Yes, but at a slow pace. Personally, I don’t want 
to have my view blocked like it is in Scandinavia. Then reforestation would turn 
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into a problem as important as erosion itself. And, believe me, the tourists who 
come and stay at our farm think like us. I’m against importing foreign species of 
trees because we have to preserve the singularity of our landscape. Since we’ve 
been living here we’ve only planted about �0 pine trees. It’s expensive and takes 
a lot of time. But if it was necessary, we’d know where to plant a few birches on 
our land.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “I don’t have anything against reforestation. I only know 
that it’s expensive and that, in our area, the horizon is so vast and empty that put-
ting down a few trees wouldn’t make any difference. It wouldn’t bother me to see 
some square or rectangular forests. We’ve got to think about the sheep. We have 
proof that there were some woods here a very long time ago. I’ve been to Scandina-
via and I soon realized that I could never live in Sweden, for example. We missed 
the wide-open view. Árni and I wanted to see the place where the first Icelandic 
settlers had set out from, so we did. When we came back from Oslo, my son-in-law 
could not help sighing with relief that we have no trees here in Iceland.” 

Árni Finnsson: “I don’t know much about this, but in my opinion reforestation 
doesn’t have any economical justification. The only solid reason for it is to enhance 
the beauty of the landscape. But even this is debatable. Not everyone is of the same 
opinion. Vigdís wanted to make the country green again by planting birch trees. 
That was our president’s dream. But when the foresters plant, they have to dig... 
so, they had to destroy the land in order to make drainage ditches. I also found 
out that a lot of wet areas had been dried out without anyone thinking very much 
about the long term effects that this would have on agriculture. But I also distrust 
purists and environmentalists who don’t want to change anything at all. There’s a 
need for innovation, but we have to take our time in order to properly analyze the 
pros and cons so that we can avoid contradictions. Besides, raising sheep is more 
important than cultivating lupines, and raising too many horses is stupid because 
they’ll eat up all the young tree shoots — you take my word for it.” 

Hjölli Finnsson: “I’m against trees. Behind their tiny birches, some Icelanders 
feel like they’ve got some kind of shelter against the outrageous Icelandic weather. 
They’re protecting themselves. As far as I’m concerned, though, I derive a great 
deal of pleasure from the weather being what it is. And I’m not the only person 
who feels this way. Why do you think so many foreigners come here to go hiking? 
I’m referring to the people that I guide through the highlands or to the glaciers in 
the middle of the country. They are fascinated by this place that seems so hostile 
to human habitation. They realise that nature is not here to serve man, but that 
it’s our responsibility to adapt to it, not it to us. The idea of altering nature is in-
credibly presumptuous. The first time I went to the forest at Hallormsstaður I had 
a group of French hikers with me. I must admit I was happy to take them there 
after having heard so much about the place. The weather was fine and there were 
flowers everywhere. But after two minutes, someone asked me: “What have we 
come here to see?” 
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That tourist almost certainly felt that there was a kind of sadness hanging over 
the place. No matter what kind of trees this forest was filled with it, conife-
rous or deciduous, it would never shelter any animal life. Icelandic forests are 
empty. This would explain why Icelanders have always had their supernatu-
ral characters emerging from the rocky silence. In Europe it is different. For 
centuries, our imaginations have fed themselves on the threatening density 
of the forest. In children’s fairy tales, there’s always a wolf in the depths of the 
woods. You don’t make your way through to the other side — you get lost in 
the trees. As you venture deeper into the woods the birds begin to sound a 
warning. There’s are sounds of rustling and movement all around... 

François Terrasson, a friend of mine from Paris who works at the Museum of 
Natural History, has carried out a good deal of research on our fears of nature. He 
has noticed that many Europeans unconsciously repressed these fears whereas, 
according to him, they should be fully aware of them. In the forest of Chamborg, 
he organizes summer night gatherings that are quite a revelation. Each of the vo-
luntary participants on these trips is left lying alone in a sleeping bag. There they 
lie, in the middle of the forest, with no light whatsoever and with everything mil-
ling about around them. On the following day, the “guinea-pigs” tell their stories, 
and even the hardest of them admit to having felt anxious. When asleep, the mind 
loses all power to accurately measure potential danger and begins to exaggerate 
even the tiniest noises. A small fox sounds like a tiger, and every slithering sound 
becomes a snake. 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “The experience is hard to imagine here because, unfortuna-
tely, we have so few forests. I don’t think that I would be scared at night in the 
middle of a bunch of trees. For goodness sake, the only way for us to get lost in 
our beloved Hallormsstaður would be to act like ostriches and bury our heads in 
the sand.” 

The lupine question

Iceland has been subject two invasions since the arrival of the Vikings: the 
first was in �6�5, when some pirates came here from the Barbary Coast, and 
the second was in �950, when the blue lupine arrived. The first invasion was 
short-lived. The pirates took some 300 slaves and left. The second is still go-
ing on and remains a cause for controversy among the �60,000 Icelanders 
that inhabit this country. The butterfly-shaped petals, which grow in clusters, 
and spiralling roots, did not deserve to become such a symbol. People wanted 
the blue lupine to become a brave little warrior against erosion, and that au-
tomatically turned its opponents into dangerous public enemies. Even so, the 
Icelanders still have a good sense of humour about it all. Every time I mentio-
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ned ‘lupine-mania’ they always burst out laughing. 
Guðmundur Siemsen: “I’m not only against the lupine, I actually take an active 
part in trying to get rid of them with my team of scouts. The same people who gave 
us the seeds and had us plant them are now supplying us with shovels to dig them 
up again. Where I come from in Hafnarfjörður, this plant was choking the rest of 
the vegetation. We were given special machines to cut the young shoots.” 

Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir: “In my opinion, the lupine is a beautiful plant. I don’t 
understand why so many people are against them. Unless we can prove that they 
are actually doing damage, we should leave them alone.” 

Hjortur Jóhannsson: “This whole dispute over the lupines is nothing but hysteria. 
Anyway, I’m in favour of them. I happen to believe that they are the best solu-
tion to erosion. The fact that it is a foreign plant does not bother me in the least. 
What’s the point of us getting all upset about conserving nature in its untouched 
state since it’s all going to disappear one day. Everything evolves; that’s life. But, 
as a gardener, I get to meet a lot of people. I’ve met people who imported seeds 
for their gardens from places as far apart as the Azores and Kamchatka as well as 
from all sorts of other places in the world... I think this is very positive.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “We don’t have any lupines in our valley at present, and I’m 
very doubtful about their real usefulness.” 

Jón Þórsteinsson: “To begin with I was in favour of the lupin. Then, ever since the 
sheep were chased off the land, the grass started to grow again of its own accord. 
So, I changed my mind. There is no need for these lupines. I’m against them.” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “This subject has come under far too much discussion. We 
Icelanders tend to think of plants that grow too fast as poisonous or something. I 
believe that we can put up with the lupine for a few more years in certain eroded 
areas. 

“But we must be careful! People cannot just sow lupines here, there and eve-
rywhere. You don’t have to be a nature lover to see from the leaves of the lupine 
that it’s not a native species. The leaves are rough while those of native plants are 
smooth. The rain here makes everything that grows shine. The lupin leaf always 
looks drab in comparison. There is a fundamental difference here — people are 
never going to get used to them.” 

Sigrun Helgadóttir: “The lupin must only be used for special cases, and even then 
with great caution. But here, people plant them all over the place. For some people, 
it has become a kind of sacred plant. It’s come to a point where people don’t dare 
uproot it. Perhaps it’s a result of the famous Icelandic ‘original sin’ — the shame 
of having allowed the country to erode — as well as of the need to fix things for 
the sake of it.” 

Stefán Stefánsson: “I’m not in favour of the lupin. We already have our own plants 
and flowers.” 



57

Jacques Gandebeuf

Sverrir Haraldsson: “Personally, I think the lupin is a beautiful plant with a beau-
tiful flower. I’ve got nothing else to add.” L

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “I’m against them. They’re ugly. But my son-in-law thinks 
they’re a good thing. My daughter, Iris, feels that there are too many of them. See, 
we actually discuss this at our farm.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “I wouldn’t like to see this plant taking over the whole 
country. Not because it’s a foreign species but because of its general appearance. I 
think it’s more useful than pretty.” 

Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “I’m totally in favour of them, they’re by far the best 
method to fight erosion.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “I’m not against them, as long as they’re used sparingly. 
One or two flowers are cute, but a whole field of them — that’s a disaster!” 

Elín Pálmadóttir: “They are only answer to over-grazing, but we’re going to have to 
stop one day. In my opinion we have not yet determined exactly where they should 
and should not be cultivated, but I think it’s fine to plant them close to all those 
summer chalets we have in this country.” 

Hjölli Finnsson: “I very often to Skaftafell as a guide, and I can tell you that the 
wind is constantly blowing lupine seeds into protected areas, where even the sheep 
don’t go anymore. That is completely absurd. I’ve already noticed ten or so seed-
lings on the mountain in the national park there where sheep have never grazed.

“ I think it’s stupid trying to take care of nature. It can take care of itself. The 
most ridiculous thing is that in certain places in the south, some volunteer groups 
are systematically destroying lupines while, at the same time, other volunteers are 
sowing even more of them up north.” 

On Conservationists 

If one considers the enormous resistance in Iceland to altering in the lands-
cape, one might believe that the Icelanders were pathologically conservative. 
The majority of them do not accept that their island might change. 

Yet, one must put this reaction back into its context. All over the world, 
and especially in Europe, one can see the same identity crisis in the face of 
technological progress. But the Icelandic national identity, as you will have 
seen, is the only one entirely nourished by the singularity of its landscape. 
Everything that concerns the environment therefore takes on the dimension 
of an affair of state. And every affair of state inevitably concerns the environ-
ment. 

Islanders are always instinctively protectionist. Any amateur salmon 
fisherman who comes to Reykjavík with his fishing rod must make sure that 
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he also carries a certificate proving that his gear has been disinfected so that 
he will not contaminate the fish here. When an Icelandic horse goes to Eu-
rope to take part in a competition, it is never permitted to re-enter the country 
in case it may have contracted some viral or bacterial disease. 

But sometimes their tendency for conservation gets out of hand... and 
extends into their language, which has become as sacred to them as nature 
itself. 

The Old Norse tongue that the Vikings spoke must be protected from 
being polluted just as much as the sky, the water and the landscape. But it is 
even more extreme than that. In order to root out this pollution, they keep a 
vigilant and wary eye on all possible foreign loan-words. 

Take, for example, the exotic but harmless fruits that one can now find 
at most ordinary supermarkets in town. People made an effort to try to find 
new names for avocadoes, tomatoes and bananas, but by then it was already 
too late to Icelandicise them. 

This kind of measure makes us smile because it has nothing to do with 
the conservation of nature. But let us be quite frank here. The truth of the 
matter is that this attempt to rename things is the outward expression of an 
even deeper fear, that of ‘cultural pollution’ — the very term makes one shud-
der. 

People are very proud to have been able to conserve the language of 
their ancestors who came from Norway, especially since it was only a matter 
of a few centuries before the Norwegians themselves had forgotten it. That 
explains why they let nothing get in the way of their instinctive desire to Ice-
landicise all foreign words. 

Some people have said that, in this country that has no aristocracy, the 
only way to indicate that one belongs to the elite is to speak Icelandic as it was 
spoken in the year �000. But others believe that the Icelandic mentality has 
its source in its desert landscape and not in its language. 

Jón Hlöðver Áskelsson: “In my opinion, one´s language has nothing to do with 
nationality. Nature is the determining factor.” 

Bjarni Guðleifsson: “It’s true that we all enjoy creating neologisms. It’s one of our 
national sports. I don’t pretend to be a linguist — I make up words because I need 
to use them. If, for example, I’m carrying out an experiment on the physiology of 
plants and I find a new species of worm, I give it an Icelandic name. As far as I’m 
concerned this is in no way an expression of my conservatism, and even less of 
my nationalism. It’s creative, my way of praising the poetry of nature and adding 
to the natural musicality of our language.” 

Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir: “I’m in favour of protecting our language. Look at the 
kids in the towns... They don’t talk to anyone any more, except in the jargon that 
they pick up from computer games.” 

Sigurgeir Hreinsson: “One mustn’t put all those who want to preserve our langu-
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age into the same category. Some of them do it for obvious reasons, and I agree 
with them. Others, who keep a lower profile, are engaged in a kind of muted resis-
tance that doesn’t dare seek public expression. I don’t like them too much.” 

Karl Gunnarsson: “I’m not ashamed to admit that I make up words at work. 
There’s is no lack of opportunity in the field of biology.” 

Kristrún Heimisdóttir: “I’m in favour of the systematic Icelandisation of the lang-
uage, wherever that is viable. But I’m not relentlessly conservative about it. I hate 
fanaticism. Some concepts are just not translatable and we have to accept that.” 

I read an article which claimed that people who are in harmony with their 
environment like to naturally embellish their surroundings while those who 
are not try to escape it and a create a fictional environment in its place. 

The article concluded that Icelanders, who are both great storytellers 
and, to a large extent, still entrapped in their own Sagas, have maintained a 
complex relationship with their environment. Fortunately a friend of mine, 
who is a philosopher, has been able to put soften the blow of this rather pe-
remptory judgement: 

“ When I stay at my summer chalet to write, I very often need to think to find ex-
actly the right words. Deep in thought and facing a blank sheet of paper, I always 
end up struck by the sight of the mountain that peers back at me through the 
window. 

“I have the strange impression that it’s observing and mocking me at the same 
time: “Who does this guy think he is? The centre of the universe? Look how seri-
ous he is!” 

“Feeling that it’s mocking me, I immediately remember how pretentious an 
activity writing actually is, whatever words we invent.” 

“And that’s why the landscape always makes me feel humble. If we have any 
sense of humour at all, our real identities will be reflected by that landscape.” 

P.S. Two months later, at the beginning of October, a massive eruption took 
place, and we felt the full force of nature’s disdain. Every time there is a volca-
nic eruption inside the Vatnajökull glacier and the 600-meter thick snowcap 
is savagely torn open, it serves to remind people how tiny and insignificant 
they really are. No Icelander can afford the luxury of ignoring nature. I’m 
positive that on the day the news was announced on the radio everyone in the 
country fell into deep thought.  
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On moderation 

Icelanders live on an island that is still very privileged in many ways. The rea-
son for their simple trust in nature is that they have always had a more than 
plentiful supply of water and as much fish as they ever needed. They believe 
deep down that this will all last forever. They ignore the fact that they too are 
major predators. 

However, their precious solidarity falls apart as soon as they come to 
question their way of life. They quarrel about the image they have of them-
selves. Let’s consider the example of reforestation (which we will discuss in 
detail later on). Those committed to reforestation want to promote the image 
of a ‘green’ Iceland, whereas the conservationists hang on to the image of a 
rugged and rocky Iceland. Even worse, those who want more trees do not even 
agree with each other. Some want coniferous trees as a marketable crop, whe-
reas others insist on planting deciduous trees that they can watch growing in 
their backyards. 

In Europe, Icelanders are considered as born ecologists because they 
live on an island that has been free from large scale industrial or cultural pol-
lution. Pretending to ignore the fact that the purity of their environment is 
not of their own making, they enjoy their privileged situation and take it for 
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granted because they were born into it. On the other hand, it is hard for them 
to imagine that their inviolable universe might possibly alter some day. Their 
relationship with nature remains emotional and intimate. It is hard to define 
this in political or legal terms, but Icelanders are ecologically naive. 

To protect one’s environment today means that one understands the 
risks of going too far in certain areas of the economy. Well and good, but 
what do Icelanders think about this matter? Do they really have any specific 
opinions? Do they ultimately, like all other Europeans, have the feeling that 
economic growth has reached a dangerous level, and that even in Iceland the 
time has come, as they say, to apply the brakes? 

Bylgja Sveinbjörnsdóttir: “My husband and I once went on a trip to Germany, and 
I remember that on some mountain top (the name of the mountain eludes me) 
we were supposed to able to see seven separate European countries. In fact, what 
we mainly saw was a range of polluted valleys. It made us think a lot. We thought 
to ourselves, on our way back, that the same thing could well happen to us. I’m 
afraid that one day pollution from the European mainland will be blown here by 
the wind.” 

Stefán Stefánsson: “I’m a sailor. I like the open sea, which means that I detest car 
exhaust fumes and people who clean out their boat engines wherever they please. 
When I went to Norway, I thought the off-shore oil rigs were appalling.” 

Jón Þorsteinsson: “Even so, we recognised the erosion problem. The grass is gro-
wing again now that sheep grazing has been restricted. I’m not saying that ecolo-
gists are useless, but sometimes they’re wasting their time. For example, they did 
all they could to prevent a section of road being built across the end of Eyjafjörður 
as a short cut for traffic. But now everybody’s happy about it.” 

Karl Gunnarsson: “We’re slowly destroying the landscape to produce hydroelec-
tric power. Personally I don’t agree with all this tunnelling and construction work 
— neither the tunnels, the dams or the factories in Straumsvík and Grundartangi. 
We attract foreign industries, but locating them here has become absurd. It will 
make carbon gas levels rise by 40% whereas Europe has just committed itself to 
reducing its own levels! You just wait, by the year �000 all these factories of ours 
will have to close down!” 

Hulda Valtýsdóttir: “All potential short and long-term damage should be properly 
evaluated before such works are launched. We should know what we stand to lose. 
I have to admit that the landscape sometimes recovers slowly after the construc-
tion stage is over, but in other cases the damage is irreversible.” 

Hjörtur Jóhannsson: “Look at the power lines in Landmannalaugar and Ódáðah-
raun. They don’t look too good in those settings. We lack a systematic procedure 
for discussion before making decisions that might have a negative effect on the 
landscape.” 

Gunnar Harðarsson: “Major civil engineering projects should be graded. As far as 
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the roads are concerned, they are a necessity, and we can easily avoid the mistakes 
during the planning stage. On the other hand, dams on our island present all 
kinds of dangers.” 

Sigrún Helgadóttir: “‘I’ve often been in the northeast where I tried to intervene as 
a biologist. I had forgotten I was a woman! People did not listen to me. I am not 
against major civil engineering projects per se, but I believe they must be carried 
out carefully, and that this be done after consultation with the local population 
rather than controlled from Reykjavík. Take, for example, that idea of placing a 
cable under the ocean to transport electrical power to Europe? It’s nonsense! How 
could anyone want to support such an absurd project? As for cars and roads, I 
think that we are repeating European mistakes. I mean, do we really know what 
the future of the motor vehicle will be? If we build a major road system through 
the highlands to replace the two trails that are there now, can we really estimate the 
amount of pollution that will follow, or the number of hotels, stores, gas stations, 
or American-style signs... ending, no doubt with the setting up of nightclubs. “To 
begin with, I came out of the social sciences but I understood that we could not 
achieve real cooperation here in Iceland without uniting people in a fundamental 
way. And the only conceivable uniting factor, the only thing they have in common, 
is nature... Let me explain what I mean, to safeguard nature is to preserve social 
cohesion. This has become my area of expertise. Of course, there is an official 
committee for the preservation of the landscape, which is a kind of information 
centre for educators, but Iceland is too small and everybody knows each other so, 
paradoxically, it is impossible to have an idea accepted without working within the 
confines of that committee. That means that people on the official committee chat 
about minor problems without ever really implementing any of their ideas. The 
only thing I succeeded in doing there was to create a reputation for myself as a 
damned nuisance. On the fourteen-man committee only three specialists are ac-
tually doing anything practical. Twenty two years ago, when I was a warden at the 
Jökulsarglúfur National Park, I had made concrete proposals for restricted grazing 
for sheep. The committee did not even respond to those proposals (which deman-
ded an increase in fencing), but a little later, in their annual report they made fun 
of me. Ten years after that I gave up my job as warden.” 

Ingbjörg Bergþórsdóttir: “For me the big threat comes from the factories. I’m 
against them except where they are absolutely necessary. Politicians are either 
foolhardy or mere agitators. This project of setting up an aluminum factory is 
dangerous. I am a radical conservationist.” 

Lára Ágústsdóttir: “One musn’t be too dogmatic. For example, I’m in favour of tun-
nels because they protect us in extreme weather conditions. There’s more chance 
of the wind causing an accident out in the open than there is of being caught in a 
rock-fall inside a tunnel.” 

Guðmundur Siemsen: “If I ever become involved in commerce, I expect I’ll be 
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very concerned about my country. This aluminum factory idea makes me uncom-
fortable. I was told that Iceland imported bauxite and used it for aluminum pro-
duction just because we have low energy costs and cheap labour. I can accept that, 
but every single additional supply of energy involves a new attack on the environ-
ment. I’m afraid that Iceland might sell itself off in parts here and there without 
realizing that it will have to pay the consequences. On the question of hygiene, I 
was shocked to see how garbage and waste was being dealt with in Þórsmörk. It 
was gathered up and unloaded in various ravines. Fortunately my parents educa-
ted me the risht way. My father is apharmacist and my mother a nurse.”  

Karl Gunnarsson: “Another revealing example of our difficulty in imagining the 
future is the fisheries situation. None of us could have foreseen �5 years ago that 
changes in the natural environment would have affected this national resource. 
The Gulf Stream, which flows to Iceland has progressively weakened as a result 
of wind changes and given way to the polar stream from the north. This disrup-
tion has substantially affected the natural environment of the north fjords. The 
ocean has had a low salinity level ever since, and that has had a very adverse effect 
on plankton. One of the results was the disappearance of herring between �965 
and �970. As for cod, we haven’t seen any stock renewal for seven years. And if 
the mature females disappear, the chances of survival of the young fish will be 
much lower. The herring seems to be returning slowly now but the unexpected 
shortage had a very substantial effect on the morale of our fishermen. Their very 
modernized fleet allowed them to fish an entire year’s quota in three months, and 
they were suddenly aware of their vulnerability. Unfortunately, the rest of the po-
pulation still does not understand that we are too dependent on the environment 
— the ocean for instance, which is more subject to change than a volcano. People 
believe that our problems come from over-harvesting the ocean but it’s really a 
matter of the prevailing natural conditions.” 

Kristrún Heimsdóttir: “At first I thought that I could learn ecology but I found out 
that the courses being taught were only superficial. I worked in the committee 
for the environment on behalf of the left coalition, and I left it very disappointed. 
We have no means for constructive confrontation that would facilitate the accep-
tance of ideas. Most Icelanders are not really environmentally aware. There is a 
huge cultural gap between generations. In the old days, people certainly did not 
have our industrial problems but they were more ready to work together in har-
mony with nature. They respected what they saw as divine creation. In our country 
people must have been able to feel closer to creation than anywhere else... It was 
a feeling more than an conviction. People accepted nature the way it was, even 
though it was tough. Today, on the other hand, my generation doesn’t feel like 
that. The system has become rational. Ecology is more of a technical matter than 
an innate feeling. I regret the disappearance of that spiritual perspective because 
it helped people to live their lives.” 

Elin Palmadóttir: “I’m not pessimistic. I think that Icelanders are getting better. 



64

Jacques Gandebeuf

Consider an easy area, garbage disposal. For a long time we threw everything 
out in the sea, then one day it dawned on people that foreigners were attracted 
to Iceland for its beauty. Until then, Icelanders didn’t even know that this was a 
beautiful country. The first conservation law dates from �970. Unfortunately, we 
just don’t have enough legislation to help us. Effectively we’re still at the wishing 
stage.” 

Árni Finnsson : “I heard that I was the most hated man in Iceland. I don’t think it 
was personal, but rather my position as far as Greenpeace was concerned. I joined 
the organisation by chance in �987 after finishing a degree in political science, and 
I stayed in it until this year in order to fight on specific issues. But my aspirations 
are more political than ethical. As I told you, my energies are mainly directed 
towards the denuclearization of the ocean. At home we only support ecology when 
it is to our advantage. When it’s not, we simply close our eyes. There is an expres-
sion I like a lot, that economists use — ‘sustainable development,’ they’re always 
talking about it. ‘Sustainable’ is meant to placate the ecologists while the ‘develop-
ment’ part is there to please the industrialists. Defining what nature can or cannot 
tolerate is an impossible task. We only see that after the construction stage is over 
— then we realise too late that nature could not sustain it. I’ve lived in Sweden for 
seven years. I think that many environmentally conscious Icelanders feel protec-
tive towards their country. But let’s face it, you don’t have to know a country well 
in order to want to protect it. Iceland is isolated but the sea around it is not, and 
in time all kinds of pollution will be carried here by ocean currents. The state is 
pretty ineffectual against industrial power.” 

Can we conclude then that the engineers and property developers have the 
real power in Iceland today? It seems that they do what they want and exactly 
when they want to do it. So called public agencies publish glossy pamphlets 
containing attractive statistics on the subjects of geothermal energy, electricity 
and labour costs and send them abroad, making it clear that Icelandic workers 
have a very low level of absenteeism. A European company manager can’t be-
lieve what he’s reading. So, this country that international TV stations always 
forget in their weather forecasts looks like it’s the third highest producer of 
geothermal energy in the world! Its price per KW of electricity is the lowest 
in Europe — more than three times cheaper than in Germany; the rate of pay 
per hour nearly half of the German wage; and only Japanese workers show 
greater loyalty to their employers. 

The goal of those publications is to tempt foreign employers to relocate 
their factories in Iceland. To prepare the way for this extremely free industrial 
development, the Icelandic body of engineers has sound financial backing, a 
powerful lobbying team and a number politicians who already support their 
cause. For a long time people have talked about a mythical ‘kolkrabbi’ (oc-
tupus), composed of a dozen or so major families who have their tentacles 
wound tightly around the economy. But if in �996, such an octopus does 
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still exist, it is more likely to be a much larger technostructure, composed of 
people educated in American schools who are silently preparing their projects 
around government ministers in the capital. 

This group is careful not to consult any local interests until it has found 
silent allies in those areas where it hopes to carry out its structural modifica-
tions. Three such major projects have met with unprecedented resistance. 
The first concerns the creation of an enormous artificial lake by the power 
company, Landsvirkun, in the county of Hafrahvammagljufur, in the northe-
ast of Iceland. Technically speaking, it is an imposing and magnificent work. 
Aesthetically speaking, however beautiful this stretch of water might be in 
itself, it will still mar the natural surroundings in which it is set. The second 
concerns the central higlands. There has been more and more talk about asp-
halting both the central trails that cross the country from north to south. The 
left-hand trail runs through Langjökull and Hofsjokull, while the right-hand 
trail links Husavik and Akureyri to Hofsjökull and Vatnajökull. The improve-
ments carried out on the left-hand trail has already opened it up to ordinary 
motor vehicles (though it ought to be noted that taking this route still depends 
on the courage of the individual driver to face the unexpected). To travel along 
the right-hand trail you still need a four-wheel drive vehicle. Both these trails 
derive much of their charm from the impressive presence of the surrounding 
desert. Within a few years, asphalting them would irreparably damage these 
magnificent natural treasures. The third project to meet with serious resis-
tance is the proposed construction of an aluminum plant in a narrow section 
of Eyjafjordur, about ten kilometers from Akureyri. This gave rise to an enor-
mous public debate. The local fishermen merely saw it as an inconvenience, 
but the local farmers were scandalized. At present, it seems that no company 
has thought about taking the project up again, but that does not mean that is 
has been dropped entirely. It is a stalemate situation. It was not public opinion 
that succeeded in saving the beauty of the fjord, rather a clash of interests. 
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Sweden: Highway 50 and the trucks...

Introduction

I landed in Sweden two months after the arrival of spring, but only two days 
after the arrival of the sun. The Swedes couldn’t have waited any longer. Stret-
ched out in the grass on the borders of public parks, groups of young Vikings 
were bronzing themselves with their eyes closed. So much as to say that my 
appearance passed completely unnoticed.

In Iceland, I had already noted this same obstinacy in not missing a mo-
ment of tanning time, after months of ice and darkness. I had seen grandmot-
hers stop suddenly at the edge of the pavement and bury their white cheeks in 
a luminescent box. But the comparison would not go much further.

Icelanders are poets with a tormented spirit, but straightforward, while 
the Swedes have some sophisticated traditions. Particularly in this region of 
Östergötland, where I soon learned that the heart of Old Sweden was beating, 
even if other counties claimed the same honour. 
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Its capital, Linköping, has not been disfigured by industrial hardware, though 
thousands of engineers are building war planes here, which, admittedly, 
doesn’t particularly favour ethics. During the time of the Iron Curtain, a fo-
reigner from the East did not have the right to live in Linköping. And the 
same applied for those with black skin, despite the flamboyant Third Worl-
dism displayed at the chancelleries.

The one industry of which I saw any trace in the town was the relentless 
placing of parking tickets upon the windshields of poorly parked cars. This 
remains a mystery in a country that is so well disciplined. 

The Swedes practice in effect an introverted civic-mindedness. Everyo-
ne seems to know by heart just how far one can go without bothering others. 
As a result, no one experiences the need to talk about it. If you follow the rule, 
no one will pay attention to you, but if you haven’t done things like everyone 
else,  everyone will have seen you.

It’s very intimidating for foreigners. When I was driving in Linköping, 
I always had the impression, through my rear-view mirror, that the driver be-
hind me was keeping an eye on me. Doubtless some sort of Latin complex?

Radiating from a town square of provincial vibrations, Stora Torget, and 
some attractive winding pedestrian routes, the town starts spreading out, over 
several kilometres, into the forest which surrounds it, leaving behind, Ameri-
can-style, clusters of decentralized residential suburbs.

I admit that, in thinking of knocking on the doors of these comfortable 
private houses to ask people what they thought about nature, I anticipated 
that I would be in a difficult position. 

In Iceland, it took only five minutes for the question to take a metaphy-
sical turn. The conversation would become a meditation on existence. “You 
make me think of things I’ve never considered before,” people would tell me. 
They would situate themselves, as human beings,  in relation to their island, 
their desert, their volcanoes, their glaciers. While here, in Sweden, I had some 
trouble picturing myself asking these peaceful bourgeois about the efficiency 
of their lawnmowers.

Very luckily for me, and also for the Department of water and environ-
mental studies of the University of Linköping, which had asked me to do this 
survey, a typical environmental menace has been hovering for years over the 
west part of Östergötland county. It  is the question whether, on the eve of 
the year �000 and the opening of the great bridge over the Öresund strait, 
people still have the right in Sweden to rough up a fragile landscape in order 
to push through more trucks. I literally jumped upon this conflict, because 
it applied to my project. What had the researchers at the university asked of 
me in effect? To help them discern the evolution of mentality regarding the 
environment. It was now or never.

I had to try to find out whether this case of Route 50 was being ap-
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proached today as it would have been twenty years ago. And if it was being 
perceived differently, could one find out what had affected public opinion? 
Practical reasons concerning daily life, or abstract reasons touching on ethics? 
“You couldn’t have had better luck, they are the best,” Professor Bataille, hol-
der of a chair at the Sorbonne, had told me. He was speaking about the re-
searchers at Linköping, when I had met him by chance at the cafeteria of their 
university.

For two weeks, from the �0th of May to the 3rd of June in �997, I inter-
viewed 35 people, living for the most part in the area that the highway project 
would cut across. For the record, it consists of a triangle of which the corners 
are small towns: Motala in the north, Ödeshög in the southwest, and Mjölby 
in the southeast. It contains an agricultural, historic and touristic region about 
30km west of Linköping, quite close to the vast  lake Vättern. At the edge of 
the latter rests Vadstena, a tiny post-card town, known throughout Sweden for 
the beauty of its wooden houses, the majesty of its trees and the prestige of its 
historical monuments. Finally, one finds, about twenty kilometres southwest 
of the town, two small jewels of Swedish natural heritage, the lake Tåkern and 
the mountain Omberg.

The Tåkern-Omberg pair forms a whole in the national imagination. 
On the map, its outline could make you think of a butterfly, of which the 
mountain is the left wing and the lake the right wing.

The image allows me to venture another. You remember Groucho 
Marx? He had made a speciality of snipping in two with scissors his neigh-
bours’ bowties... It’s exactly what could happen between Omberg and Tåkern. 
With a highway used instead of scissors.

The 400,000 visitors who climb each year to the top of Omberg moun-
tain don’t all know that �500 years ago it was the last refuge of the Ostrogoths. 
But everyone is aware that the mountain was, in the �8th century, a royal hun-
ting ground where Bernadotte´s predecessors invited his peers. 

The thousands of naturalists who come to Tåkern know that it is an 
exceptional oasis for tens of thousands of birds. Everyone knows that though 
Sweden is dotted with watery expanses, only one other lake is comparable to 
it on the other side of Vättern. It is Hornborgarsjön, stupidly emptied in �9��, 
but which an intelligent lobby succeeded in restoring in �980. Just as a wo-
man writer, Selma Lagerlöf, had saved Tåkern, at the beginning of the century, 
to the great vexation, already, of some farmers who insisted on drying it up.

One understands better the anxiety prevalent in the region, at least 
among the families that have been here for four or six generations. You would 
find, in the cupboards of all these farmers, the same album of yellowed pho-
tos, where you would see duck hunters, posing solemnly before their manors, 
or fishermen with bowler hats, very dignified in their flat-bottomed boats. 
This iconography is not only a reminder of the years around �900. It leads us 
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back to the Sweden of the �7th century.
People say that the farmers lost control of the Tåkern during the �950s. 

It was the end of a long period of remodelling the Swedish agricultural lands-
cape, which had begun in the �8th century, with the menace of famine as 
justification.

Land divisions were suppressed, lakes and swamps were dried up. Ber-
nadotte – the king - was a great advocate of drainage. One sixth of the agricul-
tural surface of Sweden today has been extracted from water.

But at what price? For the environmentalists at the University of Lin-
köping, this policy of systematically drying up land was a mistake. Various 
species disappeared. The brutal regrouping of farmlands brought about over-
production of milk and cattle. As a result, people took up machinery which in 
turn reduced employment. Farms became deserted.

In �830, a botanist named Elias Fries was the first to timidly propose 
the idea that people were going too far. He wrote that it was moral to restrain 
economic development if it threatened the natural balance and the lives of 
plants and animals. He even dared to speak already of “lost beauty.”

Yet it was necessary to wait for years before seeing the Royal Academy of 
Sciences put forth the idea in Sweden in �909 of protecting the environment in 
the name of an obscure heritage. And its motivations were still cleverly elitist.

During the thirties, however, with the number of farmers having al-
most dropped by two thirds while the industrial population expanded, the 
idea of landscape had to evolve. From rigid, corseted privilege it became a 
social benefit. Nature belongs to everybody.

The following evolution is well known, for it is the same in all the in-
dustrialised countries. Many Swedes have finally understood that to protect 
nature, people must control development. Sweden did it with more ardour 
than other countries, the population experiencing a true egalitarian frenzy. 
An example: I remember a report in Lapland during the 70s. A syndicalist 
from Kiruna had told me that a small group of miners had just gone on strike 
because management wanted to cover the employees’ open-air parking lot - 
but only for the engineers’ cars.

The image of Sweden has a fragrance of cleanliness. Today it can pass 
as one of the best-swept countries in the world. Its innate taste for sport and 
hygiene has driven it to endow itself with draconian regulations to keep its 
nature spotless, avoiding the pollution that has been seen elsewhere. Every 
dog owner has a little spade.

Still it seemed to me that the researchers at the Department of  Water 
and Environmental Studies at the University of Linköping had their doubts. 
Indeed, if 98% of the protected national parks are found in Lapland, the old 
Swedish landscape where the majority of people live is under constant threat 
from planners’ projects. 
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Between Tåkern and Omberg

Birgitta Karlsson, a farmer’s wife

City-born Birgitta got married here, in Valla Skattegård. She is 57 years old 
and reigns over her home and garden, obviously pleased to live in such an 
environment. ”I’ve been here for thirty years and I wouldn’t care to go back 
to town, unless I had no other choice. Lars and I do know though that in ten 
years time, we won’t be living on the farm any more. Our son will take over 
from us”.

— Do you often go to town?

— Not very often. If you have a beautiful garden to look after, you know, you don’t 
feel so much the urge to go to the theatre  or anywhere else. Well, it sometimes 
happens though, and then we take the car.

— Don’t you lack anything here?

— Absolutely nothing at all, except  for  snowploughs to get rid of the snow.

— And the business with the highway, does it affect you ?

— Let me be frank. I do not feel personally concerned, even if route 50 is going to 
cross my own garden.

— I’m surprised at you. Do you accept it ?

— Listen, a road has to be made somewhere. I told them: do whatever you want, 
but do not touch my three old limes. They are one hundred years old and I don’t 
want them  cut down. We were talking about that again only yesterday at a family 
gathering and I’m pretty sure that we’ll talk about it again when they come along 
with their machines.

— Aren’t you afraid that by then it’ll be too late?

— No problem.

— Have you attended demonstrations against the road during the last five years?

— No. I mean, you see how the traffic is nowadays. There’s one fatality for every 
ten kilometres every year. Something has to be done, it’s too dangerous. So we are 
not opposed to the principle. Sure, I would have preferred to have this road enlar-
ged on the other side of the little lake. But they don’t feel like having it any more 
than I do, down there.

— In short, you are being shoved about, but you are resigned to it.

— Yes, I do accept out of concern for the public good.

— What will you say to those who claim that the landscape around Omberg and 
Tåkern is a heritage to be protected ?

— I am also fond of the little lake. If it had been threatened by the project, I would 
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have protested. You must not believe that we agree to everything that comes from 
the bureaucrats. When they told us that they were planning to cross over our field, 
we refused, even if they bid money for it.

— Why did you refuse?

— In order to pass the land on to our son. We had no right to act otherwise.

— Tell me something about nature. What does it mean to you ? A healthy life? A 
quiet tempo? Emotions? 

— All of it, as a matter of fact.

— Does the landscape affect your mind?

— It has to, since I feel happy here.

— Do you think that a landscape can be polluted by things other than smells and 
fumes?

— Yes, every time something’s forced into it that does not belong there.

— Such as a road, for instance?

— Well, I’ve already answered that. It has to be somewhere.

— Suppose I settled down about one hundred yards from your place and built a 
three-storey house right in your view.  Would you let me do it?

— I’ll tell you something. Preservation is nice, but you can’t overdo it. In Mexico, I 
noticed that they take a lot of care of the ruins, whereas the poor Indians that live 
all around are left completely abandoned.

— Do you enjoy being alone in nature?

— I love it. The greatest treat for me is to row out in our little boat, on the lake. 
Rowing amidst the tall grasses... Sliding in silence, only three kilometres away 
from the farm. I feel sort of smooth within myself.

Lars Karlsson, a farmer

The Karlssons have owned a farm in Skattegård for four generations. Lars’ 
grandmother had seventeen brothers and sisters. But since the Common 
Market came into being, work has changed. “It’s half cereals and half carrots. 
We let the nuns at the new convent have some, and they bake cakes for us in 
exchange. If we had not diversified production, it would have been a disaster. 
I hope the planned road will go as far away from us as possible.”

— You seem more determined than your wife?

— That’s right. I am in favour of a road for tourists.

— Do you discuss the matter together?

— No, never. You may have noticed that I didn’t come when you were asking her. 
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We only have ten years to go here, so it’s no use having an argument about it.

— Why are you afraid of the project?

— Because Omberg-Tåkern as a whole is something unique. It has been the lands-
cape of my family for generations. Not to mention the historical side. All these 
small monasteries. This is the very heart of old Sweden.

— People say that the new road is bound to shake up a lot of people. You are used 
to living near one another. You belong to a community whose common property is 
the landscape. Everybody knows everybody. But if you get a road with 80% heavy 
traffic, you will have to live with people you won’t know. This is not a part of your 
tradition. Aren’t you afraid?

—  No, I’m not. We’ll get used to it, but still I’d rather not have it that way.

— You are not ready to lie across the road to prevent the lorries from driving 
past?

— I’m not crazy. They might run over me.

— All in all, this matter of route 50 doesn’t seem to be a big issue for you in rela-
tion to the notion you have of nature.

— Nature for me, that is fishing and hunting. For my wife, it’s the trees and the 
garden. Everyone has the nature that suits him. But the landscape belongs to eve-
rybody. You cannot keep it for yourself.

— Provided nothing is turned upside down, or so you said?

— Yes. There are limits. Take the colour of the houses in the municipality. I would 
like to have all of them painted red, as tradition would have it.

— But what if I built a purple blue house right under your nose?

— I would react.

— In the name of preservation of the landscape?

— No, only in the name of my own interest. I would plead that my estate has gone 
down in value because of your purple house.

— This is not very romantic?

— Don’t you worry. We are not insensitive...  Look at those maples and birches... 
If I opened the window you could, as we do, listen to the music of their leaves 
trembling in the wind.

Monica Rosén, a farmer’s wife 

Monica and her husband Thomas run the farm of Husberga, which has been 
in the family for three generations. The Route 50 project directly threatens 
their living space. They are totally committed to defending it.
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“As far as I’m concerned, it’s perfectly clear. I’m 4�, and I don’t want my genera-
tion to destroy the landscape. For me, it’s an ethical issue. We are here in one of 
the most beautiful parts of Sweden and lorries have no place here. No more than 
in Vadstena for that matter.

— What about the traffic, where should it run in your opinion ?

— South of the little lake; that’s the normal way. Look at a map. It’s quite ob-
vious.

— It’s too easy to pass the project on to the neighbours like a hot potato.

— That’s not the question. In my opinion the best solution would be the train. 
That’ s not feasible for the time being, but it will be done one day.

— Have you gone along with demonstrations?

— My husband won’t miss one.

— Do you discuss the matter with your friends?

—  We haven’t stopped for the last five years, especially with the farmers. We don’t 
know the town people that much.

— What do your children say about it?

— To be frank, I think we do influence them a bit, but it’s only normal. Their fu-
ture concerns them. Our three oldest daughters have been singing a protest song 
against the road in the choral society.

— What is a landscape to you?

— It’s the scenery of four generations. It mustn’t be touched any more. I couldn’t 
think of another life.

— Even in town?

— Maybe we’ll have to live there when we retire. But then it would have to be 
a small township. We need greenery to live. We need water, we need animals 
around us.

— As yet, nothing has been destroyed.

— No, but we feel the danger. I’m not against tourists, but I couldn’t stand wat-
ching strangers tomorrow roaming about our fields. I’d go and tell them to respect 
our scenery.

— Which means that this landscape belongs to you?

— Quite so. My answer is yes. No one has a right to turn upside down the view I’ve 
been watching so long when I look out from my kitchen window.

— Besides traffic, do you fear other pollution?

— Visually, yes. A road with lorries, that’s visual pollution. A  big hotel, a service 
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station or I don’t know what, that would be the same.

— If I get you right, you disagree with the town people?

— You bet I do! (she laughs).  You would think they belong to another race.

— Do you feel emotions in front of nature?

— Especially at this time of year. June is always magnificent. When I see all that 
yellow, all that green, all that blue, I’m often moved to tears.

— What do you like best in Sweden?

  — The cleanliness of space.

Thomas Rosén, a farmer

Forty-five year old Thomas makes no mystery of his ideas about the road, 
whereas his reserved disposition makes him shrink with a farmer’s modesty 
from talking about himself.

— You are said to be an activist...

— If keeping myself well-informed is being a militant, then  I confess that I am a 
militant. But for the time being, I mostly listen to what others have to say.

— You’ve never banged your fist on the table?

— Oh yes, I have, many times. I’ll tell you frankly that I’m not too keen on taking 
the floor in public. I feel shy. But I know how to use the phone and I take advan-
tage of it. That’s my way of protesting... Between ourselves, this phone business, 
it costs a fortune, but one has to make sacrifices. One feels tiny in front of develo-
pers and bureaucrats. If we didn’t alert the media, it would be the end of us.

— How does it go along, when you phone?

—  Civil servants don’t care much for being asked for explanations. They get ex-
cited.

— Do they hang up in your face?

— Once it happened, yes. It was with Tommy Palmqvist, a social democrat, about 
school buses. It’s a very complicated system, from one farm to the other, and ex-
pensive too. He wanted to convince me that with a highway, it would work much 
better. But I broke out in protest...He hung up on the spot!

— Are you pessimistic?

— Yes, I am, because we are in the middle of a slow process of destroying the 
landscape. It’s tragic enough, philosophically speaking, that so many things 
should have been destroyed. It took seven thousand years to make this beautiful 
land on which we live here, and it won’t take nearly as much time to destroy it. I 
fear chemical pollution most.”
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He goes and fetches an oblong, whitish object. It’s probably an axe from the 
neolithic, such as are commonly to be found in the area.

— I found it on September 7, �993. I was turning over the ground with a big rake. 
Suddenly I saw something. It looked like a modern statue. I jumped off the tractor 
and I scraped that funny stone which did not exist in these parts. It was a flint, 
which had to have come from elsewhere, probably brought along by the tribes 
from Denmark or from south Germany. It took them months to polish it in the 
sand.

— You are keen on history...

— The archaeologists came and explained its origin to me. The only thing is that 
they wanted to take it with them to the museum. But I refused. They promised 
they would return it after taking pictures for their archives, but I didn’t believe 
them. I told them that this flint would never leave my farm. If they wanted to see 
it, they’d just have to come again. I ‘m going to keep it. It’s part of my landscape.

— Basically, you are an ecologist.

— I say that we have to think of our planet.

— Are you against nuclear energy?

— No, as long as it doesn’t look too dangerous. But careful! We won’t forget Cher-
nobyl.

Thomas shows me another family treasure: a table set up with strange pieces 
of wood that were found by Lake Tåkern. Their cross section shows black and 
yellow stripes. They are bits of a five-thousand-year old oak, still bearing the 
marks of some ancient variations in humidity. These planks used to be a foo-
tbridge on pilings leading to huts nestling among the reeds.

Håkan Tunemar, a farmer 

Håkan has been running his farm for �7 years. He has a passion for agronomy 
and a keen interest in the biological renewal of earth. His father settled down here 
in �94�. The farm by the lake Tåkern produces cereals and rape (colza). In winter, 
there is fishing.

— To tell you what I’m thinking deep down, I’m rather pessimistic. There has 
been talk about this road for ages and everybody should have reacted.

— They do. Only yesterday, you had a meeting...

— Yes, but apart from the lakeside residents, the others won’t stir enough. In the 
beginning, five years ago, the room was packed. We used to be 400 at least grum-
bling, whereas today those who live only one kilometre away from Route 50 just 
stay at home. They’ve thrown in the towel, as if everything were settled already.
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— Frankly, don’t you think so too?

— Let’s say that I am getting used to the idea. Life is not going to stop anyway, but 
it’s the scenery of my life, that is going to change. And that’s what bothers me.

— Why does it bother you so much?

— However imaginative I may be, I’ll never be able to conceive that this kind of 
road could ever lie across my landscape. It won’t be the people around here that 
will profit by it, if it’s to be built one day. It’ll be the long-distance lorry-drivers.

— They are already driving past, aren’t they? Haven’t you got used to them?

— No I haven’t, not at all and if they enlarge the road, they won’t plant 70 km/h 
speed limit posts every kilometre.  There will be three times as many heavy lor-
ries and they’ll drive still faster. At the end of this strange development, local car 
drivers will get scared and they won’t dare use the road any more.

— The developers say they will set up anti-noise walls...

— So what? They’ll block the view in order to spare our ears. But I do care for  the 
view we have from our home. It’s my landscape. Yesterday at the meeting, my wife 
asked by how many metres they were to raise the road. They weren’t even able to 
tell us. I’m fifty one. My �9-year old daughter lives in Colorado. My son lives with 
us. He is sixteen. I wonder what I am going to pass on to him. 

The threat is still ambiguous, as it seems to twirl around from one year to 
the next. The developers are waging a supple war, altering their plan quickly 
if people’s stand against the project gets too determined. Håkan has got the 
feeling that in their minds they’ve already won. People are fighting a virtual 
danger, a fine blueprint, with bright colours in its glazed paper file. When 
resistance gets too noisy, the drawing gets new colours, but the file is still 
there...

— In the beginning, the road was to lie 300 metres south of our home. Since the 
time we protested, it has been planned to be �00 metres to the north. As far as size 
is concerned, the same tactics are used. First they wanted a 30-metre-wide road, 
so that allowed speed could be ��0 km an hour. Now, they mention nine metres’ 
breadth and a 90 km speed limit. This is the reason why people get demobilized. 
You can’t argue clearly in front of an ever-changing project. But when the building 
work is finished, it’ll be too late.

— Tell me frankly. You said that you love your landscape, but what is it you feel 
exactly?

— I’ll be quite frank. I’ve always lived with the anxiety of seeing this beautiful 
municipality turned upside down some day. My father already used to talk to me 
about a road project, when I was only ten years old. I always knew that disaster 
would come.

— Do you feel rooted to this place?

— You know, we are in a very traditionalist municipality. A son always follows in 
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his father’s footsteps and there’s no arguing about that. I’d have difficulty living 
elsewhere.

— Have you been travelling around?

— Very little. Once to France, and soon to Colorado to visit my daughter. But I’m 
kind of blind to judge other countries. On the other hand, I’m clear-sighted in my 
own. I feel myself in harmony.

— You talk like a poet.

— Oh no, I don’t. I’m only saying that I do like my work. I’m aware of being a 
privileged person because I’m bathing in nature and I let it lead me along.

— Are you sometimes moved by your scenery?

— Yes, it happens. I often go out on the lake in my small flat-bottomed boat and I 
mentally thank my parents for having me born here. It’s like an emotion, as you 
say. But you know, people who work alone are not too keen about sharing their 
emotions.

— About this lake, doesn’t it scare you sometimes?

— Scare me, the Tåkern? It’s a nice lake. Nothing to do with the Vättern on the 
other side. The only danger is the ice breaking up. But everybody is aware of that. 
The wind is also said to be sometimes strong enough to sink a boat. But there is 
barely a drowning accident every twenty years.

— Is it still possible to be romantic in the year �000, do you think?

— If to love a landscape is being romantic, then I am. But I’m no dreamer. Eve-
rybody knows that there have to be changes in life. But when it comes to turning 
a heritage upside down, people should be consulted instead of getting the news 
from the paper, or let’s forget democracy.

— When you heard for the first time that the road was under way, how did it 
feel?

It was like a cold shower. We couldn’t sleep at night, my wife and I. And ever 
since, as I told you,  I still can’t imagine that one day, I’m going to see lorries 
only 300 metres away from my home, driving over my fields.

 Lars Andersson, a small-boat fisherman

When drawing level with Skedet, on Highway 50, a sign by the road informs 
drivers that fish is for sale in the vicinity. And some �00 metres away from 
the road, you’ll find Lars’ house. A small wooden shed has been attached to 
the house and the daily catch is prepared and smoked there. Lars and his wife 
take pride in showing its black soot walls to the customers stopping by. The 
couple have a 33-year old daughter. 
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Now that he is 58, Lars is asking himself questions. He left Stockholm in the 
fifties and picked up a job in an area that seemed to be very quiet then. He 
goes fishing on big Lake Vättern.

Besides local customers, many tourists have got his address in their 
wallets. At Vadstena castle even, carefully packed smoked salmons with Lars 
Larsson’s label on them are to be found among the postcards and honey jars.

— When I first came here, there were eighteen fishermen. Today there are only 
two of us left along this three kilometres’ road. The Common Market has brought 
prices down. It’s Norway that’s ruling the market.

Nature is not the same to a fisherman as to a farmer. The job is still hazardous 
and Lars’ relationship with water is never idyllic. Has he ever been scared, at 
any time, when he used to go out alone in his small boat?

— I remember one autumn, back in the eighties. Then I had a close encounter 
with death when I was least expecting it! A wave came crashing down right over 
my head. The engine got flooded and stopped. I was far from the coast. But luckily 
I had my phone with me. If I hadn’t...

— Did you change after that episode?

— Yes, I learned my lesson. I had been there too long, from early morning down 
to the middle of the day. I had taken risks in forgetting to respect the elements.

— You talk about respect. Do you mean to say that there must be a code between 
man and nature, limits not to overstep?

— Something like that, yes.

— When you are alone in your boat, do you happen to contemplate the lands-
cape?

— Of course I do. The beauty of Vättern is important to me. Just as the beauty of 
Omberg and Tåkern. It’s a whole, with the villages, the farms and the people.

— Do you think that the houses play a part in that beauty?

— Sure.

— Then if I had a purple house built on the other side of the road, would you force 
me to change the colour to be in line with everybody else?

— I’m not for minding other people’s business, but there is no chance for  your 
story to happen here. People here agree on not settling down anywhere and 
anyhow. It’s nice to be able to say hello to the neighbour from one’s window, but 
not too close though.

— If I get you right, you mustn’t be too pleased with the project of developing 
Route 50.

— I’m against it. It should be built south of Tåkern.

— Have you attended demonstrations in the last five years?

— My wife has. I haven’t got the time.
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— For you, as a fisherman, the road must be of secondary importance. So what 
urged you to protest?

— For me, it’s not a matter of profit. Quite the contrary. The more cars that pass 
by, the more fish I would sell. But I can’t stand watching my landscape being 
damaged.

— Are you optimistic? 

— Not so much. I believe that the bureaucrats will wear us down in the end. I 
don’t trust them at all.

— Aren’t you being prejudiced? Some are competent and sincere.

— Maybe. But they keep talking and promising and they do just the opposite. You 
cannot hold out against them.

— Basically, you are an ecologist?

— The name you call it  is not so important. But if they launch a big demonstra-
tion, I’ll go.

— Could you live in town?

— We’ll have to consider that for later on, but I don’t think too much about it.

— Have you travelled a lot?

— Seldom, and never more than three days on end. We have too much work to 
do.

— Even in winter?

— In winter, it’s different.  One has to break the ice. Roads are blocked with 
snowdrifts. In January, February, I have my holidays. I relax while sweeping the 
snow...

Lennart Skoogh

All the regulars on Route 50 know Lennart Skoogh’s store, at Rogslösa. Just 
like the general stores lost on the edges of American roads, his business is the 
last one remaining in a radius of �00 kilometres. Lennart is 64 years old, and 
has a son aged 38. The family has lived here for three generations.
The problem of Route 50 is, for him, a heart breaker. In order to discuss it bet-
ter, he takes us under the apple trees, one metre below road level. The noise 
from the trucks is infernal.

— Can you imagine the noise if they expand the road? The worst thing is, the body 
gets used to it, we can’t do anything about it. We’ll become numb to it in the end. 
At first, we were sleeping in the rooms in back. Now, we sleep in front, with the 
windows open. It’s too much.



80

Jacques Gandebeuf

— So much the better for you, in a certain way.

— Yes, but it’s shocking, intolerable. Contempt for people, to please a machine. 
And not just people... on my corner you can’t even keep a cat for any time. 

— You’ve had some?

— I’ve already lost five or six of them, crushed by the trucks, and two dogs too. 
You live with the obsession of seeing a kid running out of the store and getting 
mowed down.

— You see a lot of people going by... Are your customers conscious of what’s co-
ming up?

— I can tell you that all the property owners by the road are against the project to 
expand Route 50. Even more, they want to reduct the actual traffic and the speed. 
They think that if it’s absolutely necessary to find a solution to the north-south 
traffic situation, well then, let them adjust the big national highway E4, which 
runs south of the lake. It’s so logical.

— Have you demonstrated?

— I’ve gone to meetings, I’ve signed petitions, but frankly, I don’t feel that you can 
change things this way.

— Do you think they have the law on their side?

— The law, what’s that supposed to mean? Me, I’m afraid of it.

— What have they said to you when you’ve protested?

— They’ve assured me that they could build a noise-reduction wall between the 
new road and my house. As if they’re giving me a gift! You can imagine the result? 
The view out my window cut off, my scenery disappears. No question of seeing 
the small lake any more!

— What do you propose?

— We’ve thought about it a lot. The ideal would be a Route 50 between Vadstena 
and Ödeshög adapted for light tourism. No more than 70 km/h, and bike lanes 
if necessary. You wouldn’t believe how much desire people have today for these 
small roads. They all talk of it at the store.

— Admit that you’re also defending you interest in wishing for these light tourists 
at your store, rather than the truckers...

— Don’t believe it. I’m going to be retiring soon, and even if they complete their 
absurd project, I’ll have stopped working at the shop long before they finish it. I’m 
fighting for whoever takes over, because if the bureaucrats pull it off, they’ll close 
off our small space with their noise-reduction wall, and the last place for people to 
gather will have disappeared.

— You use arguments that show that you fear practical inconveniences. But do 
you also have more personal or sentimental reactions? Regarding the landscape 
precisely?
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— You know, I’ve always been very busy. In commerce, you’re a bit of a slave. It’s 
why the external surroundings have become so necessary to me. A real whiff of air 
by my door. When I have two or three hours free, I go fishing or hunting.

— Which of the two lakes do you prefer?

— They’re so different. I lean toward the little one, because I was already going 
fishing there when I was a kid.

— Nature, what is it for you?

— I think I’m becoming an ecologist. I don’t want anyone touching the landscape 
that’s watched me grow up.

— That’s an intellectual reaction, or an emotional one?

— Totally emotional, I told you.

— Still, nature in Sweden is not always complacent. The winters are hard and 
cold. The wind and the ice can make the big lake dangerous. The little one too. 

— Yes, it’s true. But that doesn’t keep people from coming. In the summer, just at 
Roglösa, we had forty residents. It’s not just the landscape that attracts them. 

— What is it then?

— An atmosphere that impregnates them, when they’ve spent a few days between 
Omberg, Tåkern and Vadstena.

— Do you think young people still feel this atmosphere?

— No, unfortunately. Most of them have their thoughts somewhere else. 

— Getting back to the project. Do you still have hope, despite everything you’ve 
told me?

— The traffic has doubled on Route 50 as it is over the past ten years. If they get 
their route in front of my house, it will quadruple.

— Would you be able to lie down on the road, in front of your door, to stop the 
trucks?

— That’s hard for me to imagine. We’re still disciplined Swedes, you know.

Agneta Lundin

After having worked in a hospital, this 4�-year-old woman has managed a 
service station since �993 at the west exit at Vadstena, and thus on the famous 
Route 50.

Always smiling, despite having to be available from morning to night, 
she seems to me to be permanently in conversation. I ask her whether she’s 
heard of the project, although I’d be astonished if she hadn’t.

— Of course, I know what’s going on! A single day doesn’t go by without a custo-
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mer referring to it. Our future is at stake, when I think of it. We’re on the front 
line.

— Are you from around here?

— My mother is from the area. Me, I live a little further away, right near the little 
lake, at Väversunda Lassagård.

— What do people say?

— It varies. Sometimes they’re pessimistic, at other times they’re satisfied.

— On the whole, do you think they’re for expanding Route 50?

— The majority, yes.

— And you, what’s your opinion?

— Let’s say I’m split. As a gas station attendant, I’m for improving the road, but as 
someone living in a house 500m from the traffic, I would be more against it.

— Feminine contradiction. If I’ve understood right, the problem troubles you?

— It’s more the environment of my home that makes me worried.

— Do you think that there are already too many trucks going by?

— No. I see a lot fewer of them than people talk of. It’s more private vehicles.

— If the truck traffic were turned away one day, would that bother you?

— Not really. I often think of the future of our occupation, and I tell myself that 
road transport, here in Sweden as well, has hit a ceiling. 

— Do you think that your profession is in danger in the coming years?

— I ask myself questions. Sure, I like my job overall, and I’d like it to continue. 
The contact with people, continuously seeing new faces. It’s nice, you know. You 
don’t have time to get bored.

— What about fatigue?

— You deal with it. To each their own. When I’m stressed, I go out for some air.

— Does that happen often?

— Every other weekend. But you know, when I was working at the hospital the 
rhythms weren’t any better. 

— Let’s go back to the future. The actions of the ecologists, are you afraid of 
them?

— I think sometimes that they go too far. Between us, I see some of them every 
day when they stop here. Nothing but talk of pollution coming from their mouths, 
but no catalytic converters on their cars.

— Do you like nature?

— I’m a country girl. But I don’t have the option of enjoying it fully, at my rhythm. 
Everything goes too fast and it stresses me. 
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— What do you mean?

— Sometimes, I feel something like a light anguish. I find that the seasons are 
getting out of order.  Spring becomes bizarre, we have too much summer, and 
then autumn keeps you waiting...

Henrik Lindblad

A restaurant operator in the centre of Vadstena since �995, Henrik has a th-
ree-year-old son, and greets his customers together with his wife. At �8 years 
old, he recognizes that his work gives him pleasure, but it leaves him very 
little time for walking in the surrounding area.

— I was born in Helsingborg, where the mentality is different. There, things are 
going on all year round, while Vadstena is a small town that hibernates in the 
wintertime. What’s struck me since my arrival is the relationship the townspeople 
have with one another. People are quiet, but everyone knows each other.

— During the summertime, the town changes?

It’s completely different. The tourists take hold of the park around the castle. 
They’re everywhere, they disappear around dinnertime, then come out in time 
for sunset.

— Is your clientele diverse?

— Pretty much. We have all kinds. Some come because of religion, others for the 
trees, and others for the lake. We also see a lot of them who stay for several days. 
They go every morning to the library at the castle to discover clues about their 
ancestors. Everyone tells us that Vadstena is one of the temples of genealogy in 
Sweden. We see lots of Americans passing through.

— Elderly people, mostly?

— Yes, of course.

— Do you regret that?

— (He breaks out laughing) No, frankly. Put yourself in my place. Retirees have 
the means to treat themselves to a restaurant, while young people are often happy 
with a sandwich.

— I suppose that the topic of Route 50 must come up in all the conversations?

— What Route 50?

— What? You must be kidding. The one that goes to Omberg and Tåkern.

— Oh yeah. There’s a problem?

— Yes. They say that your town is split, between a small majority that wants to 
expand the road, and a large minority that doesn’t.
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— Believe me. I’ve never heard it spoken of. My wife and I, we’re always around 
the stove. 

— Does nature play a large role in you life?

— When I have the time. I like taking walks a lot, looking at the animals. Before, 
I used to go fishing. But I’m profoundly a town person.

— Do you see a difference with people from the countryside?

— Sure. In a big city, even if you’re happy, you can’t keep from being stressed, op-
pressed. Here, I work a lot, but everything is relaxed around us.

— You would be in favour of a region better adapted to light tourism, in other 
words to people who would come to Vadstena by car or bike and fan out from 
there on the small roads, as far as Tåkern and Omberg mountain, discovering the 
monasteries and the birds?

— I’m not against it.

— Even if your clientele were younger?

— I’m sure that older people would go for a drive too. Everyone likes small ro-
ads.

— Even if it meant that trucks no longer came through here?

— Oh, you know, I don’t have the impression that they stop often in Vadstena, 
except for deliveries.

— Have you travelled?

— I’ve been to Europe, Africa, and America.

— What do you think about Sweden?

— Other than Stockholm, which considers itself a great capital, where people 
make themselves stressed out so they can be like everyone else, I think that my 
country is still pretty calm. I like its tranquillity.

— What do you say about ecologists?

— They’re often right, but they often react awkwardly. Public opinion doesn’t al-
ways understand them. 

— This matter of Route 50, does it interest you?

— You won’t have come for nothing. I’m going to think about it.

Britt Ekberg

In her attractive guesthouse Solgården, where she gracefully reigns, Britt is 
very concerned about the interior ambiance. Each room is dedicated to a pain-
ter, and decorated accordingly. I spent fifteen nights with Dardel.

A former schoolteacher, Britt is 64 years old, has three children and 
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seven grandchildren. Quite up to date with the cultural scene, she often leaves 
Vadstena on short trips in the company of her husband Sven, a retired engi-
neer. They go to visit antique shops in Stockholm and elsewhere. I’d like to 
know whether she has the same feelings for nature that she has for beautiful 
objects.

— I love colors, you suspect that. Nature attracts us, when we have the time to 
enjoy it. 

— Do you go on vacation?

— We have a house in the north, on the mountain. We go cross-country skiing. 
And we go walking during the autumn. 

— You were born at Vadstena?

— Yes, but I lived in Stockholm for forty years.

— Let’s talk about landscapes. You, who enjoy them so much in paintings - what 
do they mean to you?

— For me, it’s above all freedom. The possibility of walking alone in a space. 

— You’ve travelled?

— Yes, in Egypt, South Africa, other places too.

— When you come back by plane to Arlanda airport, and when you see your own 
country in the window, are you moved?

— Certainly. I tell myself that we’re lucky.

— The Swedish landscape, what does it mean to you?

— Cold and cleanliness.

— Are you conscious of living in a protected country?

— Absolutely.

— But could you live somewhere else?

— Yes, in France, in Provence.

— How do you explain the Swedish taste for attractive houses? I’m thinking of 
your own.

— We like interiors. We need them during the winter.

— Would you be afraid of nature?

— Afraid? Never. That’s impossible.

— You’ve doubtless heard of the conflict regarding Route 50?

— Of course. I’m not deaf.

— You know that the town is divided?

— I can imagine.

— Have you taken a stance?
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— I’m not actively engaged. We’re only there in the summer.

— But your clients must ask you questions?

— You know, they come from almost everywhere. Some come specifically for the 
Opera, others to pray to Saint Birgitta, others for genealogy, and others still for 
the birds. You see people coming from Japan and even further. Route 50, it’s a bit 
secondary for them.

— It’s a good topic of conversation.

— Not for everyone. Last week, we had four Polish ladies here, one of whom lived 
in Sweden, another in France, the third in England and the fourth in the US. It 
was the first time they had seen each other since the war, they were all 75 years old. 
You think I was going to talk about Route 50 with them?

— Even if you’re only here in the summer, I’m certain you prefer cyclists on small 
roads as opposed to big trucks in a lane ten metres across. You know that some 
defenders of the countryside would like to have Route 50 used only by tourists?

— I’m sorry, but that’s not realistic. 

— Why?

— Because in the winter, everything is dead around Vadstena. It’s as if they closed 
down the whole town for three months. And you would want to take the road away 
from the trucks? It’s not realistic, I’m telling you.

— You’re not on the side of the ecologists?

— I don’t trust dreamers, and even less militants. They can become aggressive.

— Aggressive? The word is a little strong.

— I don’t want to generalize. There are some very moderate people among them. 
But I’m struck sometimes seeing some of them who lose their minds.

— What do you mean?

— Look what’s happening in the north with the famous “vegans.” They start by 
cutting out meat and alcohol, no argument with that. Then fish and milk, now it’s 
already more bizarre. 

— Don’t they have the right to eat what they please?

— No doubt, but the most excited ones decide one day to eat nothing but legumes 
or grains. They get tooth decay, and they end up burning food trucks. That’s hap-
pened over by Luleå.

— That’s an exceptional case. Those are hooligans. Nothing to do with defenders 
of the environment.

— People haven’t reached this point in our neck of the woods, sure, but I can’t 
help it. I don’t trust them. Let’s love nature, but keep your feet on the ground in-
stead of dreaming. 
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Bengt O. H. Johanson and Christina von Arbin, sociologists

Taking advantage of their presence in Vadstena at the time of the Forum, I 
asked two members of the Central Bureau of National Antiquities to define 
their conception of landscape. They had worked on the subject for the Council 
of Europe.

— To define a landscape is very difficult. Each country has a particular sensibility 
on the matter. There are great differences, even within Europe.

— You have some examples?

— In England, everything takes off from the idea that a landscape is always seen 
from a certain place.

— A bit like an image?

— That’s it. You still find a symbolism introduced by the Dutch, then taken up in 
the English language, which places nature in a position of privilege.

— It’s different in the German language?

— Absolutely. The Germans consider that the landscape is a collection of sym-
bols.

— And in France?

— In France, there’s above all the idea of a place where people live. You can see 
that there you have three dissimilar directions.

— Tell me what the interest can be in analysing each of these symbolic systems?

— I was actually the president of a working group for the Council of Europe. We’re 
looking to define an option acceptable to all countries, explains Bengt Johanson.

— But what use is it to Europeans?

— It’s essential. Tomorrow, lots of equipment decisions will be taken on the conti-
nental level. They’ll necessarily pose the question of knowing whether infrastruc-
tures on a Europe-wide level that have been accepted by a majority of states can 
disregard the public opinion of a minority country, take the opposite view of the 
image it has of its own landscape. It’s thus urgent to reach a communal concep-
tion, a synthesis.

— What view do you have on this research work?

— For us, the most urgent thing is to abandon the old distinction between the town 
and the country. You shouldn’t separate them. The landscape is everywhere.

— You pretend that that the city is, as well, a landscape?

— Clearly. Even between houses, it exists.

— You think public opinion will understand that?

— Speaking only of Sweden, we have the feeling that people don’t grasp this idea 
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very well. Things aren’t clear in their minds. Most often they don’t see the lands-
cape without thinking of plants and animals. 

— What should they be able to understand? 

— We speak to them of cultural landscape, which is already a much vaster no-
tion.

— How do you define it?

— It’s the evolution of people over the course of centuries, in their total environ-
ment. It’s this environment which makes a sociology.

— You think then that the inhabitants of towns also have the right to defend their 
landscape?

— Absolutely, just like those in rural areas.

— It seems difficult to protect the landscape of a town, whereas one can easily 
weaken that of a rural area?

— On the contrary. Whatever anyone says, it’s very complicated to remodel a rural 
landscape, because the inhabitants are dispersed, which prompts each of them to 
defend his own space. While in urban areas, paradoxically, there is a framework 
of laws and regulations which allow those in responsible positions to take and 
impose the decisions on all their fellow citizens.

— Do you mean to say that this rural resistance to modification of the landscape 
is due to the fact that people there aren’t used to changing their life’s surroun-
dings?

— That’s a bit of our idea, yes.

— But then, how do you explain that in Sweden, public opinion is above all sensi-
tized to the remodelling of natural landscape?

— Because we’ve preserved a rural vision. People demand memories, and they 
find them more easily in the countryside.

— Let’s try to apply your theory to the solution of the Route 50 problem. What 
advice would you give to those making the decisions?

— Being responsible for heritage, they must learn to make a difference between 
an indispensable project and one which isn’t. But always with the duty to do the 
minimum amount of damage.

— Do you speak in the rural areas?

— Of course, but also in the towns.
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Britta Arnell Eriksson

Threatened with having to give up her home, if the project to expand Route 
50 goes ahead, Britta acknowledges that, a long time ago, she had gotten wind 
of this possibility. But it was in a vague way, like a theoretical danger. Until 
the day in �99� when this 47-year-old woman, mother of four children, got 
the news.

— We bought a house with a small grocery store right by the side of the road. We 
kept it up for a few years, then we stopped, five years ago.

— Just at the moment when they were talking about kicking you out!

— Exactly. We had just started building a terrace, so that we’d enjoy it more at 
home.

— How did you find out about the fate they had in store for you?

— You’re not going to believe me. By reading the newspaper!

— You mean to tell me that the bureaucrats didn’t have the decency to tell you in 
person? Not even by letter?

— No, no one ever came. No one ever wrote to us.

— I see from here your reaction. Sadness?

— I would say instead rage, fury...

— And your second reaction, after the fury had passed?

— Refusal to let them treat me like this.

— All the family felt the same way?

— Yes, we were protesting all together, except my husband, who still believed that 
it would be possible to live in the house between the two roads they were going to 
build. As an aside, do you see us here, right between the pincers, with cars passing 
on both sides? It was unthinkable. Gert changed his mind quickly.

— What have you done?

— We signed up in an organization “Save the Lake.” We went knocking on the 
doors of bureaucrats to demand explanations. Gert, on his side, has followed the 
information meetings organised by the Construction Society to calm down the 
property owners.

— Do you belong to the Ödeshög township?

— Yes, and one day, meeting a member of the council, I couldn’t keep myself from 
calling out to him in the middle of the street. I told him that it didn’t bother him 
much to put us out  of a home, seeing as he lived himself in a nice quiet place. I 
cried out that his position was immoral.

— How many homes like your own have been condemned in theory, on the three-
kilometre-long bottleneck between Omberg and Tåkern?
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— Half a dozen.

— Do you know the people?

— Sure. There’s an old woman, Stina Gustafsson, who attends to an old man, 
Teodor Wilén. They’re both over 80 years old and live across the road from each 
other. Reading the paper, one cried out to the other out the window: “Say, Teodor, I 
think it’s your house they’re going to tear down!” And the other answered, “Stina, 
I have the impression they’re going to take yours down too.”

— Everyone’s against the project, right?

— Right, everyone, without exception.

— What do you figure you’ll do, if they show up one morning with their machi-
nes? Have they made you any proposals?

— They want to take everything away from these good people, and us too. After-
wards, we’ll have to cope.

— Have you consulted a lawyer?

— No, not yet. It’s stupid, but you know, with our Swedish mentality, it’s hard for 
us to disobey. That’s why we’ve all become very pessimistic. We feel that we have 
no power.

— Have any of you experienced depression?

— No, not really. But as you get older, you feel more and more dependent on oth-
ers. So, you tell yourself that after all, it’s better to go somewhere else if you have 
no other choice.

— What holds you here?

— Nature, our heritage.

— What does heritage mean to you?

— The place where my children have lived.

— And nature?

— A fantastic universe. You know, I come from Stockholm.

— Did you have any pets?

— We’ve had a lot of cats, that got run over regularly. You see wild animals too, 
moose, deer that come down from Omberg mountain. We give them something 
to eat in the wintertime. They become a little part of the house. 

— There are, then, a lot of accidents on Route 50 as it is today?

— For us, it’s a daily danger. Until I was twelve years old I never dared to cross it 
alone.

— Would you return to the capital?

— Never.

— Do you go walking often out on Omberg?
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— Yes, with my family, and the dogs. In the winter we go sledding. In the sum-
mer the deer come to eat the neighbour’s tulips. There’s always something to see, 
a squirrel that stops...

— Do you hunt?

— We’re not against it in principle, but no one in the family knows how to use a 
rifle.

— What’s the most beautiful spectacle that you could see, through your bino-
culars?

— No need for binoculars. The spring with its flowers. And the winter, the rabbits 
and deer in the snow.

— The cold is hard, though.

— Let’s not exaggerate anything. Apart from a certain month of November, in 
�995, where there was a storm, the seasons are still the seasons.

— Are you afraid when out in nature?

— No, frankly. I could head off alone into the forest.

— Now, define for me a landscape.

— It’s a vision with lots of diversity... It’s rather flat...  It’s full of agriculture.

— Which do you prefer, the mountain of the little lake?

— For me, Omberg and Tåkern, it’s the same thing. One single region.

— Some defenders of this region want not only to block the expansion of Route 
50, they also propose its reduction, to dedicate it to light tourism?

— It’s a very intelligent proposition, but they’re dreaming.

— They say that it would suppress the flow of heavy traffic, except, of course, for 
the trucks that have to deliver in the towns.

— Those are ecologists. They’re dreaming, I tell you.

— Still, they affirm, as you do, that nature is heritage.

— (She points her finger to the sky.) They’re not wrong. I think it’s being lent to 
us by somebody up there.

— Let’s imagine the worst: you and your family lose your home...

— What can we do?

— Wait a minute... They hack up the bottleneck to put down their two parallel 
lanes, they spread out their tar and plant posts everywhere. What will happen at 
Tåkern?

— I’m certain that they’ll finish by sickening the birds with their chemical pro-
ducts. They’ll kill the wildlife. And they’ll have to put up barriers to keep away the 
animals. You won’t see them passing through here any more.

— Despite the menace, which threatens your family, do you still think that Swe-
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den is a very protected country?

— I don’t forget that the attacks on the environment are much worse in the south 
of Europe. You see it often on the TV. It doesn’t keep me, here, from feeling like 
a Swede in peril.  

Margaretha Ryden

“What sort of woman are you, Margaretha? Everyone knows you around the lake, 
and since the issue of the highway has come up, you have an image of a pure and 
tough activist. Your enemies fear you, your friends find you a bit cumbersome, but 
everyone acknowledges that you have courage.”

— I’m 47 years old, I’m an arts agent, and have lived at Herrestad since �99�. Be-
fore that I used to live in the city, but I have always worked with horses and dogs. I 
even brought up, over the course of twenty-five years, a strain of small white dog, 
the “West Island white terrier.” An ideal hunter of badgers.

— We’re far from Route 50 here. What happened? 

— Since our arrival, we’ve known that a year earlier, a local politician by the name 
of Anders Agnemar had announced in the newspaper that he had a present in 
store for his fellow citizens in Vadstena. A beautiful new highway, heading south. 
Of course, when you want to reroute a highway, you have to take people’s property. 
Now those people had no idea what was going on. They weren’t very happy about 
learning what was in store for them by reading the newspaper.

— But you weren’t personally affected...

— No, but I reacted on principle. I figured out right away that this wasn’t some mu-
nicipal blunder, that you could excuse after all. It was a conspiracy, pure and simple.

— Anders Agnemar wasn’t alone in deciding?

— True. He had with him the head of construction, Örtendahl, and the head of 
another county, Marjasin. But since this time, they’ve had to leave, under circums-
tances which are more or less known, and their replacements keep a low profile.

— So you reacted?

— Yes, out of friendship for the people here whom I like a lot. And also from a 
concern to keep this agricultural region as it is. In its richness and beauty.

— Can you explain?

— I like this flat horizon. I feel it’s shimmering in the distance, even from the 
other side of the lake. Smoke, noises, glittering lights. There’s movement eve-
rywhere, people are alive. It’s nothing like those dead rural areas with their little 
summer cabins. 

— There aren’t many of you, though, in this hamlet?
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— There are seven of us at Herrestad. Before us, there was an old couple, and it 
took us a long time before we bumped into this place. To start out I had to find a 
school for my ��-year-old daughter. My son is nineteen now.

— They say it’s getting harder and harder to discover the house of your dreams, 
even in Sweden.

— Yes, if you want to become part of a living territory, that is, an agricultural one. 
But if you want to dig yourself into a nice dead neighbourhood, with neighbours 
just like you, you can easily find one. Here, around Tåkern, there’s a particular 
sociology.

— If I understand right, for you, the people who live in a landscape are part of that 
landscape?

— It’s quite clear.

— Let’s return to Route 50. You’ve told me that you were fighting on principle, but 
do you have any particular reasons, as far as Herrestad is concerned?

— Yes. The project is going to pass about one kilometre from my home, at the 
place where the path turns. The neighbours will have to make a detour to see each 
other. It’s even more serious for Monica and Thomas Rosén. They won’t be able 
to stay in their house.

— Strange, they didn’t tell me that they would have to leave their home.

— Normal. They’re modest people, who don’t dare to complain.

— If things turn out badly, do you think that all these pushed-around farmers 
could become violent?

— We’re not in France. The mentality here is to get really mad that evening, bang-
ing your fist on the table with the other hand on your hip. After that, you turn on 
the TV.

— But do the women let these things just happen?

— Me, I think the women are more courageous. They defend their territory, while 
a man with a 37.5° temperature goes straight to bed.

— You’re a woman. So, what have you done?

— In �99�, I wrote to “Expressen” in Stockholm, in the style “Help! The highway’s 
going right over us!” They didn’t dare to publish the letter, but they printed an en-
tire page with coverage of the story and photographs. On the same page, they had 
the bureaucrats’ point of view. 

— The article must have been had some impact?

— The next day, the TV station contacted me. Two or three weeks later, they or-
ganized a big debate on the national TV chain, with Sivert Öholm, the host of the 
show “Kvällsöppet.” This time, I stayed on the sidelines, because in this kind of 
confrontation, I know myself, I lose my cool...  From the day after the show, envi-
ronmental defence groups have sought me out.
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— I don’t understand. That was in �99�, and the battle continues...

— Yes, but you must keep in mind that without the article and the TV program, 
Route 50 would already be finished. 

— How do you explain the obstinacy of the bureaucrats? Is it compulsive decision-
making, or arrogance?

— It’s almost always arrogance. The taste for power, and the impossibility of say-
ing “I made a mistake.” While in the matter that occupies us, common sense 
shows that it’s Route 3� which should be changed.

— Good or bad, their position is still coherent, isn’t it?

— It’s not coherent. They say that in any case, the truckers will always take the 
shortest route, that is, Route 50, whether they enlarge it or not. That is recognizing 
the power of intimidation of the transport enterprises. 

— What have you done on that side?

— I told myself that the truckers are people just like anyone else and that we could 
discuss the matter. I wrote in �99� to the director of the “Svenska transportför-
bundet,” and he responded to me. But he made clear that he didn’t want to inter-
vene, for fear of making the conflict more bitter. On the other hand, many Swedes 
wrote to me. “Hang in there, Margaretha, don’t let them get you down.”

— It must be nice, all that sympathy?

— Yes, but in the opposite camp, their technique is to grind you down.

— There was some pressure on you?

— Let’s say that I had some difficulties in Vadstena in organising concerts. That 
was fair enough.

— They’re tough, in town?

— The city councillor managed to convince them that if they don’t get 5,000 trucks 
a day, local business is all through. Do you see truckers stopping their engines and 
getting out on foot on the paved streets, to buy some embroidery?

— Have you met him yet?

— Yes. We’ve even eaten together. A hell of a discussion. Me, I think that the far-
mers who voted for him in the Centre Party think that he double-crossed them by 
associating with the SPD.

— Getting back to the farmers... Is it true that you bother them with your acti-
vism? The local temperament is rather reserved. People don’t like noisy demon-
strations. 

— I telephoned for two days to Thomas Rosén to get him to go on TV. He finally 
decided to come and was genial. But each time, you have to push them from be-
hind.

— Is there something primordial in your life?
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— Family first, and nature after that.

— Could you live in the city?

— No, definitely not.

— Why?

— I want to be able to go out in my nightgown and get a breath of fresh air.

— Are you moved emotionally sometimes?

— I really like the mornings and the evenings. You can smell the freshness, the 
flowering of the grains. There are small clouds...

— And Lake Tåkern, does it affect you too?

— Above all because of the birds. I got a laugh the other night watching TV, there 
was a guy who was trying in vain to get one of them to dance about, while me, I see 
that every morning, with my dogs. There’s terrific life here. The place is teeming 
with life.

— Do you have a particular strong memory?

— Once, I found myself nose-to-nose with a moose. It was further north. We 
looked at each other, accepted each other. “Hello!” “Hello!”

— Do you react to visual pollution? Windmills for example?

— I’m sensitive to the discomfort that a foreign element can introduce into a 
landscape. But modern windmills, I accept them as clean energy, and they’re att-
ractive too. Still I do prefer the old windmills.

— Let’s sum up. You’re an optimist?

— Yes, by temperament, but I get infuriated seeing the time go by.

— You think time is working against you?

— We should get the king involved. He certainly doesn’t have political power, but 
he would only have to say “Leave Tåkern alone.” Everything would stop.

— You should have written to him.

— I did in �99�... The letter must have gotten lost.

Reverend Torbjörn Ahlund

A 44-year-old vicar for six churches in the area around Rogslösa, the pastor 
knows lots of people. The problem of Route 50 comes up, according to him, 
in every conversation.

— Five years ago, it was a big shock when parishioners read the news in the news-
paper. Even today, many of them are still distraught.

— Do you have an opinion?
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— Everyone knows my opinion. I’m against it. They shouldn’t change anything, 
except for a few dangerous sections.

— Have you spoken about this from the pulpit? 

— Sure, why not? I try to make people face their responsibility.

— What responsibility? They have no hand in it.

— Yes, but they can forget that they have the moral duty to conserve a natural 
heritage, and that this heritage belongs to the community. It’s only when they’re 
concerned directly that they wake up, unless their children question them.

— People tell me that young people couldn’t care less about this highway issue.

— That’s not at all my opinion. Four years ago, our schoolchildren didn’t wait for 
the adults to react. They cooked up a stretch of road fifteen metres long and two 
metres wide with some black paper, and set it out during an information meeting 
at Herrestad. The entrepreneurs who were there on the platform were surprised. 
And our kids did the same thing at Ödeshög. It was a great idea, this asphalt ser-
pent...

— You maybe helped them out a little?

— Believe me, they did it alone. They talked about it at choir practice.

— Then explain to me why children would be more conscious of the danger than 
adults.

— Easy to understand. They’re thinking about their future. At the time, people 
were talking about a highway eleven metres wide. But fortunately there are still 
concerned adults who are active.

— And the result? Any progress?

— To be honest, no.

— For what underlying reason?

— To admit the symbolic significance of the countryside, that’s one thing. The 
awareness of it is another. 

— Do you accept the idea that at the heart of your resistance there is the feeling 
that people are going to rough up the countryside?

— Perfectly. It’s a gift from nature, beautiful but very fragile.

The route that exists is already a sort of pollution. The trucks didn’t wait for the 
future roadwork to occupy the space. The children can’t play from one side of 
Route 50 to the other.

— I’ll stop you. A highway isn’t made for playing.

— Look at the site in a different light. The place would be ideal for bikes, but 
people don’t want to risk their lives. Whereas if the bureaucrats chose a course to 
the south of the little lake, as good sense would demand, they would completely 
take the load off Route 50 and make it safe.
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— You believe that the trucks would take Route E 4 again?

— I’m almost certain of it.

— I’ll ask you a trap question: do you have any parishioners to the south?

— No. (He breaks out laughing).

— You know what they think of it?

— They do what we do, protest!

— Let’s get back to the project. At the beginning, the idea seemed good. It was a 
question of lightening the burden on Stockholm by diverting a part of the north-
south traffic? It’s not entirely a technocrat’s fantasy?

— No. Theoretically, it’s justified, but they could have found solutions that would 
have been subtler, more intelligent. Using the railroad, for example, instead of 
roughing up our best land, between the two lakes. And they forget that Tåkern is 
a refuge for thousands of birds.

— Are you afraid that they will migrate elsewhere?

— Allegedly, they won’t, but I’m sure that they’ll go if they find a calmer place. 
We’d lose a lot.

— Are you still an optimist?

— Yes. I think that the project will force itself on the south. People will think it 
over.

— Do you think that the townspeople of Vadstena are of the same opinion as the 
farmers?

— I didn’t say that. They have positions that I find to be contradictory. The busines-
speople say that without the highway, they’ll lose some tourists, but I’m certain the 
opposite is true. It all depends on the kind of tourism you want. Mass or quality.

— Are you afraid of mass tourism?

— Sure. It would kill the charm of Vadstena. 6,000 inhabitants couldn’t support 
the burden. While today, the town bears quite well the influx of pilgrims of Saint 
Birgitta. The atmosphere is refreshing around the magnificent chateau, and at the 
edge of Vättern.

— Are the townspeople divided over the project?

— I find that they have evolved slowly over the past five years, but Vadstena is still 
very divided.

— Is the battle for public opinion very hard?

— No. People are heading inexorably toward a compromise, since the promoters 
abandoned their plan for an eleven-metre-wide road. But the supporters of the 
highway are still a majority in the town, while those in the countryside are against 
it. Politics is mixed up in it.

— You mean to say that it has made things more complicated?
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— In the last elections, three years ago, the central agrarian party lost everything. 
So, it formed a coalition with the social democrats, who were for the highway on 
principle. As a result the voters from the farms felt they had been swindled. In 
fact, and it’s quite interesting, all the parties are squabbling about that today. The 
rivalry between politicians has poisoned a case, which should have been remained 
strictly ecological.

Göran Graninger

Director of research at the University of Linköping,  Professor Graninger has 
at 63 years old kept the contagious enthusiasm of his youth. The issue of 
Route 50 visibly arouses his passions.

— No one has asked for my opinion, but my stance has been known for three 
years now.

— What had you done then?

— In �994, when they were talking of the problem in the press, I was in the south 
of Sweden, but I remembered that I had been living in this part of Östergötland 
for twenty years.

— Did you react spontaneously?

— No. It was a colleague in history, Sven Hellström, who helped me decide. He 
was upset by the attitude of the county governor on this matter.  Refusing to dis-
cuss it. The decision had been made by technicians and there was no question of 
letting ecologist dreamers intervene in a problem that didn’t concern them. The 
usual rhetoric of power. 

— What did you respond to your friend?

— He asked me to help him. It was necessary to do something to stop the mach-
ine. I wrote some articles in the newspaper, from my memories of the landscape 
between Omberg and Lake Tåkern. I used to go walking there with my two child-
ren during the fifties. A magnificent place, a beautiful heritage.

— You speak of heritage. As a historian, how do you define it?

— For me, it’s everything that you don’t forget. A notion both very vast and very 
intimate. Not just the trees, the birds and the mountain, not just the monuments, 
not just the people who are living, but also the way of speaking, the values, the 
signs, the vibrations...

— Give me an example.

— All right, take the name of Ulf Lundquist. It probably means nothing to you, 
as a foreigner, but he was, during the years �945-50, a famous Swedish illustrator. 
Me, I say that the world which Lundquist’s pencil froze for us makes up part of 
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our cultural heritage.

— Here we’re far from your governor in Östergötland...

— On the contrary. You’re at the heart of the problem. Instead of greeting the 
reactions of the protesters with a shrug of the shoulders, he would have done bet-
ter to ask himself why respectable people, and usually level-headed ones, suddenly 
were getting angry.

— You don’t appear to like the governors!

— I respect their function, but over the years, they’ve been crystallizing their po-
wer, without sharing it. In fact, they could allow themselves anything, in a country 
like Sweden, still considered the most democratic in the world!

— There, you’re generalizing, maybe?

— Not in the least. I’ll tell you another story. I have another friend, a colleague 
who is a geographer at the University of Lund, named Torsten Hägerstrand. For 
a while, he lived down there at the edge of a small lake, near a small modernised 
watermill. Much later, in �993, with a group of students, he returned to the village 
to see whether his grandfather’s old turbine was still working at the mill. And 
since the weather was nice, and they had some time, they followed the course of 
the river. My friend Torsten had a little idea...

— What idea?

— He knew that in a relatively hidden place in the forest was a thicket of Osmun-
da regalis.

— Too bad, I’m not a botanist.

— Neither am I, my friend even less. But he was really curious about everything.

— So what had he found?

— He had read Carl von Linné, who, I’m not telling you any news, was a great 
Swedish scientist of the �8th century. He had discovered this exceptional plant, a 
sort of fern, which is very rare in our country, which had the virtue of never gro-
wing like the others.

— What is so original about it?

— They also call it “Safsa,” which comes from the French verb “savoir,” which 
calls to mind the power of God... hence its strange power. Linné had described the 
place where Osmunda regalis grew.

— So they had to find its tracks, all this time later.

— It was easy for them, however, in this lost forest in south Sweden. The small 
group suddenly caught sight of it, hidden behind some somber pines. A great 
moment of emotion.

— To such an extent? Emotion?

— Linné had written that it gave “intelligence and clarity.” In the village of Mjär-
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hult, an old woman named Ingeborg would go every morning to consult the di-
vine fern, like an oracle.

— Good example of cultural heritage...

— The scientist had mentioned another place in the south, where the “Safsa” 
could also shoot forth. But it had disappeared, and we know why.

— It’s like a novel...

— See, a few years back, the press had had the imprudence to bring up the old 
information from the scientist... A few days later, a small team from the county ad-
ministrative board had shown up at the spot, and his majesty the governor deman-
ded his chauffeur to pick a few ferns, with their roots. As a result, he destroyed the 
entire thicket of them, to offer to his young wife for her twentieth birthday!

— This story seems symbolic to you?

— Yes. It shows that bureaucratic power has long neglected the spiritual side of 
nature.

— Do you believe that things have changed?

— I’m sure of it, for the simple reason that today, it’s no longer the governor who 
controls things. It’s growth through the automobile. Between us, it’s even worse.

— You systematize...

— Not at all.  You would say that the bureaucrats are waiting impatiently with their 
shovels to dig out some new highways. They don’t think of anything else. Before, 
they would tear up with pride the most fragile plants. Now, they live with the ob-
session of rapid transport.

— Which makes you react...

— Right. If I were certain that “Safsa” really provides intelligence, I would ask my 
friend to send an armful to the city councillors and the people of the county.

— You’ve already told these stories?

— Yes, in �994, just before the Vadstena Forum, in a heartfelt article. Now, by 
chance, it was the governor who happened to be in charge of the meeting. I had 
to go about it three times to succeed in shaking his hand. He was visibly avoiding 
me. Later, during the meal, they put another guest at the last minute between us, 
although I was supposed to sit at his side as organiser. It was then that I definiti-
vely realized that my article had made an impact.

— Let’s get back to the highway. In your opinion, in which way are the bureaucrats 
going to decide?

— I believe that their internal debate will henceforth, whether they want it to or not, 
turn around this idea of cultural heritage. These gentlemen are thinking about it... 
Forced to refine their choice to justify it later, they keep, alas, their old ways of thin-
king. That’s to say that they have the tendency to give monuments priority, while, as I 
told you, the notion of cultural heritage is much more vast. Well, let’s wait and see.
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Ingemar Olofsson

Forty-five years old today, Ingemar has managed for seven years the inn at 
Omberg, assisted by his companion Marie Hedeving. They now live a little 
further down the mountain, near the school, about a hundred metres from 
Route 50. The couple has seen thousands of visitors pass through. Who were 
they?

— We had repeat visitors, who knew the mountain like the back of their hand, and 
also schools, associations, naturalists, groups passing through, foreigners.

— Would they stay with you for a long time?

— Those interested in nature would stay a week on average. They would come 
mainly in the spring and the autumn. While in the summer, you’d see families 
more.

— What type of client did you used to get? Walkers or lawn-chair lovers?

— We got all types.

— When you learned in �99� of the Route 50 project, did you immediately realise 
the danger?

— Frankly, we didn’t see anything coming. Too closed off in our work in the midd-
le of the woods, we had never heard anyone speaking of redoing anything at all.

— What was your first reaction?

— For me, I’ll say it was a bout of depression. As if they were going to destroy the 
surroundings of our life. For me, it wasn’t an empty threat. The highway would 
pass close by. The idea that people could want to expand the little passage between 
Omberg and Tåkern, just to let more trucks roll through, that idea revolted me.

— What did you do?

— We woke up pretty quickly. We circulated a permanent petition, for all the 
clients of the guesthouse.

— No one refused?

— No one. Thousands of people signed it. 7,000 at our place, and another �,000 
elsewhere.

— The city councillor of Vadstena claims that his town’s commerce would suffer, 
if the north-south traffic was diverted onto Route 3�. 

— That’s not true. At Gränna, they bypassed the town and there are still as many 
tourists as before. 

— Let’s get down to the bottom of things. The real danger, it’s putting a fragile 
landscape in jeopardy. You know it well, since you’ve chosen to live there. Do you 
think that the project poses an ethical question for you, beyond the personal preju-
dice that you would have to suffer tomorrow due to the increase in traffic?
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— Clearly. I’ve always considered that I’m a part of nature. Thus I don’t have any 
right over it, except that of leaving it as pure when I leave as it was when I arri-
ved.

— The idea of heritage, basically?

— Yes, it’s that, a heritage. The important thing, you know, it’s to be able to look 
your children in the eyes. My two boys are young, �� and �5 years old.

— They make you think of the future?

— Of their future above all. It’s necessary to keep in mind the mistakes that have 
been made since the war in other countries. I’ve travelled a lot, in Europe, in South 
America. I know that we remain a different kind of nation, with a particular sen-
sibility, typically Scandinavian, a taste for unspoiled nature, a respect for natural 
sites.

— But then, is there no danger? This just happens to other people!

— Don’t deceive yourself! Our society is changing. It doesn’t any longer have the 
time to look at the surrounding of its life. It consumes. I feel that two generations 
of Swedes have turned their back on nature, even if they go out on their boats 
every Sunday.

— And with young people, would you feel a renewal?

— Yes, but still a very light one. They’ve become horribly materialist.

— How do you explain this decadence?

— I think first that the ecologists were too sectarian at the beginning. They got a 
bad reputation because they would always want to be giving other people lessons. 
It was really clumsy of them.

— They got public opinion against them?

— Yes, by their manner more than their arguments. There’s no one more deaf 
than someone who doesn’t want to hear. Adults from the thirties had lived th-
rough great poverty. It irritated them to see intellectuals condemn technical pro-
gress in a learned way and make fun of people who consume.

— Do you mean that in order to feel the dangers of consumption and to measure 
the intellectual and spiritual torpor it brings about, you first have to have a car, a 
TV and  a washing machine, and only at that point, end by getting tired of them?

— You could say that. But I noticed a long time ago that the wealthy always ma-
nage to afford the good parts of nature, when they have had enough of leading too 
easy a life.

— Are you ever afraid, at times, in your forest?

— No, never. Here, nature is gentle. I’m much more afraid of what I can do to it 
than what it could do to me.



�03

Jacques Gandebeuf

Marie Hedeving

When the news of the Route 50 project arrived at her guesthouse at Omberg, 
Marie was very surprised as well. Totally occupied at the time by taking care 
of the accommodation of walkers and hikers, Ingemar Olofsson’s companion 
hardly had the time to go to Vadstena to gather up the echoes in the town...

— I remember one detail however. A few days before the publication of the news, 
I had by chance caught the governor of Östergötland unaware, walking on the 
highway with his son, at the exact spot where the bottleneck squeezes in between 
the mountain and the little lake, down from our place. He didn’t know who I was. 
He had come to see the locations discreetly...

The project anticipates dividing the highway in two at this particular place. 
The western part would be carved in at the bottom of the massif. Forty-two ye-
ars old, Marie is no longer tied up with the guesthouse but she is still shocked 
that they could thus cut into Omberg, as if it were a  simple lump of earth... 
The hikers who were coming to her place were all lovers of the mountain, 
historians, botanists...

— Lake Tåkern, although it is quite close to your guesthouse, did it interest them 
as much?

— They would come for both. I’m certain of that. They helped me to understand 
that this space was a single entity, a landscape. The phrase which I was hearing 
the most often as they left was always the same: “We have to come back. We didn’t 
have the time to see everything.” They lived in Stockholm, in Göteborg, in Malmö. 
It’s above all the fear of truck traffic, which made them react. The idea of enlarging 
Route 50 appeared to them as a monstrosity. 

— Did that comprehension astonish you?

— No. After having been around this type of tourist for years, I’ve known for a 
long time that the most vehement protesters always live somewhere else. They 
couldn’t care less about the local politicians.

— Do you mean that they’re more courageous?

— Not necessarily. But they’re more free, and they aren’t afraid to be called idea-
lists, when raising discussions touching on beauty, reason, and ethics. While it’s 
the other way around when it’s a question of practical problems. There, it’s the 
locals who react. 

— What motivates you the most in the battle against the highway?

— I’ll say it again. The impossibility of imagining that they could enlarge it to 
send more trucks through.

— I’ll play the devil’s advocate. After all, your mountain, Omberg, is hardly the 
centre of the world. It won’t die because they cut a little piece out of it, will it? 
People will accept it.
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— Then you don’t know the Swedes well. Europeans in the south think we are the-
se permanently phlegmatic creatures. That nothing could really make us move. 
That’s our image abroad. What a mistake!

— Can you explain?

— My fellow citizens demand tranquillity, nature, landscape. If you had seen 
them come down to the guesthouse. It’s a real stress society. Often, they would 
say to me that the simple fact of eating breakfast outdoors would destabilise them 
completely. This calm, the murmuring sounds, these bird songs prevented them 
from concentrating on anything at all. They weren’t even capable of writing a 
postcard any more!

— What does nature mean to you?

— I wouldn’t be able to live without it.

— Tell me about your greatest joy.

— Walking along the edges of Vättern, where I often have the sensation of the 
ocean. Taking a good anorak so I can stay there during a storm. Or sitting down in 
the forest, alone, reading a good book.

— How do you explain that in Sweden, considering this collective need for nature, 
you can still find bureaucrats so impervious to ethical arguments?

— They’re not impervious. I’m certain that deep down, our reactions have made 
them think. But their problem is acknowledging the mistake. To admit that you are 
mistaken, even in good faith, is to reveal that you’ve been living like an imbecile.

Karl Kempe

Ranger at the silent site of Alvastra, he seems to have modelled his own  im-
mobility on that of the rocks. When the tourists appear in the distance and 
discover with delight this peaceful haven, Karl remains seated beside his woo-
den table, in the shade of his small kiosk, devouring one book after another 
and careful to keep his nose down. This discretion really struck me, because 
through unconscious imitation it imposed on everyone else respect for oth-
ers. Karl sees everything, but only interacts with you when you approach him. 
For this bearded 46-year-old, father of a little girl, this job is a pleasure.

— I’m only here in the summer. It’s too bad really. In May, the schools come, and 
for me that’s the most tiring. In June come well-mannered tourists, who want to 
meditate by the ruins of the abbey. In July, it’s above all the midnight concerts 
which attract people. We get troubadours and orchestras. It’s always full.

— I suppose you’re up to date regarding the Route 50 project?

— Very up to date. And if you ask me my opinion, I’ll tell you I’m definitely 
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against it.

— It’s true that you’re not far from the future construction site. Do you know any 
neighbours who are concerned?

— Yes. You know that they got the news through the newspaper? It’s scandalous.

— How are they reacting?

— Some of them console themselves by saying that in any event, the construction 
site would be impossible in such a bottleneck. It’ll bring such chaos to the region 
that it’ll quickly be necessary to find another way.

— Do you believe that they’re really thinking that way?

— It’s one way of remaining optimistic.

— And you, what do you think of it?

— They have to bring all the heavy traffic back onto the E4. It’s made for that. Our 
Route 50 ought to become a pleasant road again, for the tourists.

— Have you taken a stand personally?

— I’ve just been participating in the publishing of an open letter with my neigh-
bour, Hans Browall, an archaeologist. He says that the project is nothing but stupi-
dity. You’re going to read that one of these days in the paper. I hope so at least.

— How did you end up here?

— By chance. In �98�, I was an educator, working with special-needs children. 
One day, I met another archaeologist friend. We smoked a cigarette together, and 
I invited him to my place, outside Vadstena, for some tea. When I told him that 
I wanted to fix up an old house because I needed to live in beautiful natural sur-
roundings, he responded by saying, “You, you’re the one we’re looking for.”

— What was he looking for?

— Someone who loved the area enough to look after the abbey of Alvastra, above 
all in the summer. For me, it suited me fine, because at the time, I needed to 
change my life. And since, as you see, I’ve been here.

— I suppose that at the beginning, you didn’t know all that much what to do?

— It was very simple, on the contrary. I let a few friends in on the secret. They 
came to help me take away the old bits of paper that were all around. Little by 
little we cleared around the old rocks, scraped, replaced the earth. We found na-
ture again, buried under the brush at the foot of the hundred-year-old trees that 
you can see. Later on, I undertook, at my own speed of course, the clearing out 
of the pond, below the road. It took me a lot of time, but you must admit that it’s 
beautiful.

— You were doing it for pleasure?

— I’ll say out of my personal philosophy. I have a pretty clear-cut conception of 
nature. For me, it’s life. And I also like the idea of heritage. A farmer said to me 
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one day that the goal of his existence was to live in a space which would be better 
when he dies. A good definition, isn’t it?

— I imagine you don’t do just whatever you want among these ruins. Do you 
report what you do?

— Certainly. I depend on the Conservation of Historical Monuments — Services, 
but they trust me.

— In what spirit do you see your mission?

— I’m firmly against any idea of mass tourism. The people who come here do so 
individually. They stay the amount of time they want, visit what they want, ask me 
the questions they want. If they prefer to sleep in the grass, I have nothing against 
it.

— I was surprised that entrance is free.

— It’s fundamental. We don’t want big organization, with marked-out tracks, ar-
rows. We don’t want groups that would come here to learn about mountain-clim-
bing. We don’t want to make money. Let’s stay romantic. People come to listen to 
the birds.

— Do you see lots of children?

— Very many, and I’m delighted. I try to hold on with them to the fairytale spirit. 
While they look at the ruins, and imagine the lives of the monks hundreds of years 
ago, I want them to feel like little children.

— Even in taking up again the old fantasies about the forest spirits?

— Why not? But I teach them from the start to never drop any paper on the grass. 
We’re realistic. 

— Have you travelled?

— A lot, yes, especially in Asia. But I have a weakness for the Romanesque abbeys, 
where you live in France. I know Senanques, Avignon, Gordes...

— Do you have the sense of living in a protected country? 

— Yes, strongly protected, but menaced in turn.

— Define for me what, for you, is a landscape.

— Before anything else, something which you haven’t done, but which God has 
made... And then what the farmers have modelled. As you can see, my first reac-
tion is not to put people in the forefront.

— Can a landscape be cut up?

— People don’t have the right.

— Do you think that the bureaucrats will end up expanding your Route 50?

— No. I’m still optimistic.

— Then, how do you explain that this story has been going on for five years?
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— Because Swedes are a submissive people. Or else they’re stupid. In Vadstena, 
they believe that their prosperity will come by the highway. They haven’t under-
stood anything. I know their city councillor; he’s not a bad guy. I had him as a 
math teacher. I’d really like to discuss it with him.

— What would you say to him?

— That I’ve never seen a truck that’s stopped here to visit the abbey. And above all, 
I would ask him to listen here, with me, to the noise already made by the motors 
on Route 50, two hundred metres away. You hear the muffled noise of the traffic? 
Isn’t it at all a shame? Everyone ought to find that racket shocking, even a math 
teacher. I’ll tell you again: people come here to listen to birds.

Göran Bergengren

A fifty-two-year-old biologist and father of two children, Göran long ago found 
a creative extension to his professional activities - writing. His life thus sees 
him passing from book to microscope, which leaves him with a rather full 
calendar.

— At an early age I already loved to write. But it was science that pushed me 
toward my second vocation. I quickly became fascinated by birds and insects. The 
laboratory led to observation. From the pair of binoculars, I turned to the blank 
sheet of paper. To tell what I was seeing, to meditate as well...

— What sort of personal relationship do you maintain with nature?

— A fundamental one. Biology has allowed me to understand my existence. 

— What do you mean?

— I consider myself a part of nature.

— Have you travelled?

— Yes. I was a journalist at the radio. I know the Soviet Union, Africa, America...

— Have you felt, upon returning to Sweden, that you were born in a protected 
region?

— Yes, absolutely.

— What is the most devastated country that you have seen?

— Peru. I remember a smelter on the coast. It was like ecological death. 

— Do you think that a similar calamity could unfold in Sweden one day?

— No, it’s not possible. Thank God, we have public opinion on the defensive. But 
we have to be on guard against day-to-day degradation. By letting it add up without 
seeing it too much, you could end up with a catastrophe. 

— What is the principal danger here? 
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— Pollution of the lakes and trees. 

— Let’s talk about highways, since there’s a local conflict concerning north-south 
traffic circulation. What’s your point of view?

— I think that our conception of road transport becomes like intellectual pollu-
tion, an obscuring of reason, the abandonment of the essential. They only think of 
moving more quickly, it’s absurd.

— Are you afraid about the future?

— I don’t know about the future. But I do know that the generation which follows 
are going to have a good laugh when they talk about our stress-filled lives.

— Therefore, in your view, they’ll really have taken a step back, lived more calmly, 
taken their foot off the accelerator?

— For sure. You’re going to find me cynical, but you need a catastrophe for people 
to understand.

— Do you consider yourself a perfect ecologist?

— Perfect, I don’t know about that, but I fight for my ideas.

— Do you participate in public actions?

— Yes, always, mostly in Östergötland.

— Are you often consulted?

— I give my opinion in the press, on the radio or television.

— Let’s get back to the writer. What have you written?

— Books on nature and novels... I’ve published two works on Tåkern lake. I’ve 
also made travelogues about Africa, and the former USSR, on the Turkmen and 
Tadzhik people. Always from my own perspective.

— People have also told me that you were a poet when you were in the mood?

— It’s enticing, when I’m travelling. I’ve written four collections.

— Let’s talk about landscape in general. What does it mean to you?

— It contains at the same time remembrance and the future.

— Do you think it’s tied to childhood?

— In a certain way, yes. It’s the child who finds the secret link between the past 
and the future, as it looks around. A few years are enough for that. Note that in 
biology it’s the same. Paradoxically, you understand it better when you practice it 
for a short time, more than by observing long changes.

— What was your most beautiful emotion in nature?

— It’s impossible to answer you, it’s as if you asked me what it’s for! Let’s say that 
I had some visual shocks in the great mountains, in Kenya, in Ecuador.

— Have you ever been afraid?

— Never, frankly. The only thing which makes me afraid in nature is the way we 
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treat it.

— What is the specific nature of a landscape?

— Its fragility. Even if some are more solid than others.

— How do you explain that this fragility isn’t understood by everyone?

— Because many people today live in the cities, without roots, They’ve cut their 
ties to nature. They don’t know the elemental things about life any more.

— What can be done?

— Work with children. As for me, I write books for schools. Alas, they’ve never 
asked for them.

— Why?

— When you haven’t lived in nature, you have less desire to learn about it, I sup-
pose.

— Do you think that it’s difficult to influence an overly bureaucratic school sys-
tem?

— Yes. I can even acknowledge to you that I’m disappointed by this behaviour 
toward the children. They ought to have the right to take their parents by the hand 
and lead them back into nature. As a philosopher once said, “We should write so 
that our descendants will understand us.”

— You seem to convey that the teaching of nature in schools is at the moment a 
failure?

— I believe that the teachers are often ignorant.

— You must pass for a super-activist with such arguments.

— I’m not beyond criticism. We should all change ourselves, stop running around 
according to the times. Now I’m just like the others. I have a wristwatch like eve-
rybody else.

— What about your next book?

— An anthology of old texts about nature and culture. Everything will take place 
around a large lake, in the south. I already have the title: “Under Oblivion”.

— It’s fiction?

— More or less, you know, even the most urban novel has its biological side.

— Let’s get back to the famous project of expanding Route 50. Shouldn’t it be 
given up?

— Let’s be realistic. If people decided tomorrow to no longer chase profits, then 
you could stop the highway immediately. But for the moment, the race for profit 
is still going on. Thus, you have to go on using the road.

— With all the vehicles?

— No, not the trucks. They slowly undermine the equilibrium of the landscape.
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— How do you explain the persistence of the conflict, when people like yourself 
haven’t stopped shouting “madman” since �98�?

— The forces of destruction still have great power. But all the same... We’ve suc-
ceeded in holding them back for five years.

— What do you think about the citizens of Vadstena who fear that their town will 
fall into economic stagnation, if the highway is diverted?

— It’s a fantasy, a sort of myth. In any event, even with a more important Route 
50, the trucks are not going to stop there.

— Are you pessimistic?

— No. I hope that, in the long run, the bureaucrats will come back with a more 
sensible project.

Ulla Baugner

This former schoolteacher, aged 63, left Stockholm in �99� to live in Ödeshög, 
out of a need for tranquillity and the irresistible pull of the region’s charms. 
Her arrival coincided, by chance, with the beginning of the highway affair. 
Jumping right in, so to speak, Ulla did not hesitate to sign her first petition 
right then. 

— I was scandalised on principle. The fact that this bureaucratic project would 
occur in the place which I had chosen revolted me doubly.

— What was your deep motivation?

— I knew the region poorly, I had only come from time to time, on my bike. 
But I had already felt its deep cultural unity, between the impressive Vättern, the 
charming Tåkern and the gentle mountain Omberg. I found my house while ac-
companying some friends who were looking for a place for their retirement. And 
I told myself: there’s where I want to live from now on. Here, I quickly became 
aware of the attacks on the environment.

— What is your attitude today?

— For me, the old roads are our history. You must never touch the layout of the 
houses. The people who built them chose the place out of love. We don’t have so 
much of the past in Sweden. Thus we need to keep what we have. They don’t have 
the right to turn everything upside down.

— Have you travelled a lot?

— I know Europe well. I sensed the mortal danger of highways when I was visit-
ing England. There, I was really shocked.

— In England? In the industrial regions, in the north?

— Not at all! In Kent, on the contrary. It’s a region known for its rustic tranquillity; 
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it’s little half-timbered cottages, its sheep in the fields...

— Indeed, it’s almost a cliché.

— Yes, but what I saw stupefied me. Kent has been completely destroyed by the 
network of roads and highways. The traffic is everywhere. The gentle perspectives of 
the countryside are cut up endlessly. There’s nothing but cars, trucks, garages, exit 
lanes, traffic lights, crosswalks, metal foot-bridges, obtrusive advertisements ... Kent 
is disfigured. And I remembered that Sweden used to resemble the Kent which I 
loved. Sweden is still trim, smart-looking, clean. But for how much longer?

— Define a landscape for me.

— For me, it’s not necessarily a natural place. It’s shaped by people, positively and 
negatively. It’s silence more than noise, unity of scenery or absurd slashing.

— Give me an example...

— You often have very open green spaces, that permit you to see far away. But we 
could also live very well at the edge of a forest. That would not bother me, perso-
nally. On the contrary.

— That’s a classical fantasy in Sweden. To get lost in the forest.

— I never go there without a map, don’t worry. But you have to attach great im-
portance to the landscape you discover each day, from the vantage point of your 
window. One badly made house is enough to ruin everything.

— Do you dread overly conspicuous dwelling places? 

— I don’t like it when small towns try to look like big ones.

— Thus, for you, visual pollution exists also? It’s not an abstract idea invented by 
ecologists to annoy town planners? 

— Certainly not! It’s something concrete. Look at that sort of warehouse on the 
road. It really bothers me.

— If a neighbour built a purple house on your horizon, would you react?

— I’m sure I would do something.

— Do you like animals?

—A lot

— What do you feel when you hear a gunshot?

— I don’t like it much, but you have to regulate the animal stocks. There are so-
metimes moose that come out of the forest.

— What place does nature have in your life?

— I put it in third place, after music and reading. I hike, I ride my bicycle. 

— Winter is hard here. You close yourself in at home for several months?

— You get used to things when you’re fond of them. I had already moved all by 
myself, and I was certain at the beginning that I would go back to Stockholm of-
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ten. And then, I had less and less desire to. You know, in Sweden, winter is dark 
everywhere. Swedes all stay at home, so being here or elsewhere....

— Have you made some friends?

— It was a bit hard at first. I worked as a volunteer at the library and met some 
people.

— Did you ever think that you had made a mistake, in leaving the big city for the 
countryside?

— Never, believe me.

— Getting back to the famous Route 50, are you pessimistic?

— I fight without regard to my mood.

— Have you tried to influence your new fellow citizens in Ödeshög?

— I stepped in at the time of a meeting.

— With the feeling that people from here were at last concerned?

— I think that they are, but it’s the same problem as in Vadstena. In these little 
townships of a few thousand inhabitants, everyone knows each other. So people 
only speak within their families, if they do. As soon as they leave their house, 
they’re silent. Hello, goodbye, they’ve learned to be quiet. They feel bound by 
the choice of the politician that they’ve voted for. The only ones who act are the 
“strangers” like me.

— What do you think of politicians?

— I believe that most of them have never deeply examined the results of the sur-
veys. In Ödeshög as in Vadstena, the city councillors have decided once and for all 
that they needed a high-speed road to send sick people to the hospital in Motala. 
That’s what they say. As for the rest, they don’t want to know a thing. Outside, fifty 
metres from the terrace where we chat, a large black dog chases a hare. We see 
them bouncing when turning above the tall grass. When the dog seems tired, the 
hare waits for him... I’m not dreaming. They’re playing. 

Sister Katarina

Up on the least steep side of Mount Omberg, the new monastery of the Sisters 
of Mary can be seen from far away.  Around its red-brick mass, a mountain of 
whitish earth exposes the still-fresh trenches, and several scaffolds remind us 
that the site is not yet finished.

Still little accustomed, without doubt, to the sophistication of electro-
nic door-opening systems, the community appears to have  not at all heard 
us ring the doorbell. We turn from one stairway to the next, until finally one 
heavy door opens half way.



��3

Jacques Gandebeuf

But there’s a pleasant smile... Sister Katarina apologizes for having made us 
wait. She shows us the vast interior patio, high as an antique tomb, from 
which run a number of corridors. We don’t see any other nuns during our 
visit.

Having become for the occasion Sister Porter, this 40-year-old Swede 
first brushes over the history of her Order. She knows that we want to talk 
about ethics, but first things first.

— I should explain to you why we’ve moved, and settled in this beautiful natural 
setting... As you know, we were living at Vadstena, but our community needed 
more space. The flood of tourists, though they were very nice, complicated our 
lives. We were endlessly being disrupted. While here...

— Are you part of the Catholic Church?

— Yes. Previously there was at Vadstena an evangelical Lutheran community, up 
until the arrival in the sixties of the Benedictine Sisters. Their order already ex-
isted in �930. We converted to Catholicism in �988.

— Where does the association with Mary come in?

— We became the Sisters of Mary to signal our desire to emphasize women’s 
quest, in the church and in society. We were bound to come upon the figure of 
the Virgin.

— Was your conversion understood by the Lutheran community, in Vadstena and 
elsewhere?

— In general, it was very easy. We had made up our mind to tell our friends about 
it beforehand, so that the news wouldn’t come to them one fine day out of the 
newspaper (she bursts out laughing).

— And the Lutheran authorities?

— Our bishop asked the pastor later what people were saying in town. He respon-
ded that they were talking about us the same way as before, talking about “our 
Sisters.”

— That’s very ecumenical.

— You know, this town has for centuries been a place of unity. For sure, we didn’t 
have a lot of Catholic priests to come and see us. We had joint masses with the 
dozen Sisters of Birgitta. We got along well with them. You know for sure that the 
region of Lake Tåkern has always been one of the most advanced areas for Catho-
licism in Sweden.

— I doubt that you chose the new site just for the landscape. Did you have a spi-
ritual motivation?

— Yes. We were drawn to Alvastra. The remains of this abbey exert an extraordi-
nary magnetism. It’s easy to imagine the singing of the monks fading out, 450 
years ago. We pick it up.
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— To speak of lowly terrestrial matters... When you selected this site, were you up 
to date regarding the Route 50 project.

— No, definitely not.

— You’ve learned about it as well, from the newspapers?

— I’ll be frank. We’d heard a rumour about the matter, as we keep close touch with 
some people in town... But we weren’t sure about anything.

— What was the reaction of the Sisters of Mary?

— Shock and consternation. The first project they spoke of would have gone right 
by the edge of our land, whereas we had chosen a place rather far from the houses, 
precisely to be isolated.

— What did you do?

— We were living in terror of seeing the construction begin, almost before our 
own got started. We tried to intervene, but how? We went to the municipality 
council to inform ourselves. You know the rest, the ceaseless calling into question 
of alternatives...

— Did you protest?

— Yes, in line with our obligation to maintain a certain reserve. We attended in-
formation meetings. They spoke to us of anti-noise walls. We were at a loss how 
to respond.

— And now, what do you do?

— We wait, like everybody. We pray.

— This landscape that you overlook from your windows, what does it signify for 
you?

— It’s an immense gift from heaven. A friend confided to us recently “You couldn’t 
be any closer to God than here.”

— Spiritually, this gift helps you to pray?

— Certainly. We need beauty. Experience has shown monks that one is always 
happy in the mountains. Look at Mount Cassino, in Italy.

— And the lake, it gives you something different?

— It generates gentleness, it announces an opening to the forest. It creates a dialo-
gue between the mountain and the calm water. I was born in the north, at Dalarna, 
in Borlänge. Up there, the contrasts are rougher..

— Do your Sisters benefit from the landscape?

— They go out walking in the forest. We like to go out as a group, but we haven’t 
had lots of opportunities, with all this work that needs to be finished. Later on, 
we’ll have a cloister and a guesthouse, as is the tradition. We’ll call ourselves He-
liga Hjärtas, the Monastery of the Sacred Heart.

— How many of you are there?
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— Eleven sisters, five novices and two postulants.

— Do you feel supported?

— Yes. We have lots of visits. People don’t stop telling us that they’re delighted 
at our coming, especially with the danger that lurks over the landscape. They’re 
feel flattered that we should have chosen this spot. They feel reassured with all 
these Sisters standing by. They tell themselves that nothing is going to happen 
with Route 50. Last week, we had our first guests’ gathering. Two hundred people 
came. 

— Did people talk about the highway?

— No. It was too official. But I’m sure everyone was thinking about it.
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The song of the schoolchildren 

(to the tune of Sesame Street)

Let’s avoid the bureaucrats
They lack imagination
We must save Östergötland
From all forms of betrayal

A miracle is still possible
If everyone is mobilised.
Sure they can put on a great act
But nature says to stop.

We want to see the wheat grow
We want bread on our tables
We’ll teach them how to live
The ones who want to rough up our land.

Let’s avoid the bureaucrats
They lack imagination
We’re going to save Östergötland
By finishing off the traffic.

Refrain

How am I going to cross over the road
How can I get to the other side
I’ve been waiting here for ages
But the cars keep coming again and again
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Volvos, Fiats, Morris
Saabs and Opels too
Volkswagens as well
And Mercedes with trailers

This concerns the deer
It matters to the moose
The foxes, rabbits and the little ones
It could concern you too.

If the moose could decide
The world would be different
The trees could grow in peace
Even right in the middle of the road
And everything would be as before.
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Vadstena

Olle Bengtzon

Between two meetings of the Forum, for which he serves as a secretary and 
which at the end of May brought together a hundred Swedish intellectuals at 
Vadstena, former journalist Olle Bengtzon still keeps his professional reflexes 
at 78 years of age. He agrees to give me his general view of the highway pro-
blem, striving visibly to stand back from the events.

— Before, the Swedish construction societies had their customs. They did to some 
extent what they wanted. But in the last decade, things have changed.

— What do you mean?

— It’s a radically different way of making highways. From now on,  it’s going to 
be necessary to learn to consult instead of accepting, without question, the lines 
which computers have drawn on the map.

— But didn’t those consultations exist?

— On paper, maybe, but not at every level. In fact, it was the counties which were 
deciding, and the communities did not always realize the consequences. Today, 
they have to face citizen revolts, as they were placed from the beginning in situa-
tions which they hadn’t desired.

— You appear optimistic about the future. What allows you to think that the pro-
cedure of planning highways in Sweden will be taking place under more harmo-
nious conditions?

— Our Forum has been swatting at it a lot. We have, south of Vadstena, a perfect 
example of a conflict of this type, and the resolution of this conflict will necessarily 
have national consequences.

— What aspects of the issue in particular have you brought up at the Forum?

— We have above all attempted to define the elements of a negotiation. It has to 
be initiated, otherwise there won’t be any serious solution.

— Can one know your conclusions?

— I’m not giving away any secret by telling you that the majority of the members 
of the Forum are against a new north-south highway in this region. We consider 
this part of Östergötland to be one of the pearls of Sweden, not only because of its 
landscapes, but also due to its very old dwellings, still buried in the ground. You 
can’t be ploughing with bulldozers in such a precious territory.

— Do I understand right that it’s necessary to give up the connection with Stock-
holm and the directing of the north-south traffic toward Motala?

— Not at all. But we think it will be enough to improve Route 50 and above all 
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adjust Route 3�, in order to facilitate the flow. 

— When you speak of improving Route 50, making the flow easier, do you mean 
that it should be made easier for trucks?

— Not at all. The presence of trucks is a different problem. The immediate im-
provements that we’ve spoken of only concern the security of the local property 
owners, and not the traffic in and of itself. The use of Route 50, be it touristic 
or transportational, must be decided by the interested parties themselves. Alas, 
there’s still a lot of local egotism.

— Personally, do you have any preferences?

— I know Omberg and Tåkern well. I was born at Skänninge, which isn’t very far 
away. All around the little lake, we all have the same sensibility. The idea of seeing 
semi-trailers cutting our landscape in two hardly pleases me.

— Have you travelled a lot?

— Everywhere in the world. I was specialised in architecture.

— What image do you have of your own country, having seen so many others?

— Sweden is a protected part of the world.

— Protected? Still, problems exist in Scandinavia. The proof...

— Yes, but I believe they are exaggerated a lot. I’m certainly not going to speak 
badly of the press, because that’s my profession. But sometimes, too many articles 
in the papers, too much coverage on TV, only make things worse.

— Do you believe that Swedes share your opinion?

— Since they’ve started travelling, yes. They make comparisons and measure the 
relative seriousness of our environmental problems against those that menace 
other countries.

— Thus, if I understand you correctly, even the problem of Route 50 seems over-
stated to you?

— Everything depends on what people say. The reactions are not all similar. Let’s 
say, to simplify, that people could approach the question more calmly.

— By leaving those who were mistaken with an honourable way to retreat?

— I’ll leave you the responsibility of that appreciation. I only said more calmly.

Lennart Bergstrand

A retired reporter from the newspaper Östgöta Correspondenten, Lennart 
knows the town of Vadstena by heart: its mentality, its customs, its silences 
or its secrets. He greets me very fraternally, but seems a bit on guard before a 
foreign colleague. Normal after all. This issue of Route 50 has inevitably called 
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for prudence, on more than one occasion.
— It’s a hot topic, from a journalistic point of view. But if you take a good look, you 
should know what’s going on. You should be up to date about everything.

— Did you feel the conflict coming?

— As you know, people have been talking of it since �99�. For five years, we’ve 
blackened page after page. There have been calm periods, and passionate resump-
tions.

— Do you get letters from your readers?

— Not much at the beginning, but in the last two years, they’ve been piling up at 
the newspaper.

— Why has the letter-writing picked up?

— Because the debate has become political.

— Have you felt pressure from the municipalities, regarding what you were going 
to write?

— No, never.

— And from the side of those opposing the expansion of the road?

— I would say yes. Not really pressure, but let’s call it... a certain insistence. The 
opponents of Route 50 have tried to convince me.

— You imply that they didn’t succeed?

— Right. I don’t allow myself to be influenced. In this profession, you’ve seen a 
few things. 

— Could you say that this prolonged debate, which is still alive and well after five 
years, has at last brought people to reflect?

— Yes, you could say that.

— But you, for example, have you changed?

— I recognize that I’ve learned a lot of things.

— Like what?

— Ah well, I don’t know, take... respect for the landscape. I’ve been a journalist for 
34 years, but I had never had the occasion to reflect upon such theoretical subjects 
in my articles.

— Keeping in mind what you’ve learned, would you react differently, if you had to 
relive today the situation which you had to comment on back in �99�?

— You know, I write based on the facts. No one can say that I’ve changed the ver-
sion over the last five years. Even if a new element astonishes me, I always have to 
put it in its context, and that context is always the same.

— Define it for me.

— It’s a very simple question: Is there a way to improve the north-south traffic 
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situation? It’s difficult not to repeat oneself in this connection.

— You, who know the town pretty well, do you think that everyone is well infor-
med?

— Yes, at least the adults.

— And the younger people?

— I’m not sure that the matter interests them.

Jonas Karlsson

Having worked for a long time in a sport shop in the centre of Vadstena, Jo-
nas recently took over the business himself. At thirty years of age, it’s a new 
responsibility for him, and demands that he be always available. He has to 
keep an eye on everything, from the anoraks to basketball shoes and balls. The 
young storekeeper admits that at the moment, he is overburdened.

— Summer is also the season for bicycles. We don’t sell many, sure, but tourists 
rent them on the other hand, for the day or the week. They go riding in the area 
around the town.

— As far as Lake Tåkern and Mount Omberg?

— I think that’s a bit far for them. The highway is dangerous because of the 
trucks. I understand that they prefer to go to the north, alongside Lake Vättern.

— Do you mean that you would be able to rent more bicycles if less dangerous 
routes were developed heading south?

— I don’t have any idea, but it’s probable.

— So, you’re against the project to expand Route 50?

— Wait. I didn’t say that, and for two reasons. The first is that the essential thing 
for my store is not the hiring of bicycles. And the second is that if I had more 
clients asking for bicycles, I wouldn’t know where to put them. I’d have to rent a 
building. There’s no question of that for the time being.

— I still haven’t figured out whether you’re for or against the highway project.

— I’ll give you a frank response. As a businessman, I’m for expanding Route 50, 
because it’s in my interest to see tourists come to Vadstena, with their children. 
Whether they go biking or not is, for me, secondary.

— Do you think that if the north-south traffic avoided Vadstena, there would be 
fewer tourists?

— I’m certain of it. The problem with businesses here is the wintertime. If you 
take the highway away from us, we won’t have anyone. We need to have the traffic 
all year round.
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— Do you believe that the trucks driving along the periphery of your town make 
your business run?

— Indirectly, yes, since they bring us merchandise. Someone has to supply me 
with the things I’m going to sell. Thus, they allow businesspeople to stay in the 
economic circuit. Without this coming and going, we’d asphyxiate.

— You don’t find that this noisy traffic fits poorly with the image of your very 
traditional town?

— It’s tiring, that’s true, but they’re going to build a bypass road, with a fork.

— There are some people who quarrel on that point.

— I know about it, as you can imagine.

— Have you signed any petitions in favour of the project to enlarge the highway?

— No, I haven’t signed anything. I don’t feel like it. You know, when you’re in 
business... 

— Do you think the road will be done?

— I don’t know about that. I’m not in the files over at city hall. But I hope that 
they’ll do it.

— Do you love nature?

— Sure, like all Swedes.

— What does it signify for you?

— I grew up on a farm. So I love it, that’s all.

— Do you go out walking much around here?

— A lot less often, alas, since I took over the store again. I’m tied to the inventory 
from the morning to the evening. Later, I’ll have a little freedom.

— Where do you go, when you can free yourself?

— I go see my parents. It’s eight kilometres to the south.

— Do you talk about this issue of the highway with your friends?

— People talked about it the most three years ago. Since then it’s all settled down. 
But I have the impression that the disputes are resuming.

— What do you answer when you hear certain adversaries of the project claim that 
it will kill the landscape? Are you insensitive to that?

— Not at all. But to speak of killing is ridiculous. On the contrary, I admit that you 
sometimes have to damage a landscape. Otherwise, nothing would move.

— All the same, Omberg and Tåkern are the jewels of the region?

— People exaggerate. They’re not really threatened by any project.



��3

Jacques Gandebeuf

Greger Johansson

It’s possible to be working for twenty years at Motala as a painter and plasterer 
and discover one day that it’s necessary to widen one’s horizons. By wielding 
colors, this father of three children felt that he could make more noble use of 
his paintbrushes. Today, aged 55, Greger is a committed artist, whose talent 
is regularly on display in nature magazines and Swedish exhibitions. He is 
above all known as a painter of animals.

— You know, you can learn a lot with colours. When I developed the desire, I first 
tried impressionism. And then little by little I turned toward a figurative style.

— All in all, you had an intimate appointment with Tåkern?

— Yes. The little lake was waiting for me. 

— I suppose that you’ve always loved nature...

— I mostly used to go hunting, but I didn’t really like killing animals. I prefer to 
catch them unawares and draw them.

— Is the lake important for your work?

— It all depends on what people are asking for. But I spend a good third of my 
time there.

— Where else do you go?

— To the north of Sweden. Especially during my vacations. I pack my supplies in 
the car. I bring my paintbrushes and tubes, binoculars, the things I need to make 
sketches.

— So a camera as well, I would guess?

— Never. That’s a different job.

— So then, how do you go about it?

— I get as close as possible, and I paint, with one eye in the binoculars and the 
other on my canvas. It’s sometimes very unstable, but with a bit of practice, it 
works out.

— Do you sometimes catch exceptional moments with the animals?

— Yes, Just yesterday, near Route 50, I saw an eagle, which was trying to grab a 
hare’s babies. The hare was facing him... I could see his head and two ears sticking 
up from a rye field.

— Was it difficult to paint?

— Oh, you know, I photograph everything in my head.

— Do you have any preferences?

— I really like to watch the very small birds.

— You must know them all?
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— Two hundred species, of which a good hundred have nests.

— To sum up, Tåkern is your treasured preserve?

— It’s the richest place in Europe for birds flying by. They say that other Swedish 
lakes are important for ornithologists, but in my opinion, their worth isn’t compa-
rable. And I know what I’m talking about.

— What would you say if the lake disappeared?

— My God, that would be a catastrophe! We haven’t come to that!

— Do you like landscapes?

— I paint a lot of them. Mostly for people of the region. In Stockholm, my clients 
prefer birds.

— What do you think of visual pollution? For example, an elegant modern wind-
mill, such as the ones you see more and more often around here?

— It’s true that for the eye of an artist, this presence is abnormal. But I won’t say 
anything, because it’s ecological.

— So, you paint the modern windmill too?

 — Not at all! I can forget it on my canvas. Just like a mosquito in the air. I ignore 
it.

— And Omberg? Do you go there frequently?

— As soon as I have the chance.

— You’re a very busy man...

— Rarely at home. I go, I come back, I go, I come back and I go to exhibitions.

— Are there many of you in this field in Sweden?

— A good hundred, but only half do it professionally.

— In the winter, do you stay at home?

— On the contrary. There aren’t a lot of birds, but I go out on the frozen lake when 
the ice is good. I make sketches.

— What’s your strongest emotion while you’re working?

— When I at last find my subject.

— Do you know all the species?

— No, I still discover some from time to time.

— What is the rarest creature which you’ve drawn?

— Very recently, a white stork. I had been waiting a long time for this occasion.

— And what is the bird, which you have yet to catch?

— The “blåhake”. That one only passes through. But I’ll get it one day or another.

— What do you express in your landscapes?

— Some people say I’m a bit mystical. I don’t know why, but sometimes I make 
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a depressing panorama, with a dark blue sky, a grandmother bent over, and black 
everywhere!

— Is it right that you need birds, because they help you keep a certain taste for life 
in your head?

— I don’t know, but when I was younger, I was already feeling sombre moments.

— Would birds be for you, in a certain way, a way of evading reality?

— You could say that, yes.

— You respect nature a lot. Is there any fear involved in this?

— Sure. Nature can get angry, and you always have to take it seriously, even in our 
very gentle area. Once, by Tåkern, I found myself alone in a little cabin during a 
violent storm. It was terrifying. I was already living in the forest as a young child. 
One day, I saw a bolt of lightning come through the telephone right onto our table. 
I thought I was going to die.

— The swamps at the edge of the lake, are you afraid of them as well? The fear of 
sinking into them?

— No, never, because I’m very prudent. I always know where I’m putting my 
feet.

— What do you think of people who say they’re never afraid of nature?

— They’re imbeciles, or they’re bragging. Even here in Sweden, there are lands-
lides. They wouldn’t have built there, if they had felt fear beforehand.

— What do you think of the project to expand Route 50?

— I’m against it.

— What do you propose?

— It has to be devoted to light tourism, by diverting the main traffic to the other 
side of the lake, in the south.

— Are you pessimistic?

— Yes, alas. The bureaucrats are too stubborn.

— Do you think they cling to their projects out of pride?

— For me, they suffer mostly from equipment disease. These are people who only 
think of fitting out, fitting out, fitting out again. Progress is the only thing they 
can think of.

Sten Matsson

An employee of the Vadstena Municipal Library, Sten, aged 44, has two child-
ren. Born at Västervik, on the Baltic, he lived in Linköping for twenty years 
before joining the shores of Vättern in �989.
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— My new life hasn’t changed me much. The mentalities are the same in all of 
Östergötland. Västervik resembles Vadstena, as it’s also a summer tourist town.

— How did you acquire your taste for nature?

— When I was a child, we had a small house on the island of Gotland. My father 
would leave first in order to be able to welcome us better. He used to hoist up the 
flag, and we would arrive.

— What did he do for a living?

— He was the headmaster of a secondary school.

— How do you go about making a young ecologist?

— I was a boy scout. After that, I got into an independent organization, Fältbiolo-
gerna - “Field Biologists”. We were from �0 to �5 years of age, and the older ones 
would teach the younger ones. Our slogan was “keep your boots full of mud.”

— Did you take part in public debates?

— Once, yes. I protested against a brand of detergent. And later, at Linköping, 
I joined an association against a highway project. Finally, in �988 I joined the 
Green Party. But for me, politics is only a means to push through my ideas on the 
environment.

— Have you travelled much?

— Yes, in Europe and America. You won’t be surprised if I tell you that the Indians 
attracted me greatly. I always kept in my head a phrase that the chief of one tribe 
spoke: “It took the white man 500 years to destroy everything. It’s worth the trou-
ble to work 500 years to fix everything back up.”

— Which Indian groups were you with?

— With the Mohaves of New England. It was about twenty years ago.

— You’ve taken a stance on the Route 50 project?

— Sure, I’m against the change. I’ve let it be known loyally.

— How do you explain this discussion which never ends?

— Swedes are a submissive people, out of civic spirit. But the young people are 
starting to grumble.

— That’s curious, what you’re saying about young people. People have more often 
told me the opposite. 

— It’s a question of education. I can see it with my own kids. At nursery school, 
they already knew what compost was. During her first year, my daughter brought 
home some rubbish, to study it! When I think of my own childhood, they didn’t 
tell us about anything at school.

— How do you see this sort of education?

— It’s tricky. You first have to familiarize the children with the plants and animals. 
Then, only then, can you proceed to the second stage, that of the environment. It’s 
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more subtle to explain what a landscape is than to show a baby bird in its nest.

— This case of Route 50, how does it fit in?

— For me, it’s a good occasion to get the children to think. A sort of practical work, 
which concerns them.

— Are you a militant?

— I insisted on attending the Vadstena Forum. Its title was timely: “To conserve 
or make something new?” I would be more for conservation. I found that on the 
whole, the debates weren’t too theoretical. That’s often the danger with teachers. 

— If I understand you right, there’s no ecology without politics?

— Politics opens possibilities. I do try to keep my boy-scout innocence.

— Tell me about heritage...

— It’s a fundamental philosophical notion. I thank my parents for teaching me that. 
There’s the idea of responsibility for the setting of one’s life. A proverb says that 
people haven’t inherited the land of their ancestors, it’s only being lent to them.

Björn Segrell

A forty-year-old geographer, Björn considers himself an engaged ecologist. It 
often happens that he gives his opinion on nature and environmental ethics. 
“I do it when people ask me,” he specifies, with modesty.

For him, there are two schools of thought with respect to nature. The 
first shelters chapels of normally pessimistic militants, of which a part, alas, 
loves to stir up public opinion with catastrophic predictions. The second, on 
the other hand, affirms with oblivious complacency that things aren’t going 
all that badly in this world. In front of the first group, the latter get excited or 
sneer. They say that people become ridiculous by wanting to systematically 
protect everything.

— I belong to the group of pessimistic ecologists, but moderate ones. I know 
that nature is in danger. The others, the “optimists,” are the people who work in 
the forests, or technicians or bureaucrats. Out of interest, they’re only concerned 
about the spaces in which their professional activities take place. They don’t have 
any idea what “protecting a heritage” means. 

— Do you have any examples?

— At Linköping, the town wants to run a highway through an area formerly used 
by the military. The Department of Water and Environmental Studies is against it. 
Groups oppose each other and it’s constantly like that, at random according to the 
people and the situations. Sometimes nature is winning, sometimes it’s losing. 
We don’t have any clear procedure or structured case law to solve this sort of pro-
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blem. It just goes from one case to the next.

— Regarding the Route 50 matter, what would you have said if you had been 
consulted?

— You’ll be astonished, I would have said that they shouldn’t expand the road, but 
they could improve it. 

— You don’t think that that simple improvement could already be damaging the 
landscape?

— You mustn’t exaggerate. The road wasn’t born yesterday. It already existed at the 
time of the Vikings. It’s a part of this landscape.

— I’m certain that you’re going to tell me how many trucks were passing sout-
hwest of Vadstena every day, during the Viking era?

— You’re joking, but these trucks are the only problem, actually. On Route 50, 
they’re going too fast. When I talk about fixing it up, it’s only to avoid accidents 
with cars. But on the other hand, you can’t deprive Vadstena of a means of access 
for its businesses. You have to keep a some sense of moderation.

— What do you think of the tourists?

— For them, Route 50 is quite sufficient. Speed has nothing to do with develop-
ment. It’s even the opposite.

— You imagine thus a different tourism, let’s say a lighter kind, for the region?

— Absolutely. There’s an enormous potential, which is not utilised. When I see 
all these people who circulate around Vadstena castle all day, I tell myself that they 
could spread out as far as Omberg and the little lake, if they had access to better 
information and access.

— Thus, for you, the key to real tourism would be barring trucks’ access to the 
road?

— Theoretically, yes.

— If I understand your reasoning, public opinion is behind the times. It’s not 
ready to look at the future in a modern way, taking account of ecology?

— I agree. They’re settling a conflict, which will be typical after the year �000 in 
the way they would have a century ago. There’ll be dozens like this, you’ll see.

— You’ve travelled a lot. What do you feel when your airplane begins its descent 
into Stockholm?

— As a geographer, I’m always moved, looking out the window. Passing from the 
sea to the lakes and forests, it’s my country, and it’s superb.

— Do you think that you’re lucky?

— I don’t think of it, I’m used to it.

— Have you seen heavy pollution?

— I’ll never forget what I saw on the train between Nuremberg and Prague... Eve-
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rything had been destroyed by the chemical industry. It was impressive.

— You’re not afraid that the same thing might happen one day in Sweden?

— I know that we have pollution around Göteborg, but not on the same scale. For 
each tree reddened by pollution on the west coast, you have a hundred of them in 
other countries. 

— What do you think of Sweden’s good reputation, about its respect for nature?

— It’s well deserved. Beyond our frontiers, all I see is dog manure and bits of dirty 
paper.

— Are you sensitive to visual pollution? Your new windmills?

— They’re very beautiful, very elegant, like our old ones. They look like giant sty-
lized flowers. Still, one sees too many of them in the landscape. One day, perhaps, 
they’ll find a better solution. As I said, it’s a problem for the future.

— Do you think that things evolve?

— Sure. Take “The Voyage of Nils Holgersson.” When Selma Lagerlöf published 
her book, they were talking about drying up Tåkern. But when she told the story 
of a little boy who was travelling on the back of geese over the little bird lake, they 
gave up the idea.

Olof Hjelm

Having arrived in Linköping in �987 to continue his education as a chemist, 
Olof remained in the area. Thirty years old, he has learned to find an equili-
brium between his work as a researcher and his passion for birds.

— I love Lake Tåkern and its surroundings very much. It’s great luck for me to be 
able to live here.

— You speak of luck... Did you arrive here by accident?

— Yes and no. I knew about the lake’s reputation, and in childhood my mother 
had already imparted to me her passion for ornithology. I grew up in a little village 
in the south, where �0-year-old schoolchildren had founded an association to pro-
tect birds. But I should say that it’s mainly my studies in chemistry that brought 
me to Östergötland.

— Do you spend a lot of time at Tåkern?

— Yes. I go to look at the animals, I make inventories of them, and sometimes I 
provide that information to the county administration, as a consultant.

— Even in the winter?

— In the winter, if it’s necessary, I use ice skates.

— Do you meet with bird-watching groups?
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— I run into them often, and know the regular ones.

— Do you have the feeling that the Route 50 project can endanger the birds of 
Tåkern, in one way or another?

— No. The birds aren’t exposed to any nuisance.

— What about the landscape, between Omberg and the little lake?

— There, that’s different. There are very great risks.

— What are they, in your view?

— First of all the noise, most importantly, then the danger which is paradoxically 
greater for the property owners. You can imagine the machines biting into the 
mountainside, and then, the accentuating of the break. The ideal would be, on the 
contrary, to discover a calm and tranquil juxtaposition, keeping Route 50 for local 
and tourist traffic. 

— For you, is that a dream or a possibility?

— I believe that it’s quite possible to divert the national traffic to the southeast of 
the lake.

— What does nature signify for you?

— First, freedom. An idea of intimate recreation in an environment rich with 
species... The feeling of being part of a whole, and of being a witness, conscious 
of his own place in this whole.

— What is the most beautiful emotion you feel in nature?

— You’re not going to consider me original: a sunrise in May. Don’t forget that 
we’re in Sweden.

— When a truck passes by in the distance, does it irritate you?

— Always. But I’ve told you, that doesn’t bother the birds. Only bird lovers...

— Define a landscape for me.

— For me, it’s first of all a view... forms and colours, a type of harmony.

— Do you think that visual pollution exists? For example, a misshapen house at 
the edge of the lake?

— I have trouble imagining it.

— And modern windmills?

— That doesn’t trouble me either. I see them,  they bother my eyes a little but I 
accept them.

— Out of tolerance or civic spirit?

— Simply because to begin with, there’s no menace to the natural order.

— Thus, there seems to be a threshold at which you react?

— In effect. It varies from one example to the next. The new windmills, I tolerate 
them. Admit that they’re very pure in their design, and their aim is totally ecolo-
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gical. But a new smokestack that they would plant for us in the landscape, I’m 
against that.

— Are you sensitive to the memory of places, to remembrances of the past buried 
in your soil?

— Yes, I’m sensitive to that. I know all the little monasteries around the lake. It’s 
a magnificent destination for a hike, which leads us irresistibly to meditate upon 
the places’ past.

— Are you pessimistic on the subject of landscape?

— No, I believe they’ll work out an agreement not to demolish it.

— But if construction begins, what is to be done?

— There’s resistance to it, and the promoters know it.

— If I understand you, this resistance should find a way to help them reverse 
themselves without losing face?

— There’s a bit of that, yes. The problem is a psychological one.

The meeting

A meeting of “resistance fighters” at a farm, not far from the little lake. The 
coffeepot and the biscuits have been on the table for a while already. I’m in-
troduced to a dozen people, who are frightened to see that the story of Route 
50 may have made noise as far away as France.

I reassure them, but to tell it all, they’re rather flattered by it. I disap-
point them by assuring them that my curiosity has a more global aspect, and 
that the case that brings them together here only constitutes, in my eyes, an 
unexpected example for a survey of ethical order.

The meeting begins. It’s certainly not clandestine. Any regular in the 
area could take down the registration numbers of the cars parked in the farm-
yard. But there’s a certain complicity in the air here. People haven’t come here 
to make speeches. Choosing to respect their strategy, I will content myself by 
denoting them by number.

No. �: “You get the feeling of going back five years in time. Now the bureaucrats 
are talking about the south project again.”

No. 9: “It’s the proof that they don’t know any more what to propose. They hadn’t 
foreseen that the reaction would be so sharp.”

A real discussion begins. There’s a majority here for sniffing out the trap. Year 
after year, the problem becomes more and more technical. The promoters, in 
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their desire to save their project, would come up with adaptations each time 
to forestall criticism.
The trouble is that the result of this muddle becomes more and more sophis-
ticated, which gives it a more and more insistent character. It looks as if the 
lovers of Route 50 were told: “We’re making an effort, make an effort on your 
side.”

No. 7: “Let’s not get caught in that trap! We don’t have anything to choose. Our 
political stance is to protect our road. People aren’t going to fight for the route to 
the south, or for any other, under the pretext of not touching Route 50. Our criteria 
is the defence of this environment, the quality of our landscape, the beauty of our 
houses. The rest, we don’t want to know.”

No. 4: “I agree. We have to recentre our action upon ethical values. A general 
withdrawal into the landscape. The highways, at the bottom of it, that’s not our 
problem.”

No. � wants to speak. She’s an old, very dignified lady, and my companion whis-
pers in my ear: “It’s Agnes Krogh-Lindberg, daughter of  Nobel Prize winners, a 
physiologist during the �0s.”

No. 4: “I’ve been living here for five years. I don’t understand why this project 
exists.”

No. �: “Neither do I, ma’am. This region is a natural heritage. A fragile place. It’s 
so easy to spoil it, and if people spoil it, it’ll be forever.”

No. �: “The people southeast of the lake, in refusing to have the highway on their 
side, keep on repeating endlessly that their land is historic. In Stockholm, people 
hear them more easily, because the protection of monuments is very strong. We 
should insist on our side that the history of Sweden is intertwined with the whole 
area around Tåkern, including here on our side on the northwest shore.”

No. 5: “I want to insist on an argument we don’t hammer on enough. They say 
they want to improve the road so there’ll be fewer accidents, but if people go faster, 
there’ll be more accidents. We ought to show the contradiction. As to their famous 
anti-noise wall, it’s ridiculous. We won’t be able to see anything any more. How 
could the property owners accept it?”

It’s time for “Fika.” A five-minute break... Then, everyone pushes the coffee 
and the little biscuits to the edge of the big table, to spread out a half-dozen 
road maps.

No. 9: “They tell us that the traffic noise won’t bother the birds around the lake. 
But what do we know about it really? With 5,000 vehicles passing each day, it crea-
tes a sort of continuous acoustic space, which could end up influencing the idea 
the animals have about their security. We don’t know anything about it, after all. 
There could be a long-term risk. They’ve had some experiences in Göteborg.”

No. 6: “Don’t forget that at the beginning, the state wanted to lighten the load on 
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Stockholm, and respond to the future highway criteria of European traffic. But 
with all the developments that the Vägverket is obliged to anticipate, the result 
won’t be European any more. It’s an argument which doesn’t hold.”

No. �: “Careful. Let’s not go astray. I repeat that those technical stories don’t con-
cern us. What we want is the suppression of traffic in the region.”

No. 4: “Alas, there are too many local politicians who need the highway to get 
home.”

Everyone laughs, and I’m visibly the only one who doesn’t understand the 
allusion.

No. 6: “You have to work for the long term. For the year �0�0. It’s necessary to 
show what happened in the south of Europe. Down there, they have more and 
more disfigured towns. As to the countryside, no one talks about it. It’s all pol-
luted, deformed.”

No. �: “Very true. Our lake Tåkern, people already saved it once at the beginning of 
the century. We can do it again.”

No. �: “Selma Lagerlöf was clever. When she saw that her book could help people 
to defend the lake, she created a committee, like us, with painters, poets, wri-
ters.”

No. 8: “We don’t reflect enough upon what we’re attracted to. Do we ask why 
people settle here, rather than somewhere else? We really should have a reason 
for it. For example, I came to Östergötland when I was a very little girl, and when 
I retired, I rushed to settle down here. Why? Nostalgia for childhood?”

No. 3: “Exactly. This case helps us to develop, and organise ourselves. It shows 
our problems through another angle, it valorises them. To defend a landscape is 
already a notion of an ethical order. It goes a lot further than a question of noise. 
It’s why we should bet away from our little local plan.”

Everyone agrees.
No. 3: “There are people who come here from all over Europe to visit the convents. 
We must talk to them. We should carry the issue to the national level, make the 
Swedish people reflect, starting from our struggle, upon what they want to leave 
to their children. Now, as many of them have travelled, they know that we’re not 
lying when we talk about the terrible failures in other countries. Ecology doesn’t 
make them smile any more. It’s our moment to intervene in the media, instead of 
centring on Vadstena. The solution is elsewhere.

No. 7 reads a press release, “To save Tåkern, Omberg, and the region.” The themes 
are translated for me as it goes along.

– To maintain the unity of the landscape by turning aside heavy traffic.

– To reduce the speed on Route 50. Maximun 70km/h, and even 50km/h close to 
built-up areas.
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– To set up rest areas, set back along the entire route, to provide places for cars to 
stop.

– To envision, alongside these parking lots, an attractive trekking course facing 
Lake Tåkern, Mount Omberg and Vättern. 

– To devise in particular a walking path around Kastad, to enjoy the beauty of the 
area. 

– To mark distinctly entrance into the Tåkern-Omberg area on the road.

– To see to an even width of the road.

– To mark the areas of interest for tourists with road signs.

– To set up in the parking lots weatherproof maps which show cyclists the routes 
between the monasteries and the churches, with historical information, like in 
Iceland.

– To develop cross-country skiing on Omberg in the wintertime.

– To check that attractive areas are automatically preceded by a sign to reduce 
speed - to keep drivers from having to brake at the last second. 

– To plan a bike lane independent of the road.

– To increase lodging possibilities in the region.

Anders Agnemar

Fifty-five years old, the city councillor of Vadstena finds himself at the heart of 
the conflict, and knows it. This father of six children, including two pairs of 
twins, faces the torment cheerily enough. I have reasons, though, to suppose 
that he sees me coming from afar and is on his guard. It’s absolutely neces-
sary that our conversation be straightforward.

“Mister City councillor, you must doubtless be astonished to see a French jour-
nalists sticking his nose into an affair which doesn’t concern him. I concede to 
you, alas, that my country has no lesson to give yours on ecological matters. And 
I’ll confirm for you that if the issue of Route 50 interests me, it’s very much by 
chance. At the beginning, I had come to Linköping, invited by the Department of 
Water and Environmental studies at the university, to make an inquiry into the 
development of environmental ethics among the Swedes...”

— The ethics of nature is one thing. The equipment of a territory is another. It’s 
necessary to admit that nature is always a bit of a victim.

— You speak in connection with the highways, in general?

— Yes. The development of transport is inevitable.

— Thus, you accept it.
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— I can discuss the application modalities of a project. Which brings me to disco-
ver people’s mentalities.

— You admit that designing a roadway is never innocent. First, you dig, then you 
pollute, finally you change people’s habits. To get back to Route 50, could you say 
that you have a defined plan to limit the damage?

— Certainly. A lot of work has been done on Agenda ��. When we demanded an 
increase in rail capacity, they laughed in our faces. We wanted to modernise the 
transport of bread from the south of Sweden. It was necessary to do away with 
archaic habits. Our basic idea was to lighten the burden on the road.

— But how can you take the burden off a road by making it bigger? When you can 
cruise more easily, you necessarily increase the traffic on the road.

— False. The heavy things will still continue to go between Motala and Mjölby.

— In spite of everything, the improvements to Route 3� will take time.

— Time will be necessary to change people’s habits. And during this time, it’ll be 
necessary to keep things rolling on Route 50. This is not a contradiction.

— What do you find wrong with Route 50?

— It has become dangerous, and as a city councillor, it’s my duty to make it safer. 
Even if people say that we must leave it the way it is.

— When the decision was taken five years ago, did you foresee this much resis-
tance?

— Frankly, no. In the beginning, the only real decision concerned the Vadstena by-
pass. The commune only agreed upon repairing the road leading in the direction 
of Omberg, and making it a little broader. We wanted to take out a few curves and 
some black spots, to avoid accidents on the slopes northwest and west of Tåkern. I 
know the place by heart. I often go to the lake with my children.

— It’s a fragile landscape. Had you sufficiently weighed the impact on the envi-
ronment?

— Not really. I must admit that we were mostly thinking about cutting down ac-
cidents.

— It’s not a crime to make a mistake when you acknowledge your error. It’s only 
people who don’t do a thing who can avoid bad decisions.

— Careful. Things have not developed in the way you say. While we had started 
out from this one idea of safety, the people at Vägverket began to speak of a �3-met-
re-wide lane, for a speed of ��0km/h. But the people from here didn’t want that.

— You seem to think that there had been a chain of events?

— I can say that the civil servants and the local officials were shocked when they 
saw big projects start up. I’ll tell you again, we only wanted to improve our Route 
50.
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— Should I understand, then, that in your mind, people would have influenced 
you indirectly?

— We didn’t want a �3-metre-wide road. We want a road where you can ride a bike 
and go walking. Where you can go at your own pace.

— You’ve already tried to ride your bike on Route 50?

— No. For the moment, it’s far too dangerous.

— But if you make it better, vehicles will go still faster, it’s logical, isn’t it?

— We’ll set up a number of signs to restrict speed to 70km/h.

— How do you explain these contradictions to the promoters?

— In Stockholm, they don’t perceive things as we do. We’ve discussed it a hund-
red times with the former director general of Vägverket, Per Anders Örtendal. He 
stuck to his �3 metres. Finally, three options were available.

— Do you think the explosive turn that the debate took is normal?

— I admit that I’m astonished.

— Don’t you think that the way chosen by the authorities to announce the pro-
ject was incredibly brutal, not to say inelegant? The property owners that can be 
expropriated got the news by reading the paper. They could have been informed 
beforehand. It’s the least that could have been done.

— I admit that our communication strategy wasn’t perfect. But we didn’t give any 
details. We only said that everyone living within a hundred metres of Route 50 
could be concerned. Nothing more.

— You’ve seen the result. People felt pushed around.

— If Vägverket had only decided to improve Route 50 according to our view, I’m 
certain that no one would have budged. Whereas when listening to the people in 
Stockholm talk about making changes to the national traffic system, they accused 
us of hiding our hand, and being their accomplices...

— Still, they had already talked to you of a road thirteen metres wide?

— Yes, but it was only for the legally required dimension of a bridge.

— Five years later, here we are. For the adversaries of the project, the case of Route 
50 is a perfect example of an ecological conflict.

— Ecological, that’s probably exaggerated. For me, it’s more technical.

— Everyone knows that environmental problems are taking on more importance, 
from one year to the next. The decision that you have to take today will thus be jud-
ged, whether you like it or not, by notions which are slowly making inroads into 
public opinion, and which bring the risk, tomorrow, of evolving into a condemna-
tion, in the name of ethics.

— When you’re city councillor, you know, it’s your duty to act. This very morning, 
my working committee got back together. There are five of us representatives on 
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the municipal council. We voted. Four, including myself, are for continuing on 
project number �, that is, improving Route 50. Only one person is against all the 
options.

— Was the discussion difficult?

— It went off smoothly.

— Even for you, as city councillor?

— I think of it all the time, but what do you want to do?
There’s a conflict in Sweden between the railroad and the highway. It’s not my 
fault and I can’t do anything about it. Two years ago, I went to the other side 
of Lake Vättern with my son. There was a meeting near Lidköping, where I 
was born, in a school in Skara. They were discussing transportation, and there 
were the exact same arguments as here. Nobody wanted a new highway. Still, 
you have to put them somewhere.

— They say that it’s a political battle.

— The Central Party, to which I belong, considers itself a green party. We’ve coo-
perated with the smallest 90 communes in Sweden. In the transport committee 
in parliament, we’ve established that everywhere, there were the same obstacles. 
Everyone wants to improve traffic conditions, but no one wants to touch his own 
landscape. It always falls on the elected officials to take risks. Believe me, someti-
mes it’s hard to put up with.

— This landscape that you love, aren’t you afraid of brutalising it? It’s so fragile.

— It’s an exceptional place, I recognise that. I even wrote an essay on Tåkern when 
I was a student. But they’re not going to kill it. We’ll put up speed limit signs. The 
most delicate, I confess, is the corridor between the little lake and Omberg. If it 
didn’t exist, there wouldn’t have been such a fuss.

— If I asked you to define nature for me, what would you say?

— For me, it’s air and water.

— And a landscape?

— That’s very intimate. An emotion, perhaps?

— Do you accept the idea that a landscape is a heritage?

— Yes, but I have to point out that I wasn’t born a peasant, even though I’ve 
worked in agriculture. I remember feeling that I was brutalising the earth every 
time I removed a stone or put down a pipe. I had to explain to my students what 
the political development of a landscape is, over a century. I know that in a lot of 
places, the birds don’t have any more forests.

— You sound like you’ve become an ecologist.

— Call me what you want. I talk of it every night with my wife Helena. But I re-
fuse to say that one mustn’t touch Route 50. As a city councillor, I can’t take that 
responsibility. 
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Sverker Kärrsgård

In charge of maintenance, organisation of traffic and industrial pollution at 
the department of the environment, this fifty-five-year-old civil servant bears 
great responsibilities for the county of Östergötland. 

He receives me at his office, in Linköping.

On the wall, I see a large map, with zones coloured purplish-red. “These are 
tourist spots, and we have to protect them,” he tells me.

I notice that the two largest red spots are, as if by chance, the mountain 
Omberg and Lake Tåkern. But Sverker has noticed my glance.

— Don’t be deceived. It’s not only the region of Vadstena that we’re worried about. 
There are thirty-five civil servants in my department, of whom eight are perma-
nently devoted to nature conservation. Now, the work is enormous, because the 
county extends, as you know, as far as the edge of the Baltic.  With its 4�6,000 
inhabitants, it ranks fifth among administrative municipalities. In addition, it’s 
an old territory, on which people have made their mark for a long time. We’ve 
catalogued 60,000 vestiges. 750 cultural monuments or historic landscapes are 
protected. Not to mention 75 reserves...

— You’re very busy?

— I can give you an example. We’re fighting along the coastline, to prevent deve-
lopers from building chalets which they sell to town residents. Even in Sweden, 
there are speculators. And believe me, often you have to be clever to prove it. Our 
mission is to protect the beauty of the little islands. A real ant’s job.

— Do you have other urgent problems?

— We’re the guardians of the values of the farming world, but we have to point 
out the excesses that certain farmers commit. As soon as you meddle with species, 
there’s destruction at the end. We preserve the equilibrium.

— Exactly, could you be able to wish for a better example in the west of the county?  
You’re not unaware that, according to the property owners, a highway project is 
threatening to change this fragile landscape?

— As far as the fragility, I agree. The limestone favours the development of animal 
and plant species. But the road doesn’t threaten Lake Tåkern, if that’s what you’re 
alluding to.

— That’s not everybody’s opinion, if I am to believe what I’ve heard. I’d like to 
know whether the county has taken a clear position on this issue of Route 50...

— It’s going to. There are two projects.

— Where is the decision going to be made, in reality? In Stockholm?
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— No, at the highway construction centre.

— And you really don’t think that the alternative to the south of the lake would be 
better for the environment of this unique region?

— In my opinion, the inhabitants to the south wouldn’t agree to that either. They 
are people of small means, farmers very attached to their traditions, while around 
the lake, the farmers are well-off people, better informed, who accept modern evo-
lution. I admit that I’ve had some difficulty understanding their reaction.

— This lake is an ornithological paradise.

— I know that. I’m the one responsible for the bird-watching stations. You can be 
assured they’re not at risk, nor are the birds.

— People maintain that this Route 50 should be dedicated to light tourism, with 
bicycles. Does that idea appear stupid to you?

— No, but to be frank, we’ve never thought seriously about it. In Sweden, you 
know, the administration only thinks in terms of development. Besides, the majo-
rity of tourism here is by car.

— People’s mentalities appear to be evolving.

— Within certain quarters, perhaps, but I think that the majority will continue to 
be attracted by a comfortable type of tourism.

— Is that typically Swedish?

— No. People everywhere look for comfort.

— Don’t you find that it’s a matter of the collapse of old moral and ethical values? 
The taste for beauty? The pleasure of effort? To speak of my own country, France, 
which has no lessons to give to you, I emphasize the fact that, in terms of respect 
for nature, you can see people who react. They leave the car in the garage, and go 
hiking with a little tent on their back. The travel agencies feel it. There’s a strong 
need to return to the natural life.

— We don’t have your example here. But I’m willing to admit that if they enlarge 
Route 50, the landscape will lose part of its charm.

— Do you regret it?

— Alas, you have to make choices in life. 

Hans Liman

A biologist at the department of the environment of the county of Östergöt-
land, Hans is fifty years old, and speaks directly. Route 50 he knows by heart. 
Tåkern? He’s up to date. Omberg? He’s thinking about it. The first contact is 
easy.
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— Don’t tell me all the same that you dream of the little lake every night.

— No, I would have more often the tendency to dream of highways.

— Has the decision been taken for the north-south road?

— Theoretically, not before the end of the summer. Probably by the beginning of 
September. But if you want a bit of information, the solution for Route 50 is going 
to be chosen. We’ve already given a favourable opinion. It’s a yes for a wider lane, 
linking Motala, Vadstena and Ödeshög. And that opinion will be followed.

— Thus, you’ve taken a position?

— Yes, very recently. And there’s a majority for it.

— Were there opposing views?

— Yes.

— People say it’s a political choice?

— I don’t agree. Politics are the consequence, not the cause. We felt that we were 
being pushed from behind because of the media. In cases like these, it’s hard to 
back down.

— Would you have been able to back down?

— Wait. I didn’t say that. We’ve certainly examined the second solution, to the 
east of Lake Tåkern, but the cost was too great. The only economical solution is 
improving Route 50.

— Isn’t it strange to have chosen this famous region to open such a construction 
site, when in your folders, you consider it a region of patrimony that it’s a priority 
to protect?

— But I assure you that we’re not going to ruin anything between the little lake 
and Omberg!

— The ecologists say that the landscape is fragile.

— That’s false. In the bottleneck there’s not any worthwhile patch of land.

— The earth is not all in a landscape.

— The argument is a bit theoretical.

— And what about the circulation of animals?

— All right, there’s a risk that that will be changed. Still, I’ll point out to you that 
there are two separate animal habitats, the mountain on one side, the lake on the 
other.

— Don’t you believe in light tourism?

— I don’t see how that will be threatened. People will keep visiting the old monas-
teries or watch birds.

— You forget the trucks.

— We’ve made calculations. The increase there shouldn’t pass �0%.
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— In that case, the traffic is hardly going to free up Stockholm.

— It’s a more general problem. It implicates all of the politics of transportation in 
Europe for the future. It’s not only the highway. They’ve already built a structure 
at Motala. It’s a construction site at an international level.

— The Swedes are known throughout the world for their civic spirit. How do you 
explain their refusal, if this is really a national necessity?

— There are lots of reasons. Some people are against it on principle. Others would 
like a railroad, and so forth.

— Have you happened to go and talk with these people?

— Yes, for two or three years. I explain to them the value of the land, I compare 
for them the total amounts of expropriation involved. It’s the tax-payers’ money. 
We had to make a choice.

— Do you expect a number of legal proceedings?

— They’ll be offered enough money so that they won’t go to court. And it’s the 
government that will decide.  

Jörgen Oskarsson

Social Democratic city councillor of Mjölby for eight years, Jörgen Oskarsson 
has been in politics since �974. He’s an elected official who has remained 
young, and who supposedly works sixty hours a week, at age 45.

— This highway issue has helped me to evolve. I’ve reflected a lot for several years 
on highway politics in Sweden, and my conclusion is clear-cut. We have to revise 
everything before there’s a catastrophe.

— If I understand correctly, you’re not afraid to take a stance contrary to the of-
ficial way of thinking. That’s rather rare for a city councillor.

— Everybody knows my point of view. I work for my town, and nothing else.

— What do you think of the Route 50 project?

— Officially, it doesn’t concern me. Unofficially, I understand the ecologists’ point 
of view. They’re against the idea of lots of traffic in the flatland of their region.

— Thus you approve of them?

— Once again, it’s not my problem. But I think that people should have a princi-
ple: never draw up a new road when one already exists.

— Which means what?

— That other solutions can be found.

— Yes, but Vadstena is afraid of being isolated.

— I don’t see how the fact of restoring Route 3� would weaken Route 50. But in 
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any case, the problem is elsewhere.

— What’s your solution?

— It’s necessary to revise highway politics. We’re on the wrong track, and no 
mistake about that.... Look at what’s happening in the Alps, in Switzerland or Aus-
tria...They’ve finally understood that they couldn’t handle road traffic in certain 
locations. So, they focus on trains.

— That’s central planning.

— Why not, if it’s for making life easier?

— Do you think that they could reorient the traffic in this way in Sweden, towards 
the train?

— We’ll have to, even if the construction society continues to state that it’s impos-
sible to control traffic. They claim that traffic circulation obeys the imperatives 
of profit-earning, which always drive it toward looking for the shortest and least 
expensive road. But that’s wrong. You could very easily decide that from now on, 
the state will impose the direction of traffic and the type of vehicle, to obey envi-
ronmental imperatives.

— Do you think that this change is possible?

— Look at France. Where you live, the truckers are more aggressive. When people 
try to organise their trade, they block the roads. But everyone senses clearly that 
the profession is changing. The drivers were looked at as lords, very individualistic 
people. They didn’t like participating in trade-union activity very much. Now for 
about a year, I believe hundreds have been joining the trade unions. It’s a sign. 
They see that their employers are taking advantage of the fuzziness of European 
rules to organize complacent subcontractors, and cross the borders in a perfectly 
irregular way. That won’t last.

— What do you propose?

— We must start working on new constrictive legislation, with adapted regula-
tions, a sharp control of the highways, and a special formation of the customs. We 
have to do away with this transportation anarchy which will eat away at Sweden as 
it’s already done in the rest of Europe.

— You’d like, in short, for all the construction sites to be stopped?

— Yes, for a while. But I’m not against restaurants at the side of the highway.

— Let’s get back to the famous regional projects. I suppose you have an idea about 
that...

— The alternative called number �, through Väderstad, poses some considerable 
questions. It crosses one of the oldest regions of Sweden, one that has been inha-
bited for thousands of years. Are they going all the same to cut through such an 
environment, where historical culture and farming tradition form a whole?

— What do you say about alternative number �?
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— Expanding Route 50 doesn’t seem very moral to me any more, since the future 
of Vadstena is tied, I believe, to cultural tourism, that is, light tourism. If I were 
asked my opinion, I’d like Route 50 to become a “Romantic Roadway,” for bird lo-
vers, trekkers,  cyclists. I’m sure that nobody wants trucks any more between Vad-
stena and Ödeshög, except my city councilloral colleagues of these two towns!

— Your point of view is clear, but what transitional solution would you see, while 
waiting to put the trucks on trains? That’s an organisational job that would cer-
tainly take years.

— It’s enough to pose the problem - what do people want exactly? To ease econo-
mic traffic in the centre of the country to lighten the burden on Stockholm? OK. 
It’s enough to touch up Route 50 and Route 3�. You can do it very well taking a 
thousand precautions, not to insult the landscape.

— So, no more motorways then?

— Never. People know that in order to go at ��0km/h, it’s necessary to have really 
large curves, which forces the engineers to destroy everything over large spaces.

— You really believe in trains?

— I’m convinced of it. We are moving back irresistibly to the railroad age.

— Did you used to think that, when you first got into politics?

— I told you. I’ve evolved gradually. But you don’t have to be a city councillor to 
change. In Linköping, a medium-sized town, it’s become very complicated to park 
your car. They give out parking tickets without end. This really tranquil city has 
become full of road signs. Still, we have only three million cars in Sweden, while 
in Germany, they have thirty million for the same surface. A real nightmare this 
time. And in the countries of the east, instead of profiting from the lesson, they 
imitate us! The politics of inciting people to own cars has become a cancer for all 
cities, in the developed countries. The worst thing it that the poor countries only 
want one thing, to imitate us.

I give him the example of Metz, the city where I live. At the end of the sixties, 
they had built a motorway from Thionville to Nancy. It proved to be perfect for 
swallowing up the traffic in the Lorraine area. But later on, it was extended, 
toward Luxembourg in the North and Dijon in the south. As a result, the hig-
hway has become international, and the traffic of foreign trucks, and then that 
of summer tourists, has quadrupled. Today, lines of Dutch, Belgian, and even 
Swedish caravans take it to go south. The speed of the trucks brings about 
one fatal accident per day. Now there’s a discussion about doubling the size 
of the motorway. No one had foreseen that it would become so thoroughly 
European.

— It’s proof that all predictions contain an element of chance. I’m afraid that one 
day, highway traffic coming from the south of Europe will come to be double or 
triple the predictions of our Swedish planners.
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— Do you think that the planners really have the possibility of foreseeing what 
the impact of cars will be on the Öresund bridge, when it links Helsingborg to 
Denmark? The opening is planned for the year �000, I believe?

— The risk is the same. This gigantic construction site will run into our Route E4. 
But we don’t know how much it will seduce tourists from the south of Europe. As 
far as trucks are concerned, the bridge will only make traffic worse in the south of 
Sweden. Very fortunately, they have also planned to put a train through.

— You’re really an ecological city councillor!

— I take that as a compliment. You’re going to make me blush.

— Do you act in your own commune?

— We are trying to do a lot of work educating young people. We teach them about 
recycling, planting, the need for tranquillity. We talk to them about ethics with 
respect to nature.

— How do you explain that these conflicts concerning highways can exist in Swe-
den, while you are perceived, and rightly so, as a very civic-minded nation?

— We don’t have a city culture. The majority of us are children of farmers. Our 
taste for nature is normal, it’s not an ideological choice. We need boats, paths in 
the forests. And as soon as a bureaucrat wants to touch these fundamental values, 
the most traditional among us react.

— But what do the others do, then?

— Alas, we’re losing little by little these old values. People only think about their 
social status. You end up by wondering what you’re doing here on earth. Even me, 
who you take to be some supercharged ecologist, I can’t escape from the anguish 
of modern times. When I have a free moment, I mechanically turn on the TV.

Mats Forsgren

Assistant national director of projects at the Swedish ministry of equipment, 
Mats Forsgren has seen many things. Nevertheless he speaks his mind to me 
frankly, and not without a disillusioned sense of humour.

I have run a lot of work sites over the years. But believe me, an affair like 
that one, that’s the first all right.” When he took over responsibility of Vägver-
ket as highway director for the southwest region, the red-hot case of Route 50 
had already claimed some victims. Mats Forsgren thus found himself bound 
by the choices of his predecessors, and I believed that his eyes betrayed a va-
gue reflection of a troubled conscience. An anxiety which as a high-ranking 
civil servant he bears with elegance.  

I’m not going to spend a lot of time telling him all the options of the last 
five years... In the beginning, there were four of them. Then, only three. To-
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day, there seem to be only two. It’s really a dance of alternatives - this famous 
road, where are they going to put it at the end?

Mats Forsgren reminds me without flinching of the technical argu-
ments for each of the choices. He does it as matter of form, knowing quite 
well that I’ve read all about them. Everyone in the area has read and reread a 
hundred times the advantages and disadvantages of each decision. The trou-
ble is that no one understands anything any more.

Motala-Ödeshög by Route 50? Or through Vadstena and Väderstad? Or 
just through Väderstad? Or through national highway 3�? I tell myself that 
they’ve probably thought of a fifth option. And even a sixth? One asks oneself 
what kept Mats Forsgren’s predecessors from proposing a suspended bridge 
over the little lake.

Behind the imperceptible smiles that again and again hem in our con-
versation, facing the excessive complexity of this swing-wing case, there’s a 
delicate dilemma. And I have in front of me the courageous man who will 
have to decide.

— You’re just told me about the two options which remain today. That must mean 
that in your view, the decision has not been made yet?

— That’s right. It hasn’t been taken.

— And you’re the one who’ll make it?

— Exactly. It’s me all right.

— Aren’t you getting weary, at the end, of needing to travel around the region 
without end to defend your two projects?

— You know, in any way, regardless of the choice, the terrain is undermined. On 
one side, on Route 50, it’s nature that’s defending itself. On the other, by Väder-
stad, it’s archaeology that’s protesting.

He passes me the famous plan on glossy paper which presents the two op-
tions, without forgetting the third, which no one speaks of any more. Route 
50 is drawn in red, the other in green. Mats Forsgren has the right word for 
the situation.

— What do you want me to do? One bothers the living and the other wakes up 
the dead.

— Mr. Director, about Route 50, we know the reluctance. The red project is upset-
ting, it rushes into a fragile landscape, it knocks against the farmers’ traditional 
ways of life, it scandalises the ecologists.

— Yes, but with the green option, it endlessly runs up against very ancient mar-
kers that are more or less protected by archaeologists. I have the impression that 
the land is mined. In addition, that project would cost us �0% more, and the con-
struction would take longer.

— There’s not much said about Route 3� any longer?
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— That choice is still up in the air. Four towns are being consulted these days. 
Vadstena, Motala, Ödeshög and Mjölby. They’re not necessarily all of the same 
opinion.

— Does this procedure confirm that you haven’t made your choice yet, even if, 
at the county, there are civil servants who’ve assured me that the choice has been 
made?

— You’re talking about their choice, not mine.

— And what will happen when you give the green light?

— From that moment, in the beginning of September, they’ll be able to discuss it 
in parliament in Stockholm for another two and a half years, in the best of cases.

— But then, this deadline of September �997 isn’t at all fateful? As they say in 
France, ”there’s no fire on the lake.”

— You said it, and that’s my problem.

— What would happen if your decision was rejected?

— We’d start again at zero.

— That would push the highway forward to a later date?

— That’s the least you could say.

— Still before �0�0, just the same?

— (He smiles.) With a bit of luck, yes.

— I admit that the choice is very difficult. Do you sleep well at night?

— Yes, don’t worry. An important part of my job is to never show my weakness.

— Have you had to deal with ecologists before?

— No, it’s the first time, I admit that. Customarily I have troubles with landlords 
and farmers, regarding questions of expropriation. Whereas here, these are argu-
ments of an ethical nature. That’s new in Sweden.

— As a human being, how do you view the ecologists?

— I respect them, for sure, when they say that they’re defending society against 
itself. But my job is to design roads. And when you make roads, you’re also work-
ing for the good of society.

— Don’t by any means judge my question as offensive - do you love nature?

— As much as you do, I suppose. I respect it. But as I see it, everything is a prob-
lem of balance. The landscape between Omberg and Tåkern is very fragile, but you 
must admit that Route 50 is dangerous if you leave it as it is. As always, you have 
to find a good compromise between ethics and practicality. We’ve had 600 deaths 
on Swedish roads this year. My job is also about people’s safety.

— Since this... let’s say painful experience, do you think that in the future, you and 
your successors will be confronted more often by defenders of the environment?
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— I’m certain of it. An era is coming to an end. People will have to be consulted. 
But the worst decision would be not to undertake anything, out of fear of getting 
people out into the streets.

— Do you know that the lovers of Route 50 would like to make it a ”green” road, 
open only to light tourism, and off-limits for big trucks? With exceptions for local 
businesses?

— Why not? Anything’s possible.

— Should you have become an ecologist?

— Ask Ninnie. That’s my wife. She’s an artist - a painter and ceramic-maker at 
Jönköping. We often talk about this case, and she would be more on the side of the 
protectors of Omberg and Tåkern. You see, I’m telling you everything.

— And how do you respond?

— I tell her that about the other project, to the east of the lake, people have all 
made up their minds as well. I attended a meeting at Hogstad, where they threat-
ened to scream about an archaeological scandal if anyone touched their ancient 
land markings.

— What are you going to do, before deciding?

— My wife and I, we’ll go to our farm, where we’ll listen to the birds sing.

The man of the reeds
In the whole area south of Tåkern, the bird-watching observatory of Glänås is 
the one most frequented by tourists. It offers them, in two hours, a thorough 
view of the complexity of the area’s plant and animal life. But for the specialists, 
the lake is far more exciting. For the mere idea of being able to photograph the 
famous striped titmouse that no one had ever seen here before �97�, the ornit-
hologist can spend hours in ambush in front of a clump of reeds.

The concert is permanent. Having since taken up residence, the titmouse 
in question fears the cold greatly. Depending on the harshness of the winter, its 
population can vary in summer from �0,000 to a few hundred. You couldn’t ask 
for a better illustration of the fragility of species. Each kind has its loyalists. Each 
bird has its habits. Thus, the 75 pairs of mute swans, which in reality whistle and 
grunt, are joined each summer by �,500 young ones, who are called the Poles.

The friends of the crested grebe know that they occupy �50 nests here. 
In the winter, they keep their long neck straight, but their cheeks become 
white. Their cry is a sharp barking.
The “kik, kik” of the black coots, whose white stripe above the beak is very cha-
racteristic -  it occupies �,000 nests, and can attract 50,000 of its kind during 
the summer.

The red beak of the water rail is certainly very difficult to see, although 
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this discreet bird grunts like a pig. It maintains �,000 permanent nests in the 
reeds. The “piouit” of the crested lapwing makes it more discernable, it flies 
mostly in groups.

Certain amateurs treat themselves to watching the marsh snipe take 
off in a zig-zag - it’s the sign that it’s frightened, while on its mating flight, 
it bleats like a lamb. The red-shank sandpiper has the melodic “tiu, tiu, tiu,” 
but it becomes “tieuk, tieuk,” when the bird is afraid. It can be recognised by 
its orange feet. You’ll never hear the reed buzzard, unless it’s uneasy. “Ke, ke, 
ke...” Its 40 pairs make up the largest colony in Sweden. The pygmy gull has 
the blessing of the ducks and the grebes, as its 3,500 permanent pairs protect 
the nests against intruders. The “tsi, tsi” of the reed bunting is very curious. It 
begins monotonously and speeds up as it finishes.

The babbling warbler has �0,000 nests here.  Normally it twitters, 
whereas the sparrow-hawk warbler, a bit louder, has only �50 nests and says 
“tchak, tchak.” Finally, those familiar with the 40 bitterns that can be spotted 
are resigned lovers. They only see them rarely, when there’s an unexpected 
flight. The rest of the time, the creature hides in the reeds. The astounded 
tourists are amused by its powerful bellowing, which spreads out like a tuba, 
over more than three kilometres.

One understands better why the thick enclosure of high reeds which 
border the edge of Tåkern is a swarming lyrical theatre, where nature plays in 
permanence a unique score. Its thickness, on the west side of the lake, can be 
as much as three kilometres, the surface of �,400 football fields. It’s the rea-
son why �70 species of birds have chosen it, migratory and sedentary alike. 

The ornithologists are not the only frequent visitors, even if many of them 
rediscover here passions that are almost childlike. Armed with “Guide to Euro-
pean Birds” by Tory-Peterson, or with the bird watchers’ bible of Christopher Per-
rins, they offer themselves unforgettable emotion, in marking off with a cross the 
names of those they’ve finally succeeded in catching unawares. But not a day goes 
by without a different kind of visitor coming to observe plants or insects, a third to 
track the amphibians or reptiles. Not to speak of the fourth obsessed by fish.

The full-blown smile of Lars Frölish is like a reflection of these jubila-
tions. He’s a big guy with a round face, whose belt is weighed down by various 
gadgets, like a policeman in New York. He’s part of the group of guides who 
are in charge of meeting the tourists in one of the four observation sites instal-
led at the cardinal points of the little lake. Everyone in the region knows him, 
as he also gives the weather report. We follow him to Glänås, accompanied 
by some twenty young women, members of a club of adults who are lovers of 
nature. They’ve come from Askersund, north of Vättern.

Knowing that he gets visitors more curious than the average regulars, Lars 
leads us at a determined pace along a two-kilometre stretch, first in a forest, then 
along a more or less spongy meadow, and finally to the steps of an observatory 
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which one reaches between two long hedges, in the reeds. To prevent destruction 
of the soil, the county’s environmental service has built an interminable foot-
bridge on which we have to walk. It’s only about 30 centimetres high, but as it’s 
made up of two longitudinal planks, its very reduced width makes it necessary to 
pay great attention before taking each step. This trouble is annoying, because it 
keeps you from looking much to the left or right, for fear of falling into the sur-
roundings. We follow Lars, in single file, with good Swedish discipline. In France, 
half the group would already have decided to walk beside the footbridge.

Our guide is perfect. He forgets nothing, goes into ecstasy over a minus-
cule orchid, unable to hold back his thoughts: “There are some of them near the 
new monastery too. No wonder the Sisters chose the place.” Every ten metres 
you learn something new. Tåkern would only have about 600 years left to live, 
before the black peat that stretches out in the bottleneck to the west of the lake 
enlarges itself to a dangerous degree. Lars compares his lake to a giant airport 
for birds. When we discover several flocks of grey lag geese, who watch us pass 
by calmly twenty metres away, he shows us, a bit further away, the remains of 
a car right in the middle of the meadow. Visual pollution? “Don’t worry. It was 
put there expressly to serve as a scarecrow, to keep the geese from laying their 
eggs just anywhere. It would be too dangerous for them.” Lars is never tired 
of seeing a bird plunge into the reeds. There’s no bird song he doesn’t know. 
When a piercing cry springs up, he knows that a mother has lost her baby. I ask 
him what he thinks about the landscape, of this lake so welcoming, right next 
to the green mountain. He tells me that it forms a whole, and so that you un-
derstand better, he speaks of “the Tåkern of flowers and the Omberg of birds.”

The counsellor who accompanies the young women of Askersund sa-
vours these words. “This visit, for us, it’s the cherry on top of the cake. Our club 
is going to go back tonight in total euphoria.” Returning on the footbridge, I 
try to speak with our guide, trying not to fall off the planks... All I really see 
is his large back, and he turns around while walking, to answer me. As he’s 
employed by the county environment department, I won’t be crass enough to 
ask what he thinks of the Route 50 project. But one sentence says a lot:

“I ask myself why this exceptional territory hasn’t been made a protected national 
park yet.”

To finish, he tells me about his greatest thrill.

“It was in September �988... I saw 50,000 geese take off. They rose up from the 
northeast slope, and I had the sun in my eyes. They flew right over my head, and it 
was as if I’d been run down by a train, but without the pain. You could smell them. 
An unforgettable vibration.”
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Reflections

To better illuminate these two weeks on inquiry on site, I have the idea to 
return at length to the survey done in Iceland in the summer of �996. The 
image of nature is indeed different.

In Iceland, the majority of interviewees were conscious of living on a 
special island, a block of lava spread out over fire. They conjured up very ea-
sily the impressive promiscuity of the glaciers, the insistence of the wind, the 
austerity of a horizon without trees, and the importance of the night.

For Icelanders, the dream was to make at least once a trip around the 
island, or still, to find themselves alone to meditate between sky and earth, 
right in the middle of the central desert. Their image of nature appeared to 
me to be tied to this fascinating presence of the elements. Even danger ap-
peared gratifying to them.

In Sweden, the dream is much more continental: a little cabin painted 
red by a lake, right close to the sombre forest. On the other hand, the obses-
sion with winter is much stronger, because this season is synonymous with 
severe cold, and thus enforced confinement.

On an imaginary level, one could say that the Icelandic emotion se-
emed to me to unfurl over the island, while the Swedish emotion turns in on 
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the home.
Sweden is without a doubt, with respect to living quarters, the most 

refined nation in Europe. A Swedish interior is a work of art refined over the 
course of centuries, where harmony exists between the white of the table-
cloths, the comfortable wood of the chairs, and the patina of the dressers, with 
flowers and framed paintings providing decor. It’s a place where you want to 
eat cakes. A luxurious shelter.

A compatriot who knows them well told me one day that the Swedes 
spent the autumn and winter clutching on to one candle and then another, 
without much desire to leave their cozy homes. Each lit candle allowed them 
to materialize an approaching date, on the calendar which leads them back 
toward the sun.

People light up each Sunday in Advent in this way. They dress the girls’ 
hair with a hat of fire for the festival of Saint Lucia. At Christmastime, it’s a 
crown of lights. This hibernation transforms itself into impatience already by 
the end of January, when the days pretend to be lengthening a bit.

The ritual of “Fika” thus uses up dozens of candles in the time leading 
up to Easter. It’s like a permanent exorcism, a festival of wax and sugar, to 
drive the demons of the night away and hold on until the pyre of April 30. 
There, at last, people burn up winter, viciously.

The idea of landscape would thus remain, at least for the Swedes I have 
met, a nostalgia for summer, in this extraordinary light which transfigures 
forms and people. They appeared to me to have more difficulty in imagining 
nature during the cold periods. You have to get them to talk for a long time in 
order to get them to think of the beauty of a road blocked by snowdrifts, the 
heavy magic of snow-covered fir trees, silent forests where the cry of a raven 
is heard from far away in the grey sky. They’re certainly not insensitive to it, 
but during these months of confinement, the landscape is reduced for them 
mostly to the dimensions of what they can see through the window.

I recognise that this amusing but restrictive vision appeared to me to 
frame up rather little with the very serious and highly scholastic conclusions 
brought by very distinguished Swedes to the Council of Europe, to define a 
landscape in a way that would work as well in Stockholm as in Bruges, Flo-
rence or Malaga...

The notion of the memory of places also remains quite hazy. The majo-
rity of Swedish tourists who travel between Vadstena and Ödeshög don’t often 
have the opportunity to make a brief detour as far as the ruins of the abbey 
at Alvastra, while at this exceptionally restful site, a normally cultivated spirit 
can easily recreate the living space of monks from the year ��00, and finds 
again the spirit which animated them.

The idea that a precise location, in nature, a place where people have 
written a moment of history, can thus hold in its grip an emotion almost 
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bound to the earth, the idea that one could make it rise out of the ground and 
find oneself suddenly in another period of time, that idea is not ripe yet. You 
find everywhere little instalments that are very well documented, but without 
any poetic dimension. They give visitors information that’s technical or drily 
historical, while they could make them dream. Love of a landscape also seeps 
through dreams.

During these two weeks, I noted that Swedish women, especially those 
who lived on farms, accepted much more easily than men discussing this in 
an ethical way. They are the ones who, most often, speak of respecting nature 
“to leave it for their children as clean as they themselves found it.”

It is they who assure me that they’ll never allow some building to rise 
nearby and, with its gaudy colour, to break the harmony that they have sa-
voured for years while wiping the dishes. They aren’t afraid to affirm that this 
harmony belongs to them, because they live there. It is they who go rowing 
on a flat boat to restore themselves, alone among the reeds to feel smooth, or 
who go to the heart of the clearings, to read under the tall broad-leaved trees.

They seem to me to express the idea of heritage much more poetically. 
And when, to depict the pollution to come, I tell them that they might see one 
day a gas station next to each of the eleven churches from the twelfth century 
around Lake Tåkern, the jest doesn’t make them laugh.

They accept the ecological idea of danger, they feel instinctively that a 
pernicious dismantling could wipe out the setting of their lives, like a woollen 
jersey pulled by an end.

If it’s normal that human beings who are well settled into nature thus 
find the most beautiful images to depict it, they’re not necessarily the best 
armed when they have to find arguments to defend it.

They have access to spirituality, but not to a vocabulary. How much does 
the sigh of a farmer’s wife count for, whose garden view will be altered by cut-
ting down three trees, in front of the cold rhetoric of a highway engineer? The 
latter will certainly be amused by their “romantic” reaction, and we know how 
much that term is still a pejorative within the development milieu.

Can one be romantic in the year �000? From the reactions provoked 
throughout Sweden by the media coverage of the Route 50 project, one can 
well see that the adversaries of the project appeal more strongly to ethics the 
further away their residence is from Tåkern and Omberg.

An apparent paradox. The reader of a newspaper in Stockholm who 
picks up the pen isn’t afraid to speak of landscape, heritage, memories of 
places, while the property owner along Route 50, in danger of being expro-
priated, fights with more tangible arguments - the danger of traffic, noise, the 
security of his or her children and cats.

It’s difficult for them to keep a detached philosophical approach to the 
case. In the countryside between Vadstena and Ödeshög, the majority of those 
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who really took a stance were mostly people who had been pushed around, 
with regard to their habits or comfort.

Only a minority was looking further. It would thus appear in this case to 
be two ways to protect the environment. One which takes place in the heights 
of ecological morality, and the other which remains resolutely with its feet on 
the ground. But the two aren’t contradictory. How can they be united?

The case of the town is different. Vadstena charmed me from the first 
evening of my arrival. To be able to walk about alone, at sunset, in streets of 
the �7th century, to turn at a right angle in their silent series, to pass gently the 
stylish wooden houses, feasting the eyes, in passing, on the treasure of bou-
quets or objects of good taste, set in each window, to listen to the echo of one’s 
steps bounce away on the paving stones, and to experience all this enchant-
ment in the aroma of blossoming flowers, that’s a luxury for a Frenchman. 
The tiniest blade of grass between two paving stones would have appeared to 
me, here, as a scandal. No use looking for the least visual pollution. Everyth-
ing was beautiful, spotless, decanted. Lutheran aesthetics in a pure state.

With a sour note, though, for Storgatan, the narrow main street of Vad-
stena, for too long colonised by religious commerce. All along the façades, 
two strings of coats-of-arms, of a rather raw yellow, were running from one 
end to the other of the street, with the arms of Saint Birgitta. Ambiguous stig-
mata of modern pollution at an early stage, under the still-blind eyes of the 
city dwellers. Mickey Mouse will arrive later. It’s in this way that in France, at 
Mont Saint Michel, the old medieval streets were little by little disfigured.

The church of the abbey is a grandiose monument, the inevitable sanc-
tuary of the great aristocracy since the end of the Middle Ages, and which all 
the kings of Sweden made it a duty to strengthen ever since �455, when the 
first roof was damaged in a storm.

But it’s not a museum. Saint Birgitta didn’t want any paintings on the 
walls, “except those which represented the remembrances of her angels.” You 
walk there with a respectful step, over dozens of tombs, of which the marble 
illuminations have been partially rubbed out by cohorts of pilgrims. They keep 
a relief thanks to the four centuries of shadow imprisoned in their hollows.

You discover there in series a stupefying collection of wooden statues, 
of which the pause, if one can put it that way, is made up of the two famous 
triptychs of Mary and of Birgitta, masterpieces of European medieval art.

The stones which were used in the construction of the chateau came 
from the abbey at Alvastra, when it was destroyed during the Reformation. 
This salvage is consoling, because if it proves the fragility of a patrimony, it 
also shows it never completely dies.

A canal dug out as far as Vättern allows boats today to come all the way 
up to the moat, conveying to the little port a unique conviviality, beneath the 
large trees. The archives of three counties draw thousands of Swedes here, 
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whose ancestors loved this landscape. It’s really the heart of the country.
In the disturbing museum of the psychiatric hospital, a melancholy 

blonde, riveted to her summer job, showed me a cruel rack in which they 
would put the insane at the beginning of the �9th century, to make them 
vomit out the devil. This machine made me think of the training of the cos-
monauts. The girl quickly admitted to me that she didn’t like being alone very 
much among all these barbaric devices.

I was forgetting this moment of anguish in choosing, at Elsa Petersen’s, 
a humble key chain whose beauty seemed to contain the old elegance of the 
city: a bit of lace, tiny like a postage stamp, and set in a piece of glass...

Vadstena is a concentration of light and shadow, a film set, whose actors 
are not extras, but shivery Swedes who spend the winter waiting for spring. 
The town is a national jewel just like Tåkern and Omberg. But curiously 
enough, it doesn’t appear to stand fully by its neighbours, for the moment at 
least.

It’s certainly afraid of solitude, but to exorcise it, it’s betting on the hig-
hway instead of accepting itself in a landscape. As if the tourists who come 
here every year needed road signs! The Pope found his way well enough when 
he came in �989 to genuflect before the remains of Birgitta.

Happily enough, public opinion changes. For several years, young 
people have taken a lot of advantage of government facilities. On returning 
from trips abroad, these new travellers admitted easily that they were living 
in a country protected from industrial pollution. People hadn’t been lying to 
them.

But have they all measured out that this reputation could be the visible 
part of the iceberg? Have they sensed the threat? What importance to they 
give, for example, to pollution from automobiles, at this point when highway 
traffic has not yet become, in their country, the disturbing symbol of progress 
out of control? You can conceive that the majority of Swedes still have dif-
ficulty reacting, in a country where the pleasure of driving still exists, where 
people respect signs, where courtesy is still found. There’s no question: if 
consciousness of the insanity of highways comes to them one day, it will be 
by truck.

Which leads us back to the idea of landscape. A semi-trailer travelling 
at ��0km/h across a fragile region, it’s a bad image, even if the road is good. It 
wakes up a vague need for purity, like the sight of a cigarette butt thrown into 
the snow. But for that brief intuition of a mess to unleash in turn a reaction of 
refusal, it’s necessary to wake the emotions.

On the north coast of Tåkern, I found myself one evening at twilight. 
From a farmyard already covered by the darkness, you could see the horizon 
of the lake. It stretched out, as if on a luminous screen, between the black 
mass of a barn and the backlit silhouette of a chestnut tree. The colours were 
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resplendent, almost abnormal, at least for a Frenchman. The beige of the 
reeds, the scintillating blue of the lake, the range of greens, from the woods 
to the meadows, the grey of the sky, hemmed in by the rose of the sunset, the 
sparkling yellow of the rapeseed... “Before,” my host said to me, “when we 
used to make linen, instead of yellow, it was all blue.” We were both moved.

For an emotion to provoke a reaction, it must be shared. For an ecologi-
cal aggression to trigger awareness, it must be collective.

But then, the relative passivity of Swedes can be understood. Very often, 
at the end of interviews, people would let out a great sigh and conclude, smi-
ling: “You know, we are a too obedient people.”

This consciousness they have of their traditional passivity in front of all 
power struck me. They almost all have an old submission complex, and the 
most astonishing thing is that they suffer by it. 

It seems to me, perhaps wrongly, that this restraint is linked to the dis-
tanced eyes which the Swede still turns on his neighbour. A kind of obsession 
prevails here not to bother one’s neighbour. There’s a concern to respect the 
space of the other.

I felt it at Vadstena, where I had the habit of walking every night along 
Vättern as far as the little white lighthouse which is at the end of the jetty. A 
very pleasant kilometre, the waves of the lake lapping against the big black 
stones, and benches every twenty metres where tourists in full ascetic practice 
were offering their chins to the setting sun.

I would approach them slowly, already getting ready to smile to them, 
like you do in the Luxembourg forest, and even in France, as soon as you meet 
up with someone strolling.

But I never found the same furtive complicity. As soon as I would get 
within a metre of them, they would look down, or elsewhere. And it was the 
same polite evasion with people I would encounter on the way. So when I 
was out at the end of the lighthouse, in a natural setting which anywhere else 
would have provided the occasion for a short dialogue, people several times 
came and sat down a metre away from me without saying a word to me. Not 
even the banal phrase “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?”

I posed the question to some foreigners who live in Sweden, and they 
assured me that this absence of connection was anything but impoliteness. 
On the contrary, it expressed concern not to bother one’s fellow man.

They even added that this preoccupation was not reserved for rustic 
emotions; it existed as well in the towns of Östergötland. In their view, when 
a Swede mows his lawn, it’s above all in order not to hurt the vigilant eye of 
his neighbour by giving him the feeling of untidiness!

Not being a specialist in the Scandinavian spirit, I’ll refrain from taking 
these considerations up as my own. But they made me think of the bubble 
theory of human relations.
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Each individual has at his or her disposal a vital minimum of space, inside 
which it’s not proper to penetrate without permission. The ideal example of 
a bubble is the compartment of a train. The first traveller to sit down creates 
his or her bubble, and this bubble is momentarily threatened when another 
one arrives. The two establish a unitary bubble with a smile, until the arrival 
of a third, and so on.

This constantly changing bubble constitutes the cement of the group. 
Its elasticity depends on each person’s conviviality. When there are no vibra-
tions, the bubble hardens. Transposing this image to Sweden, the polite chil-
liness of tourists would only be the expression of their difficulty in modifying 
their bubble.

Would the landscape itself be an enormous bubble? One could thus 
explain the repressed conviviality of the Swedes between Tåkern and Omberg, 
as soon as the matter is to defend their territory.

For sure, they would feel that their community forms a whole, cemen-
ted for centuries by a common panorama, rites, traditions, close brushes with 
good neighbours, a certain style. But their overly formal civic attitude would 
prevent them from discussing it together, everyone keeping their emotions to 
themselves.

Nevertheless they have a magnificent occasion to react, together. Be-
cause if you had to describe the cavalier way in which they were informed in 
�99� of the highway construction, a single word would fit: brutality.

That’s certainly not a Scandinavian speciality, and Europe has long been 
accustomed to bureaucratic casualness. But in Sweden, it causes surprise. 
We’ve seen that the property owners whose houses were threatened were not 
even informed personally, and that they learned about their destiny from the 
newspaper, like everyone else. Even better, the construction was described 
in a communiqué as “excellent news for the region.” A hope for economic 
progress.

The offhand manner of the behaviour, far from bringing together the 
victims in a spontaneous protest, appeared to have closed them back in on 
themselves. This attitude could only reinforce the determination of the aut-
horities.

The rigidity shown by the latter, in their practice of national and regio-
nal development, can only be matched, indeed, by their flexibility as soon as 
reactions appear. They show then a diabolical ability to juggle with their plans. 
They edit their luxurious folders, plan alternate solutions. When the fireworks 
are over, they have succeeded in dividing public opinion, which is fair play. A 
project that is constantly modified easily gets the upper hand of a dispersed 
nostalgia.

The editors of the folders, knowing that they have great powers of inti-
midation at their disposal, go as far as enumerating in column after column 
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the advantages and disadvantages of each “alternative,” as they say. They take 
over the vocabulary of their opponents, speaking in their turn of “cultural 
landscape, national interest, light tourism, patrimony, technical protection.” 
At the end of it all, the readers are punch-drunk, and go less and less to infor-
mation meetings. They become resigned.

Feeling the trap closing in on them, the active adversaries of the Route 
50 project were intelligent enough to renounce choosing. They seemed to say 
to the bureaucrats: “The decision isn’t our affair. We don’t want to defend one 
side of the lake at the expense of the other.”

That’s astute, because displacing the problem in such a way appeared 
this time to trouble the builders somewhat. But it didn’t modify the position 
of the elected officials. Instead of ducking the question, they revolted. For a 
reason easy to understand: they identified themselves with the administrative 
decision, and all retreat appears to them like a personal defeat. Here we are 
in politics.

A little would be enough so that they could retreat, even if it meant 
coming to a compromise on the details. When an elected official is called a 
“bureaucrat,” it’s a bad sign. One should be able to tell them that it’s never 
dishonourable to retreat when one has made an error. Besides, they know it, 
but remain prisoners of their own discourse.

There is still hope. I believed I could sense, through their reactions, the 
regret of having to rough up a landscape in this way, because they couldn’t do 
otherwise and “A country must develop.” To listen to them, you would think 
they had agreed to admit that the calling of the Vadstena-Omberg-Tåkern sec-
tor remained peaceful tourism. With plenty of bikes on the little roads.

I drew attention to the fact that that if they really liked cyclists, it was 
only in photos, in their luxurious colour folders. 

Could their discreet regret possibly signify that a small window of com-
mon sense remains open to the future? None of them, I noted, banged his fist 
on the table and told me to my face: “Enough, pal, lay off with your questions, 
go deal with the ecology in France!”

They say that nature gives out messages every day to show that it’s in 
danger: flowers that fade, insects that disappear, trees that waste away, land 
that becomes poorer, farms that are collapsing. These signs add up one by 
one, in a way that’s difficult to perceive.

Still, we have to be able to understand that nature is crying: “help!” Af-
ter all, weren’t scholars well able to decipher, at Rök, writing from the eleventh 
century, a few hundred metres from an American-style truck stop built on 
national highway E4? On this rock from Rök, a high spot in Swedish history, 
one learns that an Ostrogoth died at his enemy’s hand “as a consequence of 
his offence.”

One wouldn’t wish that on the partisans of progress at any cost. One 
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can only dream that they’ll rush to Vadstena, having finally been able to figure 
out the alarming signs that the landscape was providing them...

They would come to the apse of the abbey, and would kneel down before 
the famous confessionals of the Brigittines. Through the wire-net windows, 
behind which would be ecologists, they would finally confess that nature is 
always right.

And as penitence, instead of three Our Fathers and two Hail Marys, 
they would have to recite by heart what had been written in �860 by a cer-
tain Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld, a Finnish-Swedish baron who was already very 
much alarmed by what he was seeing in the surrounding countryside:

“The time is not far away when we won’t be able any longer to find the image of 
the landscape where our ancestors had waged their first battle... That which ser-
ved as a vast museum when our artists and scholars began their studies, which 
gave a key to the songs of our poets, and inspired the philosophy of life which our 
parents have left to us.”
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Norway Fears Nothing

The return to the hut

“If you are going to visit Bergen, wait until the month of June”, Gunnar Skirbekk 
advised me ..... “It is the most beautiful period”.

Even a philosopher can be mistaken when it comes to the weather in Norway. 
During the landing I had, as much as I could, stuck my forehead against the 
window-pane to see a sunny town, but I only saw a blanket of grey clouds, and 
the fading of an archipelago, through some random gaps.

Let’s be fair. In an essay published in �99�, on “A pragmatic notion of nature”, the 
professor had admitted, with a very amusing stoicism, that in Bergen” it rains six 
months of the year horizontally and further three months vertically”. If he did not 
mention the showers in diagonal, it is probably because he took them for being 
negligible.

In the plane, I read his book again, because I needed to find a new angle to ap-
proach the third phase of this research on nature. With the Icelanders, it was 
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easy to invent an imaginary discussion, in order to make people, who never 
had met, talk about the same topic. With the Swedes, on the contrary, it was 
enough to very quietly interview a group of bystanders, concerned with the 
same problem. How will I choose to present the Norwegians?

Many of professor Skirbekk’s reflections made deep impressions on 
me. His ideas originated from the principle that in ecology, and more pre-
cisely, when it concerns the way to look at nature, Norwegians could not be 
classified as ordinary subjects. 

Generally, it is said that there are two ways to look at the environment. 
On one hand, a materialist approach, which considers the natural environme-
nt as a reserve of provisions, because nature is to be consumed and nothing 
else, and on the other hand, an aesthetic approach, which focuses on sensibi-
lity because nature is to be watched and it is beautiful.

It was difficult to place the Norwegians in one of these categories!  
Using nature’s spiritual vibrations in the education of their children, parents 
found it normal to let their children walk in forests, mountains and fjords in 
order to learn how to control their fear and find out the limits of their physical 
abilities. Consequently they become aware of the distressing rhythm of the 
Scandinavian weather, thus learning collectively how to handle it, in a sort of 
manic-depressive catharsis. In this way, a national identity was consolidated, 
based on courage and vulnerability.

One reflection made deep impression on me, concerning the great poli-
tical changes that occurred in the Scandinavian countries during the �9th cen-
tury. In �8�4, despite the fact that an unexpected independence theoretically 
freed them from a long Danish tutelage, the Norwegians found themselves 
in the arms of Sweden, because of an insufficient urban elite! To avoid colo-
nisation, they instinctively built up a national consciousness behind the last 
social remnant they had left: the persevering world of small farmers. “That 
consciousness, professor Skirbekk writes, made it possible for Norwegians to 
act without complex before the Swedish diplomat corps”.

The image of the farmer stabilized the hope of the people and permit-
ted the nation to build a centripetal patriotism where all values were related 
to agrarian life. It is for this reason that the Norwegians relationship to nature 
could no more be classified in one or the other of the two

universal categories: consumer or aesthetic. They reduced the gratitude 
of any earthly born before Creation to the dimension of a peace of land, theirs! 
This mysticism calmed their minds.

The Norwegians exclaim in their songs that they will remain loyal to 
each other “until the day the mountains will cave in”.

The other observation, professor Skirbekk made, is that the world has 
changed and Norway with it. Even if Norwegians still feel themselves the 
heirs of an environmentalist way of life, they have not escaped industrial pol-
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lution, urban constraints or domestic gadgets. Certainly, they continue to take 
solitary walks in the mountains or in the forests; they still breath fjord air, 
rediscovering the emotions of their childhood, but every year, more and more 
turn into “couch potatoes” in front of TV.

As they are conscious of the fact that they do not respect the cultural 
bond that relates them to the Earth, as regularly as their parents, their ritual 
of returning to nature becomes more and more ambiguous. That cottage, 
lost in the clouds, which they continue to visit as hermits, is nothing more 
than a small shanty without water, gas or electricity, that place of resource, so 
simple, from which one can see what is essential in life and what is secondary. 
It simply became a sort of chapel, where you could come to praise nature, to 
ask for forgiveness for having abandoned her. Gunnar Skirbekk is certain that 
Norway will look like other countries, not the day when people will no longer 
attend church, but instead, the day when they will no longer take walks in the 
nature.

To me, these reflections seemed so original that they influenced the in-
quiry. Of course, problems of pollution exist in all countries in the world and 
few people think of them as perfidy to be forgiven for. But, the Norwegians 
resistance to any questions about the environment seems automatic. All is 
fine with us, thank you.

Is it plausible that, due to their history and their geography, they always 
thought of themselves as lucky tenants of a particularly protected corner in 
nature? If this superiority complex exists, it could explain their astonishment 
to any embarrassing question. Anne, a French woman who has lived in Ber-
gen for many years, told me that she has heard this triumphant exclamation 
many times: “To be born in Norway is like winning the lottery!”

During the interviews which will follow, I tried to follow up this collec-
tive pride, so paradoxical, for it was from the beginning the product of an in-
feriority complex. What have they done, to be forgiven for, these Norwegians 
otherwise so sympathetic? Mistreated nature just like anyone else, or simply 
the fact that they do not admit it?

In the indolent Bergen...

So, it rained in Bergen eight days out of twelve. If a visitor wants to buy a map 
of the city in order to move easily from one street to the other, it is preferable 
to choose a plastic folder.

Anyway, I kept the memory of an invigorating micro-climate. Bergen is 
beautiful and easy to live in. On its wet pavements, every dog shakes its tail.

A morning is enough to understand that the architecture of its sloping 
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streets brings the tourist back to the basin-area (Vagen). You can even do wit-
hout a map. It is enough to follow the first umbrella to get to the fish market. 
It is not an ordinary market, but the converging joint of all fantasy in Bergen: 
an old pride of a royal city, the pleasure of romance in an exceptional site, the 
satisfaction of being self-sufficient despite the geographic isolation, the cons-
ciousness of having a cultural door to the world due to the sea, and the pride 
to feel embedded in the austere architecture of the quarter of Breggen, with 
the spirit of twenty generations of business and fishermen. To voluntarily visit 
the city without walking along the fish-market would appear more ridiculous-
ly snobbish than to discover Paris without visiting the Eiffel Tower. 

About twenty red tents are put up in order to form parallel alleys where 
thousands of tourists covered by their anoraks saunter between stands of red 
meat wrapped in cellophane. They leave the Tourist information centre in an 
Indian file and only have to pass the pedestrian crossing.

The fish market is a temple dedicated to big fishing. Its priests in white 
blouses wear seamen’s caps. They have red cheeks, thick scarves and their 
big fingers are swollen by the cold, which does not prevent them from mani-
pulating your credit card with the same elegance as a duty-free hostess in the 
perfume department. They are assisted by some fifty assistants, also dressed 
in white, often foreign students hired for the season. This international youth 
circles from crab to shrimp, cod, herring, trout, the short salmon trout.... and 
the wild salmon.

Surprisingly, French youth seemed to be the most numerous. Thanks 
to a young man from Normandy, who came to Norway for computer studies, 
I promptly had the opportunity to learn the difference between salmon and 
salmon, when the boss was looking somewhere else.

- “Do not take that one!”

-  Why, is it not good?

-  I did not say that, but it is from breeding.

-  So, what do you suggest?

-  Take this one. It is more expensive, but it is wild.”
With his large knife he cut the meat and gave me two large pieces.

“Taste yourself and notice the difference”.
In fact, it was not the same. But specifically, it was for me the revelation of a 
problem you do not like to talk too much about in Bergen. Even if the whole 
town knows about it. 

At the tourist information centre, you have to take a number because 
of the density of the crowd. Waiting for your turn, you have nothing else to 
do than to look at the ceiling. The core of the ancient stock market in Ber-
gen also shelters “Frescohallen” and its ten monumental paintings by Axel 
Revoid, from �9�3, which make me think of Russian realism. With a robust 
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allegory, the frescos give three impressions: three about fishing in the Lofoten 
islands, four show the arrival of fish in Bergen, and three to recall that nature 
is generous.

A European, arriving by boat to Norway, quickly realises that you do not 
improvise a journey in zigzag between the mountain and the fjords, as you 
can do between  Cote d ‘Azur and the Chateaux in Loire. Most of the fares are 
sold roundtrip, one day, two days or a week, but you can decide as a “peddler” 
to do the trip the other way round or even to modify the stops. This formula-
ted travel kit allows a little better control of the tourist comings and goings.

“You have no choice”, recognised a hostess whilst explaining the formula to me. 
“We do not encourage foreigners to go for adventure. Once they will have run 
along two hundred kilometres of fjord to make the ten kilometres of a bird’s flight 
on the map, they will start to understand, but their holiday will be disturbed. We 
prefer to attract them to extraordinary sites, where you easily can regulate the ebb 
and the flow.

Otherwise…

-  Otherwise what?

-  Our nature is fragile.

-  Your just have to protect it.

-  Easy to say...

-  She gives me a special folder. “Norway in a nutshell”. If you have time, try this 
formula. This is an idea of the most sophisticated journey in the world. You get 
everything, the fjord, the mountain, the train, the bus, the boat. You just have to 
pay”.

The advantage of the operation is that it takes place in a determined territory, 
making it possible to focus on problems of organization and logistics and 
avoid pollution of the rest. The problem is that it is not possible to organise 
these journeys in a nutshell everywhere inNorway.

My journey was a tour to Voss, Gudvangen, Flam, and Myrdal. I booked 
a ticket for one day in the sun.

Chosen as “European city of culture in the year �000”, Bergen was real-
ly beaming. In Kjellersmanet, a charming little paved street where I lived, be-
hind the theatre, there were two rows of spruce facades of wooden houses in 
shining colours that had escaped, I later learned, the hammers of promoters. 
In the garden, slightly sloping, leading to Ole Bull Plass, you could find hund-
reds of students. And this doleful crowd was on their way to the harbour.

In Torgalmenninggen, I noticed several faces whose skin colours cont-
rasted with the

Scandinavian blond… Orientals, Blacks, North-Africans. And passing 
by them, I could not help seeing a sort of peace in their eyes, which made me 
think…They were walking around here as if they were at home, smiling, their 
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hands in their pockets, without having to fear, at every step, the hateful look 
of some stupid person. While in France, sadly, we are used to read in the eyes 
of many immigrants, the furtive flash of distrust which is the remnant of a 
permanent wound. A flash which lights up, sometimes at the limits of provo-
cation, which is the same thing.

I have envied the Norwegians for having purged their streets from every 
racist vibration, to the extent of offering everyone the same mutual respect...
A lesson in human ecology.

To me Bergen appeared full of peculiarities. The absence of courtesy, 
in the embrasure of doors, is not any different from the Icelandic rudeness. 
You do not give way to ladies, there is pushing in the entrance, but absolutely 
at the lowest level, without malice. In Sweden, a country for a long time ac-
customed to western bow and scrape, manners are more formal, more polite 
and more complicated.

By 6 o’clock in the evening, a warm sun swelled over the city, a queue 
of about hundred people was formed in front of a gate. I was told that it was 
a night-club, which amazed me. They locked themselves inside, instead of 
taking walks in the woods! 

Three hours later, in front of the fish market, I experienced a surrealist 
instant. The red sun flew under the cloud horizon and it wrapped the whole 
basin in light cleaned from every fog. A group of young black musicians, co-
ming from the Caribbean to participate in the festival �000, had placed enor-
mous drums on the square. They were some fifteen to play, with a prestigious 
dexterity. Every drum was tuned differently and the melodies were superb. 
This honey music, served on a canapé of artificial light, apparently fascinated 
the audience. At the end, when the group played the Norwegian national ant-
hem, the whole place sung with it, with closed mouths.

On the other side of the street, just above the market stands, a metallic 
crane, cleaned a long time ago, was offering a modern version of elastic jump 
to amateurs. Volunteers were fastened before being hoisted up on the top 
of the engine, and then they were brought back screaming, before going up 
again two or three times, circling like torches in the fire of the sun.

On the terraces of the neighbouring cafes, groups of people were fol-
lowing this late evening spectacle from a distance, while sipping on their beer 
as slowly as possible. For 50 crowns, it is cheep when a movie ticket costs 65. 

“Every time I think about it”, a female student, who had visited France told me 
later, “I wonder what it is worth to have a gross national product two times bigger 
than yours while you pay four times less for your beer”.

My latest surprise came from the post-office. When changing money, I pre-
sented by absent- mindedness a �00 FF note in a bundle of �00 FF notes. 
Some hours later, a hand-written letter was brought to me at home. “Sorry! 
We are waiting for you to come and repair the mistake”.
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At the counter, the lady apologised again and gave back the money to me. I 
thanked her for the

Post Office’s honesty in general and hers in particular. But she gave me 
a paper to sign again!

“What for?”, I asked.

-  To be sure that you agree.

-  No problem! I could come back every morning if you will give me ��5 crowns 
every time “.

Smile of marble... In Norway, you do not joke about money. I suddenly felt  La-
tin.

  I heard that in the last century, while the first British gentlemen discovered the 
beauty of Norwegian mountains and qualified them as a “climbers paradise”, one 
evening one of them knocked at the door of a little village hostel informing the 
owner of his intention to leave early in the morning. “In that case, the other said, 
you can leave your luggage in the street, in front of the door.

“So I don’t need to worry about it?” the British asked, a bit surprised. “No”, the 
owner replied.” It won’t rain tonight”. It’s beautiful, honesty.

When an airport clerk promised me that my suitcase, forgotten on the roads 
in Amsterdam, would be brought to my room at midnight, I didn’t believe it 
much. But at five to midnight, the doorbell rang. It is wonderful, righteous-
ness.

On TV, advertisement spots are very funny with gags sharper than on 
Iceland and less calculated than in Sweden. The Norwegians have humour. 
I have a vague memory of having read an article, some years ago, about a 
somewhat crazy sculptor. He had imagined an obelisk of naked bodies interla-
ced up to the sky, a kind of Viking hymn to freethinkers, who make a mockery 
out of our morbid middle age judgements, and to macabre dances and to the 
flames in hell. It was written that Norway, despite the fact that it was classified 
as a Lutheran and conformist country, sometimes could release supernatural 
characters, when no one was looking from the outside. I was told that this 
unpredictable eroticism came from a long cousinship with the sea.

At the marine Museum, you get the same idea when observing the mo-
dels. You are seduced by the outline of sails and the mind is allowed to imagi-
ne, when looking at the bridge in Lilliputian dimensions, thousands of lonely 
meditations, smoking a pipe between two fishing tours. In front of steambo-
ats from the end of the century, you remember that the earth is round and that 
the histories floating at its surface will someday arrive to a harbour’s bar.

Seeing my nationality, one of the clerks at the museum took me to a 
compartment and removed a video-cassette  from his pocket. It was about 
“the fortune of the sea”, a French film, �50 minutes long, on the history of 
Newfoundland and of cod fishing.
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The Marine Museum in Bergen had sent some documents on French 
fishing in Scandinavia and this was the directors way of expressing his grati-
tude.

“What a beautiful film!” the clerk said. “There are amazing pictures. By 
the way, this story about

Erika, and the oil on your coasts, it is awful. It will take all summer to 
get rid of it”.

A Norwegian family heard us speaking English. The father came closer. 
“The day when we will have a similar event in a fjord, it will be worse. And it 
will last for years”.

Two days of conversation by the pavement-side with Bergen residents was 
enough for me to disclose some delicate topics. Those everyone avoided to 
discuss, because every average Norwegian lives with the idea that his country 
is beautiful, that it can not be attacked and that it was their right to become 
rich. 

Breeding salmon? Exploiting oil? Mass tourism? We will see later. 
Newspapers write anything. You should not exaggerate.

On the morning TV, in the program “Good Morning Norway” the pre-
senter comment the news. At the same time, he is giving cooking recipes in 
the middle of the forest, walking back and forth during five minutes, balan-
cing on a wooden log... And it is not in a studio.

Nature and Literature

Gunnar Staalesen: Gunnar is the most famous writer in Bergen. At 5� years of 
age, he admits that he has not travelled much around the world. On the other 
hand, he knows his city by heart and could mentally give you the topography 
of the districts, down to the darkest lane.

At first this attachment to the urban micro climate appears singular, 
since most writers prefer to go somewhere else when they are well known 
at home.... But Gunnar, in love with Bergen, has found an original solution 
to handle universal themes, without leaving his home. He writes detective 
stories. 

His hero, “Varg Veum”, is a kind of Robin Hood, who prefers aquavit to 
shooting bow. Gigolo and jazz digger, he is no less a lover of justice in his own 
way, his personality being a medium of local contradictions.

Driving out a criminal presupposes the definition of the crime, in order 
to distinguish what should be done from what should not. (The acceptable 
from the unacceptable). I asked Gunnar

Staalesen which place nature occupies mentally in daily life in Bergen. 



�67

Jacques Gandebeuf

“An enormous place”. We live in a small town, compared to big metropolises. The 
sea, the mountains and the trees are so near. My detective has his office near the 
fish market but he sees greenery from his window.

-  Do you often leave town?

-  For me, that is a necessity. I arrange things so that the suspects in my books 
leave traces leading out of the town. As by chance, they often move towards the 
islands...

Gunnar has already run the marathon and every Sunday he goes training with 
friends. They jog about fifteen kilometres. For a writer, he says, this oxygena-
tion is necessary, for it refills the brain. A detective writer constantly navigates 
between the intuitive and the deductive. Nature gives him this rhythm.

“Have you ever been scared?”

-  Of course. Even so close to Bergen, the worst can happen. Norway still remains 
a wild country and I never forget that. I remember when I was �4 years old, I went 
skiing in the Mjolfjell with a friend from school and a teacher. We felt very safe, 
especially both of us kids, but suddenly the fog came. Everything turned white 
and I mean absolutely everything. We could only perceive our skis. I was terrified 
because I could no more differentiate between the sky and the snow. Luckily our 
teacher had a compass and a map. But I still have the memory in my head. Once, 
in a novel, I used this story of “all was white”.

-  Which place has winter in your imaginary?

-It’s not winter, but the dark that fascinates me. For me, it is the best time of the 
year. It thickens the atmosphere of my stories. I have always found the rhythm of 
seasons very beautiful. I could not do without these dramatic changes. How do 
people manage to live in California, with the same eternal sun?

-So, you are never depressed?

-  I am lucky, but I know many friends who have hard times from October on.

-  I was told that it rains a lot in your books?

-I admit that it is the ideal setting. Isn’t wet asphalt beautiful? I have an endless sour-
ce of new metaphors to describe the rain falling... The sound of drops drumming, it 
is like an animal sneaking in on velvet feet, or again… Rain is like a cobweb.

-  Are you sensitive to the visual pollution of the landscape?

-I often pass by Sunnfjord, where I have part of my family. On the way, there is 
a big house painted in pink. How dare they? I have a friend in Øyvind, in the 
mountains of Stolsheimen, who gave up his silent long walks, which he liked for 
so many years. He doesn’t go there anymore because of barrages and high tension 
lines.

- In spite of all, does Norway remain a safe country?
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- Of course. When I return from Denmark by ferry and I see Norwegian land by 
far, raised up high, I feel like a Viking. I was told that I have a romantic relation-
ship with nature. It is true that it has happened that I have had tears in my eyes 
when looking at an apple trees in bloom. Every time I travel to Hardangerfjorden, 
I think of Grieg’s music.

- Do you like solitude?

- I need it, I search for it. Two years ago, I finished the second volume of my 
trilogy. It required nearly one year’s work, from January to September. I sent my 
manuscript to the editor and then I went to Stolsheimen. I left the car in Modalen 
and walked without resting.

- Do you share the idea of a religious dimension in this need for loneliness?

- It is true that you are more close to God when you are alone in the mountain. 
But it is rather the myth that moves me. I rediscover a feeling of eternity....There 
are people who think that our ancestors, �50 years ago, were so busy struggling 
against nature that they did not have time to find spirituality. I, for my part, think 
that they could anyway.

- Then according to you, respect to nature is not a contemporary attitude?

- I do not believe that. Think of Platon, the Romans and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

-  Did these reflections incite you to introduce an ecological approach in your 
stories?

- I did it in �99�, in “Bitre Blomster” (bitter flowers). It is about a firm that produ-
ces dangerous waste and hides it in the ground. A young girl has been disappea-
red for ten years, but the case was classified. At the end, they discover that she had 
fallen in the pit. At the climax of the book, there is a lorry loaded with refuse which 
forces the reservoir of potable water. You see that my ecological-detective inspira-
tion is a product of it’s time! But I can assure you. There are much fewer crimes in 
Bergen since the war than I have invented since I started writing stories”.

Arnfinn Kolerud: He is only 3� years old and he comes from Isfjorden, at 
the end of Romsdalsfjorden, in the north of Norway. They talk about him in 
Bergen, because he has just written an original book: “Langt fra bambus” (far 
away from bamboo trees). It is about the life of a tree.

It is a new idea. The young writer has not written a naturalist treaty, as 
protectors of the floraoften do...

- Have you invented a Romanesque fiction?

-  For me, that is not surprising. I spent my childhood in the forests. At school, we 
were skiing and we picked berries. When we played cowboys and Indians, I was 
always the Indian. Even then, I felt the love of trees.

-  Hypersensitive then? Your parent’s upbringing?
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-  Not really, but in a little village, nature is at the door. Surely, we have the choice 
between the fjord and the forest, but me, I was never drawn to the sea. I first 
studied business, and then I enrolled in the “Academy of Creative Writing”. I was 
�3.

-  Don’t tell me that you spoke to trees....

-  No, but they talked to me. For many years, I wrote what they told me. I sent 
manuscripts, fictions about life in a small village.

-  And you talked about nature, of course?

-  No, because our streets were already asphalted. When I wanted to see the nature, 
I had to go back to the forest.

-  By which process of thought did you come to invent the bamboo story? Which 
symbol was hiding behind this exotic tree, so far from yours? Tell me about your 
bamboo tree?

- It lives far away. It has a short life and thus, suffers less. The little Norwegian 
pine is a little bit jealous of the bamboo, because here life is not that funny. Trees 
have no intrinsic value. People and animals use them without asking for their 
opinion.

- So the bamboo is a metaphor?

- Yes, for the fundamental injustice, for loneliness, but not for ecology. That is 
another problem.

- Do you think of yourself as a tree?

- When I was young, I used to climb the trunks,  imagining myself being one with 
them. I had the impression that all was moving around us, while we were still in 
immobility.

- Do you look at the world or is the world looking at you?

- It is I who look at the world. Call that psychoanalysis if you want. Trees never 
cease giving, but you never give them anything.

- I find you very pessimistic. Have you gotten letters from your readers?

- No, not yet anyway! I’m not surprised. I repeat that humans never give anything 
to trees.

- But frankly, what do trees give?

- They give birds, materials, small animals, shadow, shelter, the music of leaves.

- In fact, you find that even nature is unfair, since it creates generosities that are 
notpaid back?

 - Life is sad.

- But you exist, as a human being?

- Yes, I am an uncle, a son, a friend, but ignored. For me as for a tree, the problem 
is to find the meaning of life.  Still, I can move, the tree cannot.
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- What happens to your little pine tree?

- It tries to discuss things with its neighbours, but they only have conformist ideas. 
They only allow it to murmur, at its age. They teach it that war is normal in the 
forest, since everyone occupies the other’s space to grow. The oldest trees, never 
resigning, continuously struggle. The little pine tree is furious to see bridges, ro-
ads, dams, every where.

- In your way, you are defending nature?

- Certainly, but without too much hope. I rather see a disillusioned philosophy of 
life.

- In one of the most beautiful countries in the world!

- What does that change?

- I suppose that your strongest emotions come from the forest?

- They all come from it, without a doubt... It has often happened that I have sur-
prise stags, roe deer. And I was grieved to see fear in their eyes. It is the same with 
birds. I find it unfair that they are afraid of me. When I only get positive vibrations 
from them.

- You are not too fond of the sea, are you?

- No, it creates in me a sense of uneasiness. I hate the taste of salt in the mouth. I 
hate stones which hurt the feet. I don’t like, at low tide, the sight of organic matter. 
I find the smell of seaweed repulsive. As well as the one from boats.

- Are you sensitive to the spirit of the places?

- No, I never think of people. I think of the virgin nature.

- When you return from a flight trip abroad, how do you feel when recognising 
your country from the porthole?

- All in all, I am happy to live in Norway. It is worse elsewhere.

- How would you define beauty?

- A field of sunflowers.

- And adventure?

- In nature, I am very careful. For me, it is only pleasure. I could never be a climber 
or a rafter or a speleologist.

- You can get lost in a forest, even by pleasure....

- Certainly. Then anguish comes. But I always find a lynx or a musk ox, to show 
me the way and boost my moral. Do you know that dangerous animals more and 
more often approach houses looking for food? No need to watch TV.

- Do you like to live comfortably?

- It all depends on the surrounding landscape. I have never understood why you 
bring green plants inside the house. I never cut flowers, particularly not for a 
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bouquet.

- Do you like music?

-  That from streams in the forest. Unfortunately, I am not a good painter. I write 
in the morning, when my brain is almost empty.

- How much time did it take you to write the bamboo story?

- Two years.
I left him, thinking at Francois d’Assise.

The new spirit and the old houses

When reading the program which the city of Bergen had planned for the year 
�000, one event draws my attention. It is a discovery project called “�000 
Naust”. It underscores the coastal culture and the architectural heritage left 
along the coast and the fjords by fishermen of earlier times.

“They are not vestiges of the past”, the program comments. “These ca-
banas, these cottages, represent living mediums in the passage from sea to 
land”. Exhibitions of rare objects, ancient or modern music concerts, cause-
ries or theatre plays are planned in these “Naust”, during the whole summer. 
Between Stavanger and Haugesund, fast boats will organise collective meals 
where you can talk about everything and at the same time comment the local 
kitchen. In the municipality of Øygarden, one hour from Bergen by road, 
Scandinavian artists will recreate sketches from the fishermen’s tradition, 
among the repainted cabanas.

The decor of the cottages is always the same. A small promontory of 
stone where you can tie the boat, armatures to dry nets and a minimum of 
equipment inside. Enough to drink, to

smoke, to discuss. Three or four houses are enough to create the illu-
sion of a theatre decor.

I immediately recall Gunnar Skirbekk’s reflections on the appeal that 
these small cabanas, lost in the mountains or along the fjords, continue to 
create in the Norwegian imaginary. Chapels of loneliness which encourage 
the return to nature, that is for sure. As to know if the religious spirit of these 
places reveal a need for forgiveness, the question remains open.

The “Coast Museum”, as the ensemble of all these saved cottages is cal-
led, certainly expresses the return to origins. It is in the spirit of the time. But 
it is inconvenient for two reasons. First, it is meant to be a tourist experience, 
and you rarely see a tourist impregnating himself in the spirit of a place when 
he arrives from a ferry after having bought a ticket in an agency. Secondly, the 
formula cannot absorb, in itself, the cultural maturation that the youth in Ber-
gen is experiencing in this pilot year. There are groups of actors who, instead 
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of rediscovering the natural past, are asking questions about the urban future. 
In Norway, not to be sure about the future is an troublesome position. It is as 
if you are going to loose the lotto.

A handful of non-conformist authors, from whom one can easily expect 
scepticism toward the official optimism and the good figures of the economy, 
have chosen to explore the complexity of the society instead of the relation-
ship between man and nature. Even if their criticism of urban blockage and 
non-communication indirectly remains an ecological approach.

The most incisive author, Jon Fosse, present a social chaos: the fact that 
the Norwegian society is, according to him, stoned in its certitudes. In a bitter 
play, entitled “Visit”, he pushes the non-verbal exchange to the ridicule, and 
let anguish take over.

Anna Dworak, another provocateur, sets up “Krement X”, a burlesque 
ballet in which you see the actors mechanically moving around a table. Ins-
tead of talking to each other, they pass plates to each other and the jerk mo-
vement increases more and more in speed, to the extent where it require an 
astonishing precision from the actors. You understand that each plate is a 
word and that each word is nothing. As if time has broken deep plates.

Sven Aage Berkerlund tries, him too, to “go to the bottom of this popu-
lar mood” and his message is quite sombre. These three non-conformist aut-
hors, still not well appraised by the Bergen public, announce disenchanting 
futures. But the city, confident of its charm, is not in the mood to question 
itself.

At the University’s historical museum, you can see a fantastic waterco-
lour painting by Joh.F.L.Dreier, from �8�6. It represents the harbour by the 
market-place and business centre and the picture leaves you fascinated. A real 
iconographic document.

On the right, you can see the line of Breggen’s pointed roofs all the 
way up to the gothic residence of kings, Hakonshallen, built in the thirteenth 
century. In the middle, a number of houses which have not been moved since 
then. On the left, there are spaces for the largest sail boats. The painting is full 
of clothing details, it shows fishermen and colporteurs in different poses, the 
conversations between merchants, and the march of a section of soldiers. All 
the ships still bear Danish colours. It was a core period, a time of deception, 
where the young Norway, still too fragile to impose its independence, was to 
be “invaded” by the Swedes. But what strength in this industrious panorama! 
You can  perceive a population leaning in from the balcony, looking at the 
scene, from where its pride comes.

Breggen is a jewel. If you compared the quay of the basin to a jaw swal-
lowing the sea, the perspective of its coloured houses would have the bright-
ness of a range of golden teeth. You are inclined to think that the proportion 
of unconscious urban people in Norway are in minority, since the city have 
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succeeded in saving a part of the old Hanseatic business centre.
The museum, situated in the corner of the quay, is an exceptional ex-

ample of the power of evocation; a well conserved site. In this building, Fin-
negarden, it is so easy to get lost in the spirit of places as the architecture 
intertwine with the surrounding nature. Of course, a visit to the two floors 
cannot lead us back to the thirteenth century, when the smart merchants from 
Lubeck established their first business centre in Breggen. The fire in �70� 
destroyed all from this period. But Bergen can be proud to have given birth, 
two centuries later, to citizens to whom the Germanic saga did not leave in-
sensitive. People like Johan W. Olsen, founder of the museum in �87� and 
Koren Wiberg, who moved in, in �9�6, were important visionaries. Thanks to 
them, an innocent visit becomes an imaginary theatre. Paintings defile every 
room with their own history. Between the supervisor’s room and the wooden 
boxlike beds, where the apprentices slept, the guide tells you the story of the 
harsh life of the young in this period. The old apprentices beat the new ones, 
while playing the trumpet so that no one would hear their screams. Or they 
were thrown into the water at the end of a cord. They would even be attached 
with their heads down, on top of a fire where leather spoils were burning. You 
can easily imagine them falling down, their faces blackened by the smoke, 
burned hair, and reddened eyes. 

The old houses which constituted the old German village have become 
the core of business. The view suffers, but by comparison to the scandalous 
alternatives that we are acquainted with in France, at Monte Saint Michel, for 
instance, Breggen remains a protected area.

The insistent presence of trolls in the shop-windows in Bergen consti-
tutes a problem. At the beginning I did not have any intention of mentioning 
these delightful characters, even if it is known that they live in the mountains. 
But the fact is that in Bergen, as in probably all places visited by tourists, these 
creatures have the tendency to prefer asphalt. The respect I have for legends 
forbid me to think that they live in the street, but the temptation is overwhel-
ming. You cannot take ten steps without running in to one of them, on the 
sentinel at the entrance of a store building. And, as these creature, usually 
minuscule, nowadays are two meter tall, their strangeness becomes ugliness. 
When the dream becomes insistent, it turns into nightmare. Quite despite 
their own effort, the nice trolls have become an afflictive visual pollution in 
the Norway of today.
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People in Måløy

In order to better understand Bergen’s prosperity in this complicated archipe-
lago, I was advised to visit the fjords. The city is in fact the point of departure 
of ferries going from the north to the south between the islands. Some are 
daily omnibuses for working people. Others are hired by tourist companies. 
It suffices to see the map to realise that Bergen is the geometric place of a ter-
ritory where cars do not constitute the ideal solution to transport problems. 
“The fjord region” goes from Rogaland to Møre and Romsdal.

There are unoccupied armchairs on the ferry with two levels that con-
nects Bergen to Selje. The journey takes four and a haft hours, punctuated 
with more or less facultative stops. An electronic screen allows you to follow, 
as close as to the minute, the movement of the boat on the map. Someti-
mes you can guess by looking at the horizon, but we mostly advance through 
complex reduced passages, with land on both sides. Boats are very popular 
in Norway, but they have lost their reputation as safe means of transport. In 
the winter of �999, one of them hit a rock in Storebloksen and sank, taking 
eighteen people down with it. The whole country was shaken by the accident 
which reminded them of the fact that nature is dangerous.

A pretty blond behind the bar desk is waiting for the next round of a 
group of oil workers. Probably tired people returning home or maybe coming 
back from home. Their huge backpacks are piled in the corridors. The young 
woman finishes with the beers and kindly accepts to answer my questions. In 
Norway it is seldom that people refuses to talk.

Marianne Toft: She is �4 years old and has been working as a ferry hos-
tess for a year, while continuing her studies in Bergen. It is hard work, seven 
days out of ten, but she finds the job interesting.

I try to find out if the beauty of the landscape makes her work easier, 
when costumers do not disturb her. The answer is affirmative, but fatigue 
does not often allow her to watch the landscape.

I tell her about the ensemble of modern towers whose concrete differed 
from the coquette cottage homes  some kilometres outside Bergen.

“Don’t you find that these towers are non-aesthetic, in the middle of beautiful little 
houses and fishermen’s cottages?

-  No, I am not shocked.

-  During the year that you have been on this boat, have you noticed any work in 
progress, which disturbs the beauty of the sites?

-  I have not noticed anything.

-  But you love this country of mountain and water?

- Yes, but you know, I could do without them.
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-  Do you travel a lot ?

-  I know many countries in Africa.

-  Africa? It is far from here.

-  I am married to a Ghanaian and soon we are going to live there.

-  Forever?

-  Yes, I think so. My husband leads a group of traditional musicians and I am a 
dancer. I am going to learn African rhythms.

-  Do you think you will get used to the Ghanaian climate? It is very different from 
that of the fjords.

-  I know that, but here, nature is not much easier. Take the lack of sun during 
thewinter. When days are very short, I am easily tired.

- Do you mean depressed?

-  No, never that! It is only working that gets harder.

-  At sea you are more afraid, maybe?

-  You are referring to the accident? Yes, it is true that since then, I think about 
it all thetime. As soon I come aboard a ferry, I look under my seat to localise the 
safety belt.

-  The boat rocks, sometimes?

-  Of course, but you get used to it.

-  And the tourists? Don’t you think they are too many?

-  In Bergen, maybe, but on this ferry, you do not see them often... And when we 
havesome who debark at Florø,  at Måløy or at Selje, people are rather flattered that 
someonecome to see them.

-  The first time that you returned from Africa by plane, were you moved when 
seeing Norway through the plane window?

- Moved is a strong word, but it was nice.
Perhaps Marianne belongs to this new generation of Norwegians, in contrast 
with the old cottages. But she does not easily trade the wind and snow in Jo-
tunheimen with a sunny bungalow in the Canary Islands. She is building her 
life and has nothing to forgive herself for.

The more the ferry moves to the north, the more nature seems unoc-
cupied. Every ten kilometres there is a little bell-tower. The landing-stages 
are sometimes equipped with charming stations but are often limited to two 
or three houses and a asphalted slope. A minuscule road disappear into the 
landscape. The back of a lonely man leaving the ferry vanishes at the first 
corner...

The arrival in Måløy brings us back to civilisation. We pass under an 
ultra modern bridge thatcrosses the entrance of a majestic fjord  with all it is 
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length. A work of art of great intensity. Between two arches, the city twines 
down the mountainside and gives the impression of  being built on a trellis, 
in order to maintain a harmony despite the slope. The red roofs are lovely, but 
the pompous bridge, maybe an architectural jewel, is like a pencil drawing on 
a postal card. It is surely there for good reasons.

I met Turid Breidalen, without knowing that she is the city’s historio-
grapher. She is a jovial woman, very social, whose eyes do not lie when she 
tells me that she is enchanted to see a foreigner interested in Måløy.

“What did you come here to talk about?

About nature? What a wonderful idea!” 
Half an hour later, she had organised several meetings for me.

Anne Brunsvik: Anne is 6� years old and she is a former baker. She se-
ems surprised with my questions. I asked her what she thought about nature, 
and she looked at me as if I was asking her if she knew how to bake.

“I feel complete, especially here in Måløy. Here, we have different landscapes, 
while in Sweden, they only have the forest. Every Sunday I go waking, if the wea-

ther is nice. I am not afraid of waking alone as I am sure I will meet people. 
Particularly in spring time, when everybody is in a good mood.
“Oh yes? How do you know?

- You can easily tell from people’s faces.

- Do you feel that you live in a protected country?

- Yes and no. We have no pollution yet but you never know what will happen in 
the future.

- Why do you say that?

- Because here, in Måløy, we only think about fishing, more fishing and always 
fishing.

Since we got two herring factories there is an odour. It can not be compared to 
the time before. I have spent a lot of money on cleaning. It is a problem”.

Anne is not afraid of tourism. “The foreigners who come here are Bri-
tish who want to meditate in front of war monuments. Or Germans who ar-
rive in April. They hire small boats and stay for fishing. They handle themsel-
ves correctly, but I am afraid that one day, we will end up destroying the beach. 
It is one of the most beautiful beaches in Norway, with water at �8° C.”

- Have you ever been scared in the nature?

- I have had a few strong emotions. Once, when I was a member of the Red Cross, 
we foundthe body of a wanderer who had fallen into a gully in the mountain. I 
often think about it.

- Do you think that the city is changing?

- No, not yet, but industrial constructions and office buildings have to be avoided. 
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Luckily, our town administration has imposed regulations”.
Normann Oldeide: He is 64 years and he is a retired fisherman in Holvik. 
He likes to walk in the mountain, but never alone. The profession gave him 
a fragile back. By experience, he knows that you have to be careful in the na-
ture. He recalls difficult times, in Newfoundland or on Greenland. Storms, ice 
bergs. “One time, I was on a small boat, not so far from Norway. A big boat hit 
us. I thought that was the end”.

Normann lives too far from Måløy to smell the herring-odour, but he 
fulminates against boatspassing in the open sea and throwing remnants of 
fish in the sea. On the contrary, he accepts the arrival of tourists. The winter 
is tough, when you are not working. You are bored, which does not mean that 
you are depressed. “People from here are sometimes jealous of Oslo, where 
the climate is better”.

- They say that people here only think about fishing...

- Adults, yes, but not young people. There are many who prefer acquiring a good 
education. They leave for Bergen to study. Yet, we are quite well-paid here”.

Ragnar Myre: Ragnar is a farmer in Kvalheim. At 43, he is uncertain about his 
future. ”I am not geographically isolated, but I feel more and more alone. When 
you work on a farm, you don’t get many visits”.

-  In that case, you are probably happy when you see tourists arrive?

-  They can come, on the condition that they handle themselves correctly. But if 
they camp in my yard without authorisation, I get angry.

- Why are you so sad?

- Because I am too young to experience the end of an epoch. In Måløy, there were 
thirty farmers in the 70’s. They were only twelve at the beginning of the 90’s. And 
now I am the only one left. We were all breeding for milk.

- Would you like to move?

- To go where? My real problem is boredom. I feel abandoned by my colleagues.
Believe me, it is a damn profession. I will not recommend my child to stay at the 

farm. He is nine. You can’t live here any more.

- Do you often go to Måløy?

- Yes, but I miss cultural distractions. In Bergen, there are many performances. 
You have the opportunity to meet other people.

- Do you mean meetings, parties?

- For instance. People say that I am a quite talented imitator and I love to entertain 
the public. I have even created a character. His name is Olufe.

- I am sure that nature inspires you...

- When you have cows to milk, you never have time to visit the mountain. The 
onlypossible time is in the winter, but since it is dark… I stay at home.
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-  Have you done any travelling?

- Yes, several times.

- How did you feel, when you flew over your country?

-  I told myself that it is beautiful and that it is possible to walk every where, 
...when you have the time.

Lydia Nedreberg: She is 70 years old. For �8 years she worked as a labourer in 
a fish factory. At once, she tells me that she could not live anywhere else than in 
Norway. Here, you have purity and cleanness. She remembers a journey to Tuni-
sia and one to Majorca. When she returned, she felt privileged. Her little daugh-
ter Veronika started to sing as soon as she recognised thefjords from the plane. 
”Yes, we love this country”. But Lydia sees the world changing, even in Måløy.

“Today, you earn more money, but we have lost the spirit that existed when I was �4.

- Are you talking about youngsters?

- Yes, their only concern is to spend, to consume. When I was young, we went 
to the mountain. Today they go to football matches or watch TV. I am not saying 
that they don’t like nature, but they don’t know how to use it as entertainment any 
more. To walk for the pleasure of walking is not a concept that they understand. 
While I myself, have memories from every road. When I was still walking, I al-
ways returned to places where I had been when I was a little girl.

- Do you believe in the memory of places?

- Yes, I believe that the land save the spirit of events that you forget. But it is nearly 
impossible to pass on this idea to the youth. They do not understand what this 
means.

- Can you allow that people lay their hands on your nature, your memories, the 
spirit of your places, all in the name of progress?

- I don’t like it. Right after the war, they built a stadium at the place where we used 
to play in the caves.

- Do you suffer from the lack of light in the winter?

- I am more sensitive to the arrival of the autumn. It is hard to see the vegetation 
die. In any case, my daughter do not want me going out alone, because I am asth-
matic. It is best to leave when the sun disappears. The problem is that everything 
is white when you return before Christmas. You cannot see anything from the 
plane.

- Did you like your profession?

- I have always liked to live among the fish. Even when they were put in cans.

- The famous bridge of Måløy Brua, which everybody find beautiful, don’t you 
think that it disturbs the landscape a bit?

- I admit that it constitutes a kind of disturbance for the eyes. But it gave Måløy 
a new start in �974, when the herring suddenly disappeared. The fish saved the 
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town in the 50’s, before it deserted these areas. A modern solution had to be 
found, an opening towards the east and the south. Today, lorries leave day and 
night. It works.

-  Do you all love it, this famous bridge?

-  It refreshes our memory. They young do no longer remember the time before 
the herring, when life was very hard in Måløy.

Oddbjørn Nygard: Oddbjørn is 60 years old and he is in charge of the town’s 
camping-site, ”Steinvik”. Six small bungalows and the space planned for 
some fifty tents. His guests are not only Norwegians. Many foreigners like the 
place, as we have noticed. The visits cover the whole year and the motivation 
is always the discovery of the nature. The main part are fishermen but there 
are also ramblers. Many are regulars.

”This attraction to nature can lead to carelessness. Have you had any accidents?

- Never. Of course, I have seen people leaving for the glaciers, but we always know 
at what time they plan to return. Most of them are sportsmen in good physical 
condition, and as they often stay during several months, they know their limits 
exactly. You know, the climate is hard, but much less than in the eastern part of 
Norway. There, in the winter, the temperature can be minus 40° C.

- Aren’t you afraid of a massive development of tourism, as you see around Bergen 
or in other places, deep in the fjords ?

- There is a danger in certain places, like in Geiranger for instance. But certainly 
not here.

It is difficult to come up here. Japanese cars won’t go this far.

- Do you admit, as a professional in tourism, that there could be a problem?

- I admit it, because I have seen what has happened in Spain. During the season, 
towns become absolutely impossible to live in. But Måløy is not Grenada or Se-
villa.

- You yourself, do you need nature and tranquillity?

- I have a personal relationship with the landscape. My family comes from Selje, 
even further to the north. Every morning I eat my breakfast in my big house, while 
looking at the fjord.”

Silvi and Jan Lem: 63 and 66 years old, are the happy owners of the factory 
”Firda Canning”.

Built on the other side of the fjord, facing the small city, it is a symbol 
of Måløy’s new prosperity.

The couple received me in a wonderful country estate, surrounded by 
rhododendrons and magnificently furnished. They admit that the building of 
the bridge totally changed the economic conditions. If you want to talk about 
Måløy, you have to emphasize: before the bridge or after the bridge.

”In �975, while the town was impregnated by an old fishermen’s culture, nobody 
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foresaw the disappearance of the herring. That terrible unforeseen event made us 
think.

- You reacted quickly…

- We have to disclose that Måløy has a secret… Here, people are born with a special 
spirit. They know from very early age, that fishing is first and foremost a lottery, 
a game”.

Torud Breidalen had already told me of this local aptitude of not resigning in 
front of adversity. One day you win the first price, the next day you loose all 
the investment. The result of this philosophical resignation to the risks at sea, 
is that a loss is never considered a tragedy. When the herring disappeared, 
instead of landing, the fishermen pursued eel, cod and finally salmon.

“It is more than a lottery” Torud added.  In the mentality of western Norway, the 
fisherman chases a treasure every day. He always expects to make a miraculous 
catch every time he goes out to sea. Consequently there are two characteristic fea-
tures in our seamen: competence, due to their solid nerves, and optimism, fruit of 
their omnipresent imagination.

Silvi Lem agrees: “It is true. We have been lucky. That is probably the reason why 
people in Måløy by nature are very open. They are optimists because they live in a 

localsociety, which takes it’s destiny in it is own hands. They feel secure 
in their own personality and I think that is exceptional even in Norway.
- Really?

- Yes. Our mentality is very different from that of the people in the eastern side 
of thecountry. When you live next to the sea, you can not react as if you were a 
farmer.

- How many fishermen do you have in Måløy?

- 400, to which one should add a thousand men and women working either in 
our factory, or in various enterprises subcontracting fishery or fishing boat main-
tenance.

- Do you think that these 400 fishermen have the same vision in their profes-
sion?

- Yes, I would say that they all have the same hope in their minds: To be able to 
buy a boat.

That is the fix idea of any normal seaman.
The current prosperity of Måløy is impressing. �74 000 tonnes of fish a 

year. A traffic of 6 000 boats, while they were only one thousand in the 50’s.
I ask Silvi and Jan Lem to tell me what place nature occupies in their, 

otherwise very busy, everyday life.
”We arrange so that we can take a walk every day. Sometimes one of us, and some-
times the other. We walk. We are familiar with all the surrounding mountains.
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- Are you sensitive to the arrival of winter?

- October is spiritually depressing but we accept it without aversion. It is different 
with the rain in the summer.  We have nothing against it, we tell ourselves that it 
is a little pause, but somewhere in our sub-conscious, it is like someone has stolen 
a sunny day from us.

- I have often heard that expression, a stolen day. Are you afraid of mass tourism?

- No, Norway is too expensive for foreigners. And Måløy is still far away from the 
big axes.

Though there can soon be big problems with traffic jams. I met a man from 
Geiranger. He told me that some forty boats arrive at the same time. It is to 
the extent that he does no longer recognise the country of his ancestors. He 
told me that when autumn arrives, when the tourists finally leave, he feels like 
a bear in hibernation awakening in spring time.

- Do you think that Norway is polluted?

- The word is not suitable at all, since we have the opposite reputation. It is true 
that our activities, be they agricultural, oil or industrial, create new challenges that 
have to be solved. For the moment, we are constrained by fear, because we do not 
want to take the risk of affecting our current prosperity.

Since the building of the bridge, the harbour of Måløy is totally accessible. 
Every day, a growing traffic leaves for the east or towards the south. Tinned 
food, packaged 700 km from Oslo, leaves for France, Italy, Japan, Brazil and 
recently even to Russia. The increase of  mackerel, cod and especially salmon, 
have opened up new markets. Måløy, with � billion crowns, have became the 
most modern harbour in northern Europe.

Eldbjørg Barmen: She is a capable woman of  53 years, whose generous 
character would seem excentrique anywhere else than in Måløy. Her profes-
sion as a painter could in fact classify her as a character not really belonging 
in the traditional Norwegian setting, if you did not know that she had worked 
on an offshore oilrig for five years. It is well-known that people recruited to do 
that kind of job are not paid to do watercolour painting.

”I am a girl from the region. From a very early age, I started bringing my colour 
box with me everywhere. When I was small, I often went to the beach in Rifvik to 
paint the sea. And then in �987, I was enrolled on a fishing boat. It was tough, but 
I am strong. I was the only woman among them. Between two nets, they would 
watch me paint.

- On land, did you use nature as a model?

- Yes, especially the cold landscapes, slightly dead, where there are only water, 
stone, snow or ice. I saw a lot of it, when I was fishing. But it also happened that I 
sought greenery. Once, beside Gudbrandsdalen, a funny thing happened to me. A 
professor in painting left me in a field with my easel. As it was very warm and there 
was nobody around, I made myself comfortable...In the evening, when the farmer 
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noticed that his herd was not back for milking, he went to the field and found me, 
totally naked in the sun, surrounded by cows which were watching me.

- When you are on land and it rains, you must be disappointed?

- It is true that I miss the light. When I do not see the deep of Hornelen, I get 
frustrated. But if the bad weather lasts for several days, I paint in my car, and if I 
must, I dry the steam from the windows.

- Which is the strongest connection to nature, according to you?

- Respect. I have a personal, intimate, relationship with nature. I could not live in 
the east of Norway. I absolutely need the sea, the strength of elements. I know that 
my childhood played a big part by developing these reactions in me. I use it by the 
way. When I am sad, blocked, demoralised, I hold my head up and I feel better.

- You do not seem to be afraid of the elements?

- On the contrary. Before I left with the fishermen, I was terrified because of the 
tragedy of the

”Titanic”. And then slowly, I was cured. I always had confidence in the captain, no 
matter who is was.

- Could you live in a city?

- Yes, in Bergen if necessary, because the sea is in the middle of the city and the 
colours

are beautiful. But when I go back to Måløy, I always feel the same. Once, I left

the north where there was snow and arrived in Bergen where every thing was 
green. I felt as if I was in another country.

- Is colour so important?

- For a painter, yes. You don’t always think about it. When Cristo extends a canvas 
on a piece of land, he does not say anything else. Colour is the basis of all. I admit 
that this is something  that can be discussed. There are people who do not accept 
the modification of nature for artistic reasons. They think that this artificial clo-
thing destroys the spirit that comes from the earth.

- Would you be sensitive to the memory of a place?

- I had a very educated father who taught me to respect nature.

-Well, let’s talk about that. Not too far from Refvik, where I know that you have a 
beloved house, there is a stadium. Two feet from the sea, it is the only thing that 
the visitor sees. They have built a football court; the youth has to be activated. But 
I was shocked to see that this small stadium was encircled with very colourful 
advertisement billboards just like a formula � car-race circuit.

- I perfectly agree with you. You do not want to paint something like that!

- It is a terribly trivial ugliness, and the eye is disturbed by this incongruity, on a 
site which made me recall the beauty of the most austere places in the north of 
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Iceland. What do you think of that?

- I share your opinion. It is visual pollution. Those responsible are always the 
same. You know, I fought in Måløy, when they wanted to destroy the old, abando-
ned houses in the �970’s. Sadly, they have demolished many of these magnificent 
buildings: Ellefsenhuset, Myrestraneiendommen... They did their dirty work at 
night to avoid people’s criticism.

- You can not act like that in the year �000, can you?

- No, people have become more conscious.

- And the new bridge, what do you say about it? You can not say that it is easy to 
miss in the landscape!

- I find it beautiful. Its curbs are harmonious.

- Have you already painted it?

- Of course, but I used it particularly to see the town from up high. You have to be 
careful of passing cars, but the view is sensational.

- Doesn’t tourism scare you?

- No, not as long as the tourists don’t leave beer bottles in every corner and over-
turn trash cans.

 Let’s not exaggerate. Most of them are very orderly. To be frank, I am more afraid 
that they will end up changing our Norwegian way of looking at life, our Måløy 
culture”.

Turid and the memory of the places

Nothing in Måløy reveal an environmental concern. An odour of conviviality 
floats over the harbour. The half a dozen people I have just interviewed may 
certainly express slightly different views on tourism, the deterioration of sites 
or the odour of fish, but first and foremost, they consider themselves as com-
plex pieces of a community chain. Their consensus is impressing. 

They all recall, as a general theme learnt at school, the image according 
to which fishing is a kind of hazardous game in which one should accept to 
loose and learn to react quickly instead of complaining. The courageous people 
of Måløy seemed so proud to classify themselves as incorrigible optimists, 
and I did not have the impression that the ethical questions related to nature, 
actually made it harder for them to sleep. To me, they seemed very strong, 
very self-confident, as if they were living in a protected micro-climate.

Their resistance was consistent, as soon as I tried to speak about future 
problems. A good example is their silence about the famous bridge and it’s 
disproportionate intrusion in an eternal landscape. I could feel to which ex-
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tent my questions on the visual pollution were considered  unwelcome, not 
to say stupid. Only a foreigner could ignore the fact that this piece of art, very 
beautiful by the way, had multiplied by five the economic welfare of Måløy. I 
would nevertheless like to know if the fishermen did not think that it was sad 
that they had to stripe the majestic entrance of Ulvesundet from Vagsfjorden. 
I bring Gunnar Skirbekk’s idea to mind; have they, since then, had something 
to be forgiven for?

Turid Breidalen helped me escape this dilemma. This woman has such 
a unique personality that she has become the medium of Måløy, not to say its 
shaman. From morning until the evening she captures all the pulsations of 
the small town. This disposition surprised me because she is the opposite of 
the idea you have in France of the Norwegian fairy: tall, blond, calm and not 
so talkative, while she is small, dark, voluble and always stressed.

Particular characteristics; she often looses her keys, which is not a 
big problem since every inhabitant in Måløy who finds a key-holder always 
promptly phone her. She collects owls, small ornaments sent to her from all 
over the world and which she gathers in several showcases at the reception 
centre for the students with whom she works.

As I accepted to enter her car, I did not know that she was reserving a 
mysterious approach of Vågsøy. In fact, it is on a protected slope of that island 
that the town of Måløy is situated, at the entrance of Nordfjord. 

Vågsøy is Turid Breidalen’s private garden. She knows all the secrets of 
this very sliced massive, which ends are situated at a dozen kilometres from 
each other.

To show me that this savage paradise was not an ordinary place, we dro-
ve towards Kråkenes, the cape the farthest away, where, until technology took 
over, the most western lighthouse on the Norwegian coast was situated. That 
abandoned building, built on a stony ram continuously hit by huge waves, 
had not found any buyer until the arrival of a German couple, two years ago.

Bettina Vick, Thomas Bickadt: Bettina and Thomas, �9 and 37 years old re-
spectively, were living an ordinary life in Hamburg. As many people of their 
generation, they felt more and more stressed by the urban rhythm. But Tho-
mas knew about Kråkenes. Without so much hope, they made an offer for it 
and the house was sold to them.

Bettina, who was working in a home for mentally disable people in Ger-
many, do not miss Hamburg. She admits that she could not stand the stress 
from the city and from the highways. Hers and her partner’s family, already 
surprised at seeing them leaving the country, were astonished when discove-
ring the decor of their new life. At this end of the wild world, it suffices to set 
up a lobster cage when they are in the mood for lobster. If they prefer fish, the 
fishing rod is always prepared. But apart from the gastronomic compensations, 
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the couple’s experiences here is a mystical adventure in superb isolation.
  People in Måløy, flattered to see two foreigners install themselves in 

this advanced sentinel, in a place where there was a risk that abandonment 
soon would have erased many memories, did not linger in paying them a 
visit. The coming and going to Kråkenes became the Sunday outing. The wea-
ther does not matter on the small land road, it often rains anyway.

In the spring of the year �000, Bettina and Thomas opened a cafeteria, 
where you can find waffles and pancakes with jam, with the waves sounding 
in the background. I went through the golden book, already containing seve-
red hundred names, in less than two months... Memory of places.

My second expedition with Turid was made at night. This time, she had 
decided that I should see the “deer”, and we slowly drove along the coast, all 
lights switched off, between Raudeberg and Halser. To the right, Ulvesundet, 
on the left, the side of a forrest, perceptible despite the obscurity at hundred 
meters from the road. The car stopped in an almost total silence.

“Don’t be nervous, Jacques, you will see them. I am sure they will come out”.
It has to be said that in Norway everybody is on familiar terms with each 
other.  

But nothing appeared, which made Turid slightly irritated. I am sure 
that, after my departure, she went back to tell of the deer.

“All right”, she said after a long period of silence. I will show you something else”. 
And we continued to the beach of Refvik. Even this time, all lights were off in the 
middle of the right road, she switched of the engine. My eyes became used to the 
darkness and I could perceive the sea a hundred meter from us. Between us and 
the sea there was some houses and the famous stadium with the advertisement 
sign boards which were so displeasing to Eldbjørg Barmen, the water-colour pain-
ter. You can not see them at night and it is better for the ambience. Both on the 
right and on the left there were two impressive mountains. A lost decor in nature. 
“It feels like on the moon”, she said. “As if nothing ever happened here. I will tell 
you a story”.

“In the last century, a group of very poor fishermen lived in this place. They had 
their wooden houses very close to the sea and they followed the fish up to Krå-
kenes. On the 9th of August �87�, a guard signalled that an enormous bank was 
arriving. You can imagine what it means”.

Easily... Knut Hamsun had described these swarms of herring, chased by a 
whale. They come and go in all directions. They disperse themselves in diffe-
rent groups to escape from it and gather again on the shore of the waves, each 
time offering their brief sparkling to the voracity of thousands of wild birds...

Turid continues her story . “All the fishermen of Refvik left in light boats in groups 
of two, four or eight. But at the end of the day, while they were in full action, one 
of them perceived smoke some kilometres away from where they were. There was 
no doubt, it came from their village.
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“They were obligated to pick up all their nets and leave their catch. They returned 
home as quickly as possible, working desperately. But as soon as they perceived 
Refviks beach from a distance, they understood that the fire has destroyed the 
fifteen houses where they lived with their families.

“When the fishermen disembarked, exhausted, numb from anguish, the night 
fell. Nothing was left, none of the houses, none of the loges where they had just 
put the hay for their sheep and their cows. Luckily, there were no victims, and 
the whole village population was waiting for them with tears running from their 
eyes, women, children and elderly. Two careless children had started the fire, and 
people still remember their names : Pierre and Geneviève.

Every time I pass by the beach, I think of those poor people”, Turid concluded. 
“The decors have not changed. For me, this is what you call the memory of a 
place”.

We left again for the decor of another story. This time, it was south west of 
Vågsøy, near the small village of the fishermen at Torskangerpollen.

“It happened in December �93�. Everybody had suffered from the storm during 
the night. Some fishermen saw a boat, which seemed to be in trouble, not far away 
from the lighthouse of Handanes. Suddenly it sank.

“All men jumped into their boats to help the survivals. They were able to save two 
men but the other ten drowned. The police rapport says that the boat was called 
“Venus” and was registered in the Netherlands. Four of the seamen were Scottish 

from Shetland, the others were German and Dutch. 
There were no other details, except that two men survived and that “Venus” 
was carrying small barrels of alcohol. The people of Torskangerpollen affir-
med that they had in fact had the impression that they saw “some barrels 
floating a while, in the night...”

But the following weeks, an enormous quantity of alcohol was circula-
ting around Torskangerpollen. There were alcohol in every house, in every cafe, 
in every carriage. Of course, people were not talkative, but the smell of aquavit 
ended up impregnating the landscape to the extent that it reached the nostrils of 
the custom officer in Vågsøy. The officer took his horse and started a long tour 
over the mountain in order to localise the barrels.

Before he had even reached the corner of the street, a Måløy inhabitant 
already warned his neighbour who passed on the warning. From ear to ear, 
the message reached all the houses in Torskangerpollen, and an agreement 
was made to save the officer from embarrassment. When he asked his ques-
tion, they pretended they were caught and went, trembling, to search for a 
barrel of aquavit, already almost empty. The witness did not say that he had 
just hidden a dozen of them, still full, in the garden.

“Not really convinced but realistic, the officer saved his honour and came back in 
triumph to Måløy, with a cart full of his confiscated gods. When a bartender asked 
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him if he had found what he was searching for, he could not resist entering to have 
a glass. But when he came out, the cart had disappeared!

 “The farmers and the fishermen drank the Dutch aquavit until the beginning of 
the sixties. The story was so funny that no one dared to talk about it. Every year, 
new barrels were found, forgotten by those who had recovered them in �93�. The 
people of Vågsøy even had invented a ritual every time one of these remnants 
were discovered. The eldest was asked to taste it, in case the forgotten alcohol had 
become dangerous to the health. The session took place at the beginning of the 
afternoon. If the drinker was still alive by 8 o’clock in the evening, everybody could 
drink it...

“Where anybody sick from poisoning?”

- No, Turid answers. There were no risks taken. But the most mysterious part of 
the story is that no one ever knew who the owner of the “Venus” was.

- Are you sure that this story is true?

- I swear by it. One of the men who found the alcohol told my mother.”
I ask my inexhaustible guide if there exist, in all the fjords in Norway, storytel-
lers of her genre, capable of retracing the tie between landscape and history, 
since nature is the carrier of the past. 

  She answers that she is certain that there are people everywhere who refuse obli-
vion. The memory of places, the spirit of places, they are the markings of child-
hood memories in the landscape. You can not speak of environmental defence 
without caring about human memory. When human memory is ill treated the 
erosion of the past begins. 

Måløy have many other memories. Not far from here, in Vagsbergen, you can 
still find houses from the seventeenth century. They are so beautiful that they 
were used as the decor in the film “Landstrykere”, after the novel by Knud 
Hamsun. Compared with the middle of Europe,  western  Norway seems like 
a lost country, while it’s fjords are storing hundreds of stories.

The most famous, the most recent, takes place in the last war. It is the 
story of Captain Martin Linge, a son of the country. On the �7th of December 
�94�, he died where he was born.

The Allies decided to carry out a joint-operation, what they called “a nail 
stick”, with the aim to test the German defence. 576 soldiers were chosen to 
disembark in Måløy, assisted by a cruiser “Kenya”, four light ships and planes. 
The street combat lasted for a long time and eight German boats were de-
stroyed. But 3� allied soldiers perished. The defenders also made heavy losses 
and saw a hundred prisoners being taken away.

Martin Linge was in command of one of the allied forces. He received 
two mortal bullets in the chest when he attacked the hotel Ulvesund, where 
the Germans had their headquarter. There is only one monument to remem-
ber him by, as people no longer keep any memories. All was destroyed by the 
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bombing. The operation is known by historians to have induced Hitler. After 
Måløy he filled the fjords with new troops, frightened of a dismemberment, 
which later took place in Normandy. The Norwegian government in exile in 
London, ruled out the principle of such raids of diversion, after having seen 
the misfortune it entailed for the population.

This story of Martin Linge make me recall a report in the Shetlands in 
the beginning of June, �987. I was staying in a hostel called Lunna House, 
near Vidlin, quite far from Lerwick. The old lady, Mrs Lindsay, who was in 
charge of this place lost in the land, showed me the rooms where members 
of the Norwegian resistance headquarter had their meetings during the war. 
Martin Linge and his friends named the boat traffic that secretly were, carry-
ing arms to Måløy the “Shetland bus”. It was not far.

The contacts between Måløy and Lerwick have remained very strong. 
There are cultural and sport exchanges. There is a mutual worry about pol-
lution and oil. Since �88�, there is even a strange costume that takes place in 
the Shetlands in January.

A brotherhood of dressed warriors with moustaches, wearing armour 
from the year 800, called “Up-Helly-A,” build a magnificent Viking ship, 
which they hurry to burn down while crying out of joy, undoubtedly when 
thinking that they have to build another ship the following year. This bonfire 
to celebrate imagination, kindle in me the memory of the sea.

Turid is inexhaustible. She can not stop going back and forth in Måløy, 
which topography I end up knowing very well. Very few streets go from the 
harbour to the mountain, but on the other hand, there are a half dozen of pa-
rallel streets that cross the town in all its length. You can go from one point to 
another by taking series of sharp turns. In Turid’s car, this means being push 
against the door at every turn, wrapped in heavy fumes of gasoline.

“Do you want me to tell you the story of sixth street?”
One more story…

“It is on the highest spot of the town because it is the newest addition. Here, it is a 
bit like your Champs-Elysées. Have you noticed the rich houses? As you go down 
towards the harbour, they became more simple”.

Turid explains, with humour, that the sixth street is the Måløy reward. When 
a fishermen starts out, he has a small house, close to the fjord. When he buys a 
boat he moves to a better located house. But when he has made his fortune, he 
establishes himself on the top.

“Have you invented this last story?” 

“Only the romantic twist…The facts are true”.
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When the nutshell cracks

I return to Bergen with the same ferry. The slow arrival by sea gives the town, 
wrapped in the mountain, the opportunity to demonstrate its pride. Is extends 
itself as in a scene from a movie, giving the traveller time to pull out his ca-
mera. In the background, under the red tents, you perceive the fish market 
in activity.

At the tourist information centre, a group of Japanese make the access 
to the counter difficult.

Standing on one foot in order to remain in the right file, I confirm my 
ticket to the popular travel package: “Norway in a nutshell”. This image of 
a shell is a marketing idea. The tour organisers soon understood that their 
country is too large to carelessly be let loose to the visitor. The deep inden-
tation of the water towards inner land areas discourages individual tourism. 
Due to the difficulties of communication and the expensive cost of life you 
can not go zigzag across the country, according to your own inclination. You 
have to choose between the mountain and the sea.

From here comes the idea to suggest sites at the end of the fjords, the 
place where all the charm of Norway is concentrated. My nutshell is a rec-
tangle of 4 km by �0, two hours of train on the east of Bergen. At Voss, a bus 
takes you to Gudvangen where you take a ferry to Flæm. You  then take a spe-
cial train to Myrdal where you find the express Oslo-Bergen. You can choose 
to make the tour in the opposite direction, starting in Oslo.

Such flexibility confirm that in the market of tourism, today Norwegi-
ans are professionals. The visitor is taken care of, everything functions to the 
hour, the product can be sold and everything is done to avoid the inconve-
nience of pollution, of crowded roads, of garbage management, of the obliga-
tion to build guest reception centres, which destroy the landscape.

In this one-day tour in a nutshell, I returned thinking about the stop in 
Vaksdal. It had certainly been difficult to admire the landscape as our train 
stopped in front of a cube of cement. But the Hordaland is really magnifi-
cent.

In Voss, we were told that 3000 years ago, groups of hunters passed 
by. They came for the game while today you come for the rocking chair, the 
canoe kayak, a game of boccia, the bicycle, horseback riding or climbing. This 
year, the biggest news is practised on the lake Vangsvannet: parachuting after 
a canoe. There is no wind sport that can not be found in Voss.

3000 people can be accommodated in the hotels, in rooms from which 
you sometimes can watch the arrival of trains, right under your nose, a funny 
amusement in a lost place. My group did not have enough time to verify the 
density of pedestrians in town per square meter, but I think it was very high. 
The bus was already waiting for us.
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The road was superb. It follows the old road from Vossestrand, used by pe-
asants around �860 to accompany the first British tourists to Gudvangen. 
But the old peasants did it by horse while we remain in the bus mounting 
the very steep road, series of  sharp turns, all close to the cliff edge. I did not 
succeed in counting them. My attention was focused, not without anguish, on 
the driver’s dexterity, a pretty lady by the way. She was negotiating every turn 
at the speed of a snail. It is true that I was reassuring myself by repeating in 
my mind that Norwegians are careful people, but I would lye if I write that I 
was not afraid. It has happened that in Corse and in Chile I have found my-
self embarked on a bus journey with the same kind of road, but compared to 
Stalheim-Gudvangen, they were three times less steep. A road this dangerous 
would never be authorised in France.

The buss gave us a ten minutes pause before we started the descend 
to Nærøydalen, to the fjord where our ferry was waiting. We just had enough 
time to buy post cards. The driver warned us:

“If you are late, we will leave without you!” It was clear that such a tour demanded 
complete precision from the organisers. The miss of a transit could transform 
the nutshell into Medusa’s raft, and you can not imagine such a mess when every 
customer have paid 800 crowns each. But it would be interesting to known if, in 
the tourism business, the imagination of tour agencies in Norway is influenced by 
the aim to minimize risks.

The mini cruise on Aurlandsfjorden was marvellous until Flam, where a sur-
prise was awaiting us. While I was expecting to disembark the ferry on a 
cape out in the far end of the land, we found ourselves in a huge dispatching 
station in which buses, trains, boats, even bicycles, converged. I did not have 
time to see if there also was an airport. The crowd was coming and going in all 
directions, just like in Paris at the metro station Chatelet, during rush hours. 
Add the hotels, restaurants, shops and hot dog vendors and you will have an 
idea of the wild site.

In the meanwhile, the nature is splendid, on the condition that you look 
upwards. Ten or so young guides dressed in dark red or with blue vests, with 
irritated expressions, stood guard at the gait entrances, boarded with barriers, 
to avoid that lost tourists take a train which is not theirs or a bus going in the 
opposite direction. This perpetual traffic has to be managed from morning 
until evening. This nutshell is really a gold mind. Talking of pollution in these 
conditions is an euphemism.

The little train going from Flam up to Myrdal quickly made me forget 
my ecological doubts. It climbed the valley, in a decor which took my breath 
away, persisted the slope and soon let us discover a serene world, where the 
white snow lay between the coniferous trees.

 Already moved by the splendid beauty of the landscape, I finally defini-
tely forgot my doubts when the train suddenly stopped at Kjosfossen. Every-
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body in my compartment looked at each other. A problem?
A voice in a loudspeaker informed us that we should leave the train to 

take a photo. We all obeyed. Just to discover, all at the same time, a majestic 
cascade, a Niagara fall rushing down from the mountain tops.

But it was out of the question to take a walk along the edge. The nuts-
hell organizers had planned for a big platform, able to fit several hundreds of 
the people, even the visit of very large groups. Back on the train we amused 
ourselves by photographing the backs of the photographers, with the cascade 
in the background.

It was then my heart felt the most for Norway. The voice in the louds-
peaker asked for silence, and we saw, from a hundred meters away, a young 
lady dressed in red appeared and she was walking at the edge of the whirling 
water. Her shape was discerned in the whiteness of the foam. She made a 
sign, asking for even more silence and we heard three calls from the eight 
corded violin, the famous Hardanger, which sounds are unique in the world. 
The silence was total. Then the young woman sang a ballad, two very old ver-
ses, recorded by Åsne Sunniva Søreide, which immediately carried me away 
to the land of the fairies...I admired this great achievement by the technicians, 
to be able to create, with the growl of the cascade in the far, such an audible 
play-back, and a big stage setting with respect for nature, without cheap ro-
manticism. I also admired this anonymous actress from whom we were too 
far to distinguish the face, and who accepted to spend her day in the noise of 
these waters, waiting to come out of her refuge at the passing of a train. It is 
nevertheless more noble than to be disguised as Mickey.

No one knows when the Hardanger violin was invented. The oldest 
known model is dated in �65�. Experts in musicology like to think that the 
soul of the instrument have kept the Viking sonorities, but its present name 
comes from the district where the best fiddlers of the eighteenth century li-
ved. The relief and the harmonies obtained due to the four base cords evoke 
the image of a poetic Norway, where magic creatures intersect. The “Nøkken” 
is a kind of disturbing troll that lives in cold waters. In the summer, it comes 
out of the lake on a horse and gallop in the countryside. The rest of the time it 
attracts people to the spot on the ice which is most fragile. Luckily, there is a 
“Nøkken” called “Fossegrimen”, who lives in the cascades and plays the violin. 
It was probably him we heard in Kjosfossen.

People of Måløy told me that in Geiranger, more to the north, the num-
ber of tourists was ten times more impressing than in Flam. There are no 
roads that go along the famous fjord and no one is prepared to see railways 
being built. But the depth of the fjord allows sail boats to enter. For the me-
mory of the places, you are shown abandoned farms, where small courageous 
farmers still lived forty years ago. Tourists are impressed when they learn that 
small children were attached to a beam on the house to keep them from fal-
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ling into the fjord, �50 meter below. And the same tourists are pleased when 
they are told that these apprehensive Vikings quickly climbed up their latters 
as soon as they saw the enemy boats arriving. They were just as suspicious as 
the Greek monks at Mont Athos.

Every traveller needs legends, but every time a Måløy inhabitant comes 
back from a weekend in Geiranger, �50 km by car, he grants himself a beer 
and go alone, further up than the sixth street, to the foot of the mountain, to 
rediscover true nature on the human scale.

Eight sign boards for calming anxiety

Bergen’s aquarium is the compulsory prolongation of the fish market. When 
you like one, you have to visit the other. In addition to a colony of auks run-
ning continuously, you have to see the “giant halibut”. It is a halibut of �.36 
meters, sleeping at the bottom of a basin, like a carpet forgotten on the floor 
of a bath tub.

The underground passage way leading to the area where this monster 
is kept, draw a lot of attention. One side is boarded with eight illuminated 
sign boards of huge dimensions. The title of the first one has the merit of not 
avoiding the problem. “Can intensive aqua-culture be eco-friendly?”

I notice the interrogative tone of the sentence, as if one was not really 
sure. While I notice that all visitors stand immobile in front of this mass of 
explanation, I deduce that visiting Norwegians immediately understand that 
it relates to breeding salmon and they too have to question themselves.

The editors of these sign boards, communication experts, start by sig-
nalling astonishment by the fact that people are surprised. “Breeding salmon? 
Why not? People have been breeding carp fish in China for thousands of ye-
ars”.

Once this ethical debate is closed, they return to serious matters. “The 
problem is just technical. It is about the management of the salinity of the 
waters. The sea salt is 3,5 % while it is 0,� % in rivers. Wild salmon need two 
to five years to go from sweet water to the sea water. This process is called 
smoltification. Today it is possible to reduce this time, thanks to aqua-cultural 
techniques”

If you are searching for a reason for manipulating nature in this way, 
another sign board will give the death blow by producing the ultimate argu-
ment . “Salmon retains twice as much protein as a chicken or a pig”.

Alright, the visitor is thinking, but which are your techniques then?

The sign board answers: “There are four:
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�. Optimal feeding, recalling that the salmon is more productive. For �00 grams of 
seed, the pork give �5 back and salmon the double.

�. Increased temperature

3. Permanent monitoring, day and night. You induces the salmon to believe that 
winter is coming by reducing the light. And in spring time you do the opposite.

4. Vaccination.

And if you are worried about antibiotics, the sign board adds: “We use much less 
than in agriculture”.

Further back, you read the result of the operation, when the salmon 
have become smolt. It is already �0 cm and can live in salt water. It has even 
changed colour, from brown to silver. And further more, it has made this 
transformation in less than one year, instead of three or four.

Here it has became bestial, in a plastic cage of 60 times ��0 meters. 
The sign board stipulates that you could put 300.000 kilos of salmon in each 
of them. In most boat-factories, anchored not too far from the coast, there are 
several of these cages .

New sign board! The salmon stays �� to�8 months at sea and takes � kg 
of meat for � kilo of feed. It eats � to � % of its own weight everyday.

A last the sign board gives some figures. In �999, Norway produced 
460.000 tonnes of salmon and trout for �� billions, 38 millions and 50�.000 
NK.

The main part is exported to Japan, Denmark, France, Germany and 
USA.

In �999, this new industry employed 8 700 people in 7�4 factories. 
Approximately ��5 of these were situated around Narvik and Tromsø, �99 
between Trondheim and Bergen and �00 near Stavanger and Kristiansand.

I left the aquarium having learnt a lot of things. But I also had an intui-
tive feeling that all these permanent sign boards illustrate a defensive posi-
tion. Certainly, they give interesting information, but they are self-rationalis-
ing. Asking for forgiveness? They are not yet there.

Andreas Steigen: Andreas is 53 and a zoologist. He is the head of the centre 
for environmental and resource studies at the University of Bergen. Accor-
ding to him, the topic of breeding salmon is discussed with a lot of confusion. 
In fact, it all depends on the perspective. The views differ when speaking of 
industrial aspects, fish feeding, energy consumption or ethnical approaches.

I do not conceal the fact that the last aspect interest me. But he insists. “First of all, 
you have to know that this industry started as a hobby. An astute fisherman who 
wanted to kill of time on a Sunday...

- To make some pocket money?

- Perhaps. It was in the sixties. No one thought then that this story would take such 



�94

Jacques Gandebeuf

proportions. Until the day that somebody realised that you could make a serious 
amount of money. It was somewhere close to Austevoll, about thirty kilometres 
south of Bergen.

- The news made things happen?

- Yes. From one year to the next, more and more sophisticated techniques were 
found. The only obvious problem was to find a way to monitor the growth of the 
fish.

- Why do you say the only problem?

- Because in the 80’s, the first deceases appeared, while on the top of the new 
industry, those responsible still denied the danger. But when the decease became 
widespread, they changed their perspective. Instead of doing research on growth, 
they ask themselves how to make the fish healthy. The research was then directed 
towards vaccination, while until then they had thought it enough to use antibio-
tics. The University’s mission was to find a anti-virus treatment, even bacteriolo-
gical, not forgetting the parasites found at the very beginning.

- Do you mean that the University was in charge of this project? It is a public

institution while the project was a matter of private interests?

- You probably find that strange, but this is the tradition here in Norway.
Andreas Steigen make me understand the complexity of the new industry. It 
does not suffice to find an appropriate technology but there is also a need to do 
further research in marketing in order to commercialize the fish bi products.

Today aqua culture have become a national adventure, as important as 
tourism or oil. That is the reason why the Norwegian doesn’t like foreigners 
curiosity.

“The truth is that salmon create a problem because it is an animal predator which 
rank very high in the biotope. Consequently it needs high quality protein, while 
other fish only require plants. A lot of energy has to be invested.

- Apparently it is a success.

- Yes, because the Norwegian breeders have been very efficient. Today, it is cheaper 
to by bred salmon than cod.

- However, there is a debate about pollution.

- It is inevitable. There is a problem with the evacuation of wastes. It is necessary 
to feed the fish in cages 90 % of their intake. And if the fish do not eat it, that feed 
stays in the sea and add to the organic pollution.

- Do you know of it is magnitude?

- Norway has 4 450.000 inhabitants. They pollute, as every one else. Today there 
are figures that show that organic pollution, created by aqua culture, is equal to �0 
millions of Norwegians!

- Amazing! I had not read on the sign boards at the aquarium that the breeding of 
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salmon pollutes two times more than an average Norwegian!

- The fundamental problem is the danger of deceases being spread in the ocean. 
It is lmost impossible to discover. We have too many fish concentrated in a small 
space.

- But is this space really hermetic?

- No. After every storm, they count the absentees. Sometimes very few, sometimes 
hugequantities, �0 000… �0 000… �00 000…? That is why everyone have become 
very careful on the boats.

- Back to ecology.

- Of course. These escaped fish enter into competition for feed with wild salmon. 
They are already selected specimens, which make them more resistant while their 
wild relations from the rivers, originating from natural selection, have higher dea-
th rates. There is a risk of modifying the equilibrium.

- But then, how would you formulate the ethical question?

- There is no lack of arguments. The most fundamental remain theoretical. Do 
we have the moral right to exploit animals? A vast program. It is an old debate 
pertaining in the human obligation to feed himself.

More subtle is the idea that salmon industry is a luxury product, which ma-
kes it less justifiable than other fundamental breeding, such as bovine and 
poultry.

But the only serious perspective pertains to the modification of the na-
tural environment. You impose on the salmon a feed which is not its own, 
you force the salmon into conflict with other salmon, it is denied the pleasure 
of finding a partner while it is exposed to biological stimulation. You will say 
that the problem is the same with cows, but the bovine population is stable. 
The salmon population is more fragile. There is a danger of disturbing the 
evolution of the species.

- Can you imagine the worst happening one day?

- I don’t know, but this sort of things happens, in the scale of time. After all, the 
first ecological catastrophe on earth was the arrival of agriculture.. .when trees 
were cut!

- Don’t you condemn the ecologists when they proclaim the future difficulties?

- We need people like them, even when they exaggerate. We need their opinion.

- Which place does nature occupy in your life?

- I was born in Melby, near Narvik. I spent my childhood close to the sea. As soon 
as I came to Bergen, I understood that in the north, we have a different sensibility 
compared to my new urban colleagues.

- Give me an example?

- Alright, when they wanted to walk in the nature, they would say: “Let’s go to that 
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or that place” as if nature is outside them and as if it belongs to everybody. While 
to me, it was the opposite. I always felt as a fragment in nature. I was a part of it. 
And when Iwent somewhere, I was still inside myself.

- I better understand your profession as zoologist.

- It is true that when I turned 8, I had already chosen it. At ��, I had decided that 
later I would go study the migration of antelopes in Africa! At the time I wrote a 
project for that work. I devoured books. And then I found myself in Bergen. But 
believe me, I have made numerous journeys to Africa, without ever seeing an an-
telope! Every time I lead a project in Norway, it is my way of making my Africa!

- Can a scientist be a romantic?

- Why not? If he remains concrete in his work.

- Last question: are you frightened of nature?

- No, I am only frightened of houses!

“The most dirty business of Norway”

When I asked Gunnar Staalesen what he thought of the oil industry, the wri-
ter answered straightforwardly, after weighing his words carefully:

“The oil? It made our country rich. Some say that one day the oil will run dry. I 
even know that some geologists  predict the worse. They say that this gigantic ex-
traction will end up provoking a collapse of the earth. You can imagine…

- Does it frighten you?

- No, I don’t believe it much.

- Why not?

- Because I am allergic to anxiety.

- So everything is fine?

- Let’s say that I would prefer tidal energy or even solar energy. But I am hopeful. 
I am convinced that solutions will be found one day. They get a lot of energy from 
the wind. 

I told him that I had seen rows of wind mills on the Danish coast from the 
airplane. It was quite beautiful from the air.

-I disagree. It is rather ugly.

Atle Nygard: He is �6 and has a doctor’s degree in geology. I wonder if he is 
allergic to anxiety, him too. But he immediately resume the debate on a sci-
entific level.

“Do you know that in Norway, we have the longest sub marine land slide in the 
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world? It is located at a depth of 500 to �000 meters and my colleagues monitor it.

- Have you studied it?

- Everybody is well informed, but my speciality is avalanches. We often bombard 
the terrain with sonar to see the how the accumulations evolve. We then analyse 
them. By all means, the geological technique is the same be it on the ground or 
under the sea. But it is more tiresome to work on a boat.

- Do you like the decor of cold seas?

- Yes, the landscape is wonderful. I love Svalbard in the Spitzbergen. But I prefer 
the desert, glaciers, extreme landscapes.

- You have to visit Iceland.

- I have thought about it.

- Have you travelled a lot?

-  In geology, problems have no boundary. We think on a global scale.

- What do you feel when you are deep in the nature?

- I feel like I belong in the landscape. Especially in the mountains. I have to admit 
that I am less moved by the sea.

- Does it frighten you?

- Not when carrying out my work, but I still have the memory of a journey by boat 
when I was a child. My father was a fisherman, at the coast of Skatestrumen, and 
we were caught in a big storm.

- Do you feel more safe on the ground?

- I am more relaxed. I do not look over my back constantly but I have an eye in the 
back of my head and I don’t put my feet anywhere.

- When tourists approach you when you are working in the nature, you don’t really 
like it, do you?

- If it is a small group, it is alright. I don’t feel obliged to answer their questions, 
if they ask too much.

- What do you think about the visual pollution of the land?

- I don’t very much like what they have done in Vikafjellet and Hardangervidda.

- Do you often notice alterations of this kind?

- It happens. Close to Selje, I have seen asphalted roads around a single house. 
That is not normal.

- A part from work, do you often go out in the nature?

- Systematically. Sadly, a geologist spend ninety per cent of his time in the office, 
analysing his samples. So, three times a week, I walk to Viriken, 650 meters above 
sea level.
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When reading about Norway in the guide Arthaud, I recall what Atle Nygard 
had said about the landslides. It is written that in �980, the platform Alexan-
der-Kielland collapsed, taking ��3 workers down with it. Another one explo-
ded in �988.

But the Norwegians have started to like these metal castles, they them-
selves having no Versailles on their land. Their sun-king is a black sovereign, 
installed along the coasts, and the oil tanks have become their aristocracy.

Eldbjørg Barmen, the artist-painter in Måløy, told me about her stay on 
the offshore oil rig. It took place on “Stafjord A”, the first Norwegian instal-
lation, set up in �978.

She stayed there five years, from �99� to �996. Had she been afraid?
- Not really. I was not the only woman, one third of the personnel was female.

- Not easy in this rather masculine environment!

- On the contrary, people were curious to find out what I looked like. They were 
first amazed. Then, they bought my paintings.

- Did you know that there is always a possibility that a catastrophe occurs?

- I understood that we were one hour away from Bergen with a helicopter and that 
there were no need to return swimming... I worked in the kitchen and we all had a 
small survival kit for one day, to be able to stay on a rescue boat. In fact, it was like 
a floating hotel to which you had to run in case of an alarm. And to do it quickly, 
otherwise it was the end. Everybody knew that the unexpected could happen on 
the platform but no one talked about it.

Here, a parenthesis: during the time that I was in Bergen, the drill on the 
platform “Bideford Dolphin” was detached a late afternoon. 5� workers were 
evacuated during the night, in full storm, while �6 others remained in the 
installation to stabilise it. There were waves �7 meters high. But around eight 
o’clock at night, fortunately the wind calmed down.

The next day, newspapers wrote about the incident, but it was not in 
the headlines. The facts, only the facts, were put in a few lines on the first 
page. The “Aftenposten” explained that six out of eight anchors maintaining 
the drill were broken away. On the first page of “Bergens Tidende”, there was 
practically the same short statement. In “VG”, as in “Dagbladet”, two other 
large and popular newspapers, the news did not appear until page �3. “By mid-
night, every thing was over”. There was a football match on the first page…

There are two alternatives, either the journalist colleagues in Bergen 
were extremely restrained or the Norwegian oil decision-makers were not very 
talkative. In France, where the press certainly are not superior to the Norwe-
gian press, a story like that of Bideford Dolphin would have been exploited 
for a week. And if those responsible would have refused to give information, 
there would have been a revolution.  Ever since a certain monsieur, two days 
after Chernobyl, made France laugh when announcing that the radioactive 
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clouds, coming from Ukrainia stopped at our borders without watering our 
salads, every single leaking tap two hundred meters from a nuclear power 
plant result in a communiqué. And British cow are not wanted anymore, by 
“principle of precaution”.

The Viking self-censorship does not want to dramatise. The intense 
controversy relative to the Brent Spar platform served as a lesson. The ecolo-
gists who demanded that it should be dismantled made an iconoclastic effect 
at that time.

After all, this oil, Norway has earned it! Between �963 and �966, 3� 
wells had to be dug off shore to find the first oil deposit. Nobody knows how 
long the current exploitation will last, as long as other oil veins are not found 
below the sub marine plateau. It is the time to search, not the time to demo-
bilise. Three million barrels a day are worth some risks, aren’t they? And it is 
a tough job, the work of a dog.

This superficial optimism made Kurt Oddekalv upset. Later we will see 
the impressivepersonality of this militant ecologist, whose well mediated in-
terventions shock many people but make them think. To him, “oil is the most 
dirty business of Norway”. The whole system is twisted. Oil companies have 
too much power, they have subdued politicians, they do what they want.”

- Have you told them that?

- I tell them every day. These people hate me!
Naturally he is informed of the “Erika” catastrophe; this rotten boat with Li-
berian flag was split in two parts outside the Atlantic coast in France, at the 
beginning of the year �000. It took months and armies of volunteers and 
soldiers to clean the sand, to gather hundreds of thousands of dead birds and 
to scrape the repulsive mud from the rocks, right in front of the tear-filled 
eyes of mayors and hotel managers. They are still scraping while I am writing 
these lines. During the summer of the year �000, tourist visits decreased 
with a third.

“In Norway”, Kurt continues, “we have boats which carry ten times more oil than 
Erika, and they are just as rotten. The average load capacity in our water is �50.000 
tonnes. Every morning, I tell myself that they are terribly lucky. The day when a se-
rious accident happens, in ten days the whole coast, from Bergen to Lofoten, will 
be maculated. The catastrophe will be more serious than the one in your country, 
France, because it will affect fishing, the flora, the fauna and tourism of course... 
and even the bank. Goodbye fjords!”

- These companies, are they managed by ignorant people?

- Not at all! They know exactly what they are doing. Who cares? We have already 
registered some hundreds of accidents through out the world, but they only talk 
about the most important: Amocco Cadiz, Exon Valdez. Here in Sognefjorden, it 
took a hundred volunteer workers to clean a small fragment of the coast...
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The golden reflection of Lofoten

Norwegian literature has always been characterized by a strong mysticism. 
This tendency isunderstandable when the natural environment is rough. 
It engages the senses to create a spirituality in a cosmos where meaning is 
lost.

When peeling his onion, pensive, Peer Gynt discover the emptiness of 
his existence. It becomes clear to him that he is only a negligible fragment 
without significance, on the surface of the globe.

“Delicious earth”, Ibsen inspires him to say, “don’t be angry if I have walked on 
your grass in vain. Delicious sun, you have wasted your light on an unoccupied 
cottage. The owner was never at home”.

Turid Kjetland: “Nature inspire many Norwegian writers”, Turid Kjetland, 3� years 
old, tells me. She is a literature critic at “Bergens Tidende” and have the daily ad-
vantage of a panoramic view over everything that is published.

“Even urban writers place their characters in relation to the natural environment. 
I only know of one recent case, Torgrim Eggen, who just wrote an essay in which 
nature is absent. His book analyses the relationship between Norwegians and ma-
terialistic things. And this is new”.

As a native of Hauksdalen, a little rural town, Turid admits that she could not 
live in a big city like London or Paris. She is an enthusiastic skier and she has 
to be able to go to the mountain very quickly. She has maintained a little cot-
tage in Hauksdalen, without gas or electricity, where she often likes to stay for 
two days and two nights, without telephone of course but not without radio. 
You can not ask a journalist for the impossible.

She gladly disclose her emotions; every time she returns to her country, 
she discovers from the plane, the landscape in which she was born. “This is 
not the sensibility of a little girl. It is the real jubilation of an adult. I tell my-
self that I am lucky to live in a privileged country”.

- Even in the winter, when the light is rare?

- I admit that I feel the recoil. But it is not really a depression. I accept the rule of 
the game by trying to prepare myself mentally. It is the same with the rain. We are 
used to it in Bergen. It is no use in moaning. If, on the other hand, the weather is 
bad in the season when the weather usually is nice, we become nervous. One day 
without sun is one day lost of our annual supply.

- Are you afraid of nature?

- It is a more complex feeling. A mixture of carefulness and attraction. One time, 
during an adventurous escalade, I understood that I had been incautious, and I 
definitely learnt a lesson.

- What do you think of the visual pollution?
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-  I react to the ugliness of new buildings. In Førde, for instance, the buildings of 
the commercial centre are awful. Of course they are from the 80’s.

Ole Johan Torud: The painter Ole Johan, 73 years old, receives me in his char-
ming house, surrounded with flowers and greenery. He is single and happy. 
For a long time he worked with engraving where his mood was inspired by 
urban images or social concerns. Then one day his friends told him that with 
his talent, he should absolutely make the journey to Lofoten.

“It was in �985, and I had been engraving since �966. I had certainly heard of 
the beauties of the great north, but I could not help showing some irony towards 
the somewhat formal taste of the landscape painters. I hate “post cards”. To go to 
Lofoten was not an irresistible need.  I went there peacefully, with some tubes of 
paint in my pocket”

He gets up and opens a cupboard: “You see, I have here one hundred and fifty 
video cassettes. Please choose one”.

- Are they films of your engravings?

- No. They show the landscapes of Lofoten. For fifteen years I have been trying to 
capture the golden light that you can see there. It has became a fascination for me. 
That light is never the same.

We took a cassette and it is true that both in the morning and in the end of the 
afternoon there is a kind of baroque halo, like an ultra-light gaze-tissue. Jules 
Verne talked about a “green ray” on the small island of Staffa, in the Hebrides. 
Ole Torud shows me the mystery of the “golden ray” in Lofoten.

He tells me the story of his location in Svolvær, in a house built before 
the war for hosting

Scandinavian painters, the idea of a Swedish lady, Ana Boberg. It can 
host �3 artists who generally visit the place between February and April.

“Are they all attracted by the same light?” 

- No, each and everyone search for a different colour! My plane landed at half past 
twelve, and I could vaguely distinguish the sun through the fog at the horizon. But 
I had not seen anything exceptional. On the contrary, when I woke up and came 
out of the house, I had a terrible shock, the turning point of my life as an artist. In 
two minutes the engraver became a painter.

- You had never seen a similar light in Bergen?

- It was not comparable. I immediately started to try and figure out the difficulties 
awaiting me. Everything was so new... We did not need to go far, the Kronstad area 
was magnificently isolated at the time. In the winter our skis were put outside the 
door. We could see the fishermen leaving. They had to leave the harbour before 
6 o’clock a.m. and returned at sunset. They went to search for cod in the Barents 
sea. But they didn’t have to go very far. The cod awaited them at �00 meters from 
the coast!
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- Have you never been scared, in this rough nature? The storms at sea?

- For two years, I worked on a cargo ship on the Atlantic ocean. San Francisco, 
Vancouver, Panama. You get used to it.

- Do you feel privileged in the Norwegian nature?

- Absolutely. You can talk of privilege after having visited other countries.

- Do you prefer the sea or the mountain?

- I like one as much as the other. I often walk around Hardanger.

- Are you sensitive to the visual pollution of the landscape?

- Very much so. Our nature is in great danger. In Hardangervidda, some roads had 
to be forbidden but the residents are demanding to be able to reach their house by 
car. Some even want a ramp for helicopters !

-  You have a painter’s eye. Your strong reaction is normal. But do you think that 
the Norwegian public understands the danger?

- I think that the majority of the Norwegians are aware of it. They don’t like to 
discover new building sites in the middle of the forest. Me, for my part, check 
everyday for alterations made in the forest right above my house. They have built 
a row of cottages, which disturb the beauty of the landscape.

- In Lofoten, the sites are better protected.

- Not for long. There are already some concrete supermarkets in the middle of 
beautiful houses. It is irritating,  I have to admit that.

- The sight of off shore towers? Are you not afraid that one day…

- You can not see them from land, and until now, nothing has happened. I trust 
the technicians and the oil will not last forever. I am much more afraid of nuclear 
plants.

- In Lofoten, they are also searching for oil?

- Yes. Technicians are exploring the sea plateau, all the way up to the north cape.

-  In your favourite landscape…

-  Yes, that is true. But it should probably be done.

- And what if there was a catastrophe in Lofoten? A little leakage would suffice…

- I don’t dare to think about it. The sky would remain yellow while the sea would 
turn black.

- Your �50 videos, do you often watch them?

- Yes, because on every tape, I have captured a different emotion.

- Do you watch one every day?

- Everyday. It is as regular as my breakfast.
What does the amateur painter of the golden light think about the winter? Is 
he sensitive to the disappearance of the light? Does he also feel affected by the 
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insidious depression of which Scandinavians often talk about? 
“I am never depressed, even if it rains non-stop during a month. For me, there is 
no possible joy in a country where there is only summer.

- Do you like to walk in the nature?

-  It is impossible to do otherwise. I hate cars and I don’t have one.

-  One last question. Do you think there is a quasi-religious attachment between 
the Norwegian  and nature?

- No. It is rather the idea of a visceral relationship to mother earth”.

Sonya Krantz: Sonya 59 years old, is the manager of a hostel in a charming 
little street in the old part of Bergen.” We succeeded in rescuing this quar-
ter in �960. The paved path, the wooden houses so beautifully painted. The 
municipal promoters wanted to destroy everything. But a spontaneous group 
called “Velforening” reacted in time.

- In what way?

- They bought the old properties before the arrival of the bulldozers. They obtained 
traffic prohibition in the paved streets. The same officials had already succeeded 
in demolishing our old neighbourhood, Breggen, which the whole world come to 
admire today. You know, many people do not have a serious culture when it comes 
to architectural heritage. They are not disturbed by the installation of panes of 
glass in old beautiful facades”.

- What place does nature have in your life?

- I live fifteen minutes from here, in a place which has not been affected, in Eids-
våg. We have a country house in Osterøy and I walk as much as I can. Alone or 
with my husband.

- Is it your way of recharging the batteries, as they say?

- Of course, especially when I have problems. All Norwegians do the same. I am 
sure that this need for deliberate isolation in the nature satisfy a deep need. It is a 
part of the Norwegian spirit.

- Do your children show the same reactions?

- Elina is �6, Ruben �6. I was talking to him about it yesterday, for he seems less 
attracted to nature. But my daughter, who lives in Oslo, runs an organisation, 
“Stand up”, which is fighting for the protection of the environment.

Sonya has travelled throughout the whole of Europe. Every time she returns 
home, she feels the same discrete exaltation, her nose attached to the plane 
window. At least when the clouds permit her the pleasure. 

“Every time I tell myself that we are lucky to live in a country still so pure. I am 
convinced that it is the purest in Europe.”

- Could you live anywhere else?
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- I could not get used to the industrial chimneys in the North of England or in 
Germany, in the Ruhr.

- What do you like the most in nature?

- The sea, but the mountain too. I have gotten used to Bergen, to the fjords and 
the islands.

- Do you sometimes experience a feeling of fear in the nature?

- Not really, but at night, when it is dark, in the wind, I admit that I have felt anx-
iety. It is a very diffuse feeling; it is in my head.

- Is not the presence of more and more tourists in Bergen a bit worrying too?

- Put yourself in my position. The tourists allow me to live! It is true that for four 
or five years, I have been inquisitive toward the problem related to the explosion 
of collective transport. At the foot of the funicular, the amount of buses is increa-
sing.

- Are you sensitive to the rhythm of the seasons?

- I am a bit depressed in the winter, just like everybody else. But I prepare myself. 
We stay in Bergen in the summer, but then we travel.

- You were talking about a pure country, but is Norway protected from pollution?

- I don’t know, but I am afraid of nuclear smoke or clouds. The discharge from

 Sellafield, in Scotland, affected me very much. Our ministers reassured us, but 
you have to be very careful.

- And what about the oil?

- I think Norwegians do not know the hole truth. They are aware of the fact that 
they are badly informed.

- Do you mean that they do not want to confront it?

- I am only saying that geologists have warned us. They have talked about land 
slides and maybe earth-quakes. What would happen?

- Do they have to accept that risk?

- No, I am categorical. These problems are much more fundamental than the 
quest for profit. Nowadays, you have to produce, produce and produce even more. 
The managers are aware of the fact that in hundred years, or even before that, 
there will be no more oil.

- Do you find it sad that there are so few people aware of the danger of oil activity 
in a country like Norway?

- Don’t be misled. We are many. Our problem is not the lack of information. It is 
the silence, despite our knowledge.

- But then, why do they keep quiet?

- Because of civil submission to the power of state. They know but they are unable 
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to dispute I, myself, have had the fortune to have acquired an education which al-
low me to have discussions with geologists. I studied social anthropology and as a 
journalist I handle cultural information and mass communication.

- Do you belong to an environmental association?

- I support Kurt Oddekalv, when he is struggling against the capitalism of Statoil, 
one of our national industries. I don’t know Kurt personally, but I trust him. He 
has also said chocking things about breeding salmon.

- Which was your strongest emotion in nature?

- I have had many. I constantly have the feeling of being a minuscule part of the 
universe, but not so little that I don’t have the right to take part in it. I refuse to be 
a mosquito.

- On TV, when you see a picture of the earth, do you feel the same anger?

- No, because it is only about beauty.

- What do you think about the theory that Norwegians have a quasi-religious at-
tachment to their country?

- It is true that many people go from cottage to cottage in the Hardanger. But if 
they go there to purge their soul from their bad conscious, I cannot tell.

Oddmund Lunde: He is 55, and a photographer at “Dagbladet” and an animal 
expert. He was born in Os, about thirty kilometres from Bergen. His father 
was a hunter and a fisherman.

It was him who gave me the virus. He let me go with him when I still 
was a child. In particular, he taught me how to observe animals. What sus-
pense!

- Why suspense?

- Because, before taking a picture, you have to know how to wait for the best opp-
ortunity.

- Were you never afraid, not even in those days?

- Never. I was always in the woods and I liked to go alone to the mountain.

- You have to have the memory of an emotion...

- Once, I was in a row boat with a little friend. He was five and I was ten. He was 
laughing all the time. Suddenly we were taken by a storm  and I realised how 
careless we had been.

- Could you be without the nature?

- I am obliged to be in it due to my profession as a journalist, and I am the only 
photographer of this genre in Bergen. So, I have organised my life. When I leave, 
I always have a cellular phone with me. Often, it starts ringing when I am hiding. 
I hate that kind of ridiculous situations. I immediately turn it off.
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- Are you interested in the whole fauna?

- Yes. We have deer, fox… Do you know that Norway has the last wild reindeers 
in Europe? The last time I was out, I was able to take a series of photos, at �400 
meters altitude. I was within thirty meters. When you look at the pictures you can 
see that only the fur on the wild animals reveal the moment when they discovered 
me.

- Do you work alone?

- Absolutely. First of all, the experience is more intensive. Secondly, you have the 
pleasure of showing the documents. But, it also happens that I am accompanied 
by my son or my daughter. He is twenty and she is fifteen. They are crazy about 
nature, just like their father.

- Do you work in black and white or in colour?

- In the beginning, in the 70’s, I used black and white, but now, I use colour. It is 
totally different when you surprise a parading bird.

Oddmund has already published his photographs in “Norges Dyr”, a national 
periodical. He has a touring exhibition in schools. I told him that many Nor-
wegians had confessed to me that they thought that they live in a privileged 
country. Does he think the same?

- Completely. But we have a crucial obligation not to destroy this paradise. Every 
time I walk in the mountain, in the Ah, near Hallingdal, or even in Hemsedal, 
I painfully observe that the residence owners have forgotten the essential. They 
know that the smallest activity could disturb the biotope. The territory of the rein-
deer is decreasing.

- Are these animals still numerous?

- They are estimated to 30 000 to 40 000 animals, scattered in several part of 
the country. The figures are a sort of barometer for their struggle to survive. They 
should not be confused with the tame reindeers in Lappland.

- How do you experience the change of seasons?

- As a human. I don’t fell depressed. I carry it in me, I accept it. I could even say 
that it gives me additional excitement. I ski, I make the most of the situation. In 
autumn, a photographer can work with the different lights, and also with the enor-
mous waves. It is the variety of life. But I know lots of friends who leave for the 
south. But my daughter, Katarina, is not afraid of walking with her sleeping bag on 
her back, in order to spend the night under the stars and take photographs.

- What do you think of the visual pollution of the landscape?

- When you see the impact of some dams and the bizarre look of several modern 
buildings, you tell yourself that we should teach our children in school to respect 
the past when it is beautiful.

- You are not obliged to admire a bad painting in a museum, just like the eye can 
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not avoid an ugly building in a town or in the nature. Do you think like me, that 
the responsibility of an architect is much more serious than the one of a painter?

- I share your opinion.

- Are you sceptical towards mass tourism?

- Yes. I think it is very dangerous for a country like Norway. But you also have to 
be sceptical towards a so-called animal tourism, apparently more limited. Three 
years ago, an association for leisure, “Den norske turist forening”, wanted to start 
a route with huts and sites to be able to get close to wild reindeers in the winter. 
These people had no bad intensions, they considered themselves nature lovers, 
but they were mistaken because of their ignorance. The project was stopped.

- What do you think of off shore oil exploitation?

- It will all be over in a hundred years. And me, I am rather a friend of the moun-
tain. There is danger, but it is still virtual, while I have real reactions when I see 
Norwegians leaving cans every where. I don’t hesitate to tell them off. And they 
pick them up, somewhat embarrassed.

- Do you think that the relationship between the Norwegians and nature is more 
than just patriotic, a sort of a religious tie?

- That depends. When people are together in a natural context, they only feel trivial 
emotions. While a solitaire individual can be carried away in meditation.

The first ecologists have become old

Øysten Bortne: “The state does everything,” Øysten, �5, assures me. “When 
it comes to environmental matters, there will never be a revolution in Nor-
way”.

He is a scientific assistant in LOS, the Norwegian Centre for Research 
in Organisation and Management. Since �99�, this organisation, which is 
controlled by the University, have organized a large multidisciplinary research 
project. Four researchers, working in a team since �999, have tried to find out 
how to reactivate environmental protection in the country.

- Do you think that this project indicate that time is running out? Are there im-
mediate dangers?

- No. You might find it strange, but we mainly want to know what Norwegians 
think about the various protection methods. At this time we have a first survey, 
a big work with opinions from 3��� peoples. It represents a dozen of sponsored 
organisation, of which half are quite old. It was the first in Scandinavia.

- And what have you found out?

- The majority of the people who are active today, in contemporary association for 
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the protection of the environment, are in huge contrast with old traditional orga-
nisation. These older organisations are probably more democratic, less orientated 
but more romantic.

- It is a general phenomenon. In western Europe, distinguish is made between 
conservative ecologists, often naturalists, and progressive ecologists, environmen-
talists. The first accuse the second to make politics. The second accuse the first of 
not looking further than the end of their noses.

-  Here in Norway, this disagreement is less politicised. It does not destroy the 
Norwegian consensus, because of the national mentality.

- That’s right, but don’t you think that the ecological debate today refers to interna-
tional problems?  It is the global village which is concerned...

- Most of the Norwegians don’t follow the general debate. They have not yet gras-
ped the  seriousness of the matter.

- Will there be a decline of these organisations that you call governmental?

- Without the state, they will disappear. They receive public funds. We have singu-
lar structures, compared to other countries. Even “Green peace” is sponsored just 
like the others! Observe that in its golden days, there were never more than a 
thousand members.

- How do you explain this aversion?

- By the difficulty of Norwegians to relate the vision of their problems to the global 
evolution of knowledge and the ideas of the rest of the world. I wouldn’t say that it 
is an expression of a complex, but you have to remember that historically Norway 
did not have much cultural maturity until �8�6. The country was abandoned, poor 
and colonised, while the rest of Europe evolved. Our night lasted for 400 years, 
during the Danish period. And when, in �905, it was time to create a national 
autonomy, we chose a very Norwegian image, something that only belonged to 
us: nature.

- What was the fundamental reason for this?

- Our nature was in fact very different from that of Denmark. The logo “Norway = 
nature” became our blazon .. fjords, waterfalls and mountains. At once, the small 
bourgeoisie of officials, still impregnated with Danish cultural practices and more 
open to the rest of Europe, lost its influence while the concept of “farmers = na-
ture” became fundamental. A new strong tie was made between the countryside 
and the town. Norway re-entered its shell. A mysticism was created, from the solid 
life around the farm.

-  Let us be franc, where is the problem?

-  In the danger of using nature as a storage of provisions, a well furnished cuisine, 
which allows you to live in autonomy, far away from the noise of the towns. What 
we call our
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“Lokalsamfunn”.

-  To summarize, Norway to Norwegians?

-  No, there is no racism. But let’s take the protection of animals for instance. This 
is still a sensitive question in Norway. We don’t want to harm them, we like to pet 
the cows, but if their meat is tasty, we will eat it. The exploitation of animal labour 
is natural, just like hunting. We are not going to let all these creatures free! In the 
order of creation, man is above the animal.

- To the extent that bad treatment is justifiable?

- If that is what you call it when the farmer hits his dog with a stick. The idea that 
the disappearance of a species is the worst of all brutalities, is an idea which is dif-
ficult to pass on. There remain �0 to 40 wolves in Norway, but when one of them 
eats a sheep, the farmer kills the wolf.

Øysten Bortne shows me a graph where you see eloquent curbs. The co-ordi-
nates refer to the attitude towards animals, depending on if a person remains 
attached or not to the rural life style. The difference is notable, between the 
country-side and the town, which, honestly, is not a scoop.

- Forgive me, but I don’t see the objective of your work in this investigation. Your 
deductions are predictable. Instead, tell me what your want to do? Change the at-
titudes, or justify them?

- We want the old sponsored associations to stop running into dead ends and 
finally start asking contemporary question. In ten years, the number of members 
has decreased from 40.000  to �0.000.

- Aren’t you exaggerating their former influence?

- Since the nineteenth century, these voluntary organisations have played a central 
part in building democracy in Norway. They were its cement. There were a group 
of farmers, activists against alcohol, parish counsels, defenders of the dialect and 
sport clubs supporters. All were directly involved in the social progress, which 
give Norway an image of a brotherly mutuality. Meanwhile, all these organisations 
were centred around a local net work, whose members really represented the es-
sential mentality, as I told you. They did not develop a two-level structure, even 
when they were in disposal of national means, which certainly would have had the 
advantage of impeding excessive politicisation but also the serious disadvantage 
of diminishing their impact.

- Why are you so opposed to continue the sponsoring of ineffective structures?

- Since the �980’s, new organisations have actually started where the members 
give a more passive support, while their national representation are very efficient. 
They are constituted by voluntary professionals, able to negotiate at a higher level 
with the state. Lawyers, scientists, teachers. It is no longer necessary to mobilise 
the masses. But organisations of this new type are still in minority.

- What use will your work do when it is published?
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- Øysten burst out in laughter. “Who knows! We would like it if it will wake up the 
sleeping ecologists! They need to ask themselves what good they can do, because 
their actual weakness just leaves the power open for urbanists. And these people 
have no scruples when it comes to modifying the environment.

- So, you acknowledge that the situation is urgent?

- Yes, in the sense that catastrophes can not be predicted. That includes the most 
natural. Would we be abandoned by the Gulf Stream, for instance, if we modify 
the sea temperature? This is a good questions, really Norwegian. No one under-
stood why the herring disappeared. Our associations continue to bathe in sweet 
romanticism, or they keep a low profile, telling themselves that we have to take 
risks. The power of the economy. We are caught in the notion of the “principal of 
precaution”, of “sustainable development” and many other new ways of seeing 
things today, all used in international conferences.

- In your view, what is the strongest  and the most pressing issue in Norway?

- Oil traffic. I prefer not to think about it.

- As an individual, where do you place yourself in the Norwegian nature?

- The most important, for me, is to always know where the sea is. I am born in 
Selje. When I stay inland too long, I get claustrophobic. I once had  a strange ex-
perience. One evening, I was taking a walk with some friends on the highlands of 
Hardangervidda. We had walked for five days and suddenly, I thought I saw the 
sea, which was silly considering where I was. It was only a little lake, but I felt an 
intense jubilation.

- When you return from abroad, do you feel moved when you are flying over your 
country?

- I avoid looking out as much as possible because I am afraid of flying. Every time 
I dared to fly, I only saw rain and I told myself: “Old boy, this time, you are really 
at home”.

“If he did not exist, he should be invented”

In Kalandseidet, some fifteen kilometres south of Bergen, the building site of 
the future “Seletun” centre was difficult to find. You have to leave the road and 
enter deep into Os Vassdraget, a superb site, still immaculate.

It is the ideal place to gather a new generation of ecologists, definitely 
cured from the habits of governmental organisations, who have decided to 
work differently. They have aggressive opinions but they are always presented 
in a democratic context. No violence.

Kurt Oddekalv: Kurt is 43 years old and he is, as I have already men-
tioned, the most well known “green” activist in the country. His association 
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“Norsk miljøvernforbund” only has �400 members. It is totally free from poli-
tical involvement. I find the former carpenter with a hammer in his hands.

“The number of our affiliates is not important. In our eyes, it is just a matter of 
marketing. Instead of putting up sign boards and collecting membership fees, we 
mainly want to make things happen.”

- I have the impression that everybody knows you in Norway. People talk about you 
continuously. You are perceived as a dangerous figure.

- Dangerous! Look at me! It is true that for more than ten years I have used brutal 
methods and I intervene as soon as a problem appear. It is natural that my activity 
is met with both positive and negative reactions. But I am sure that a majority 
of Norwegians silently appreciate what I do. When I comes to the oil, industrial 
salmon and many other forms of exploitation that I condemn, they see that the 
old values, to which they are attached, are being ignored. It is only my style that 
confuses them. They are more used to hitting their hands on the table.

- Is it a matter of temperament?

- Not at all. If I use more aggressive methods, it is because of devotion to my ideas. 
I have always been like that. When I married Nora, I asked her if she knew that I 
was already married to planet Earth. And since then, all the members of the family 
are involved in the struggle. Ruben, �6, Mathilde-Victoria, �5, Trude, �3, Helen, �� 
and Odin, 9.

- Do you think that it is an exaggeration to say that Norway is an ecological para-
dise?

- No, it is true, but with nuances. The country offers treasures, but nowadays the-
re are too many decision-makers in possession of power. They do anything they 
want. They are more and more mobilised by money. There are large firms that 
dominate small communities. And I go to see these predators with strong pieces 
of evidence. I continuously return to their doors, telling them: “If you don’t want to 
play the game of democracy, leave the field”.

- Do you have an example?

- There are many: Today everybody knows that breeding salmon pollutes the sea. 
They even found copper when they were cleaning with machines. In Bergen, we 
obtained a court order to stop a building site close to a cemetery. They wanted to 
use an excavator. The judge approved the idea of an unjustified intrusion. 

We have also condemned the sale of birds and supported the protection of whales. 
Very hot topics. For two years now, we have been working on the question of vac-
cination.

- You struggle on all fronts.

- We fight, but always to win! You have to think before attacking. Then hit hard 
and by surprise... Otherwise, it is better to wait for the right time. Complaining 
articles are useless.
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- Is it the work of commando soldiers?

- Yes, but non-violent, by using the law.

- Judges probably see you as a provoker?

- On the contrary. I am the only one whom a high magistrate showed honour. He 
told a lawyer, in confidence: “this guy should have been a judge, just like us, in the 
Supreme Court! “ 

It was relative to the Kollness case, the pumping station of a gas refinery. I went to 
the plant by bicycle, I met with the manager and told him: “We are going to have a 
dispute. You are free to choose your weapons. Either you listen to me or we go to 
court”. He wanted to go to court and he lost. That is the game of democracy.

- Do the courts look upon you with a positive eye?

- They appreciate my sense of the law; it is natural. Even the Court of Auditors 
showed me its support indirectly. I asked for its opinion on the Nordhordalands-
bruen, a litigious bridge. And they replied. It was during the second “hearing” in 
the parliament. They are very rare; the first one was a case of espionage.

- I guess that you are not appreciated in official circles.

- If they don’t like me, they respect me. One morning I met with four ministers 
between 8 and �� o’clock and I did not have any appointments! I know that when 
someone go to the police with a complaint, the officers whisper in their ears: go 
and see Kurt!”

- Does it happen that a minister does not wait until you go and see him and that 
he contacts you first?

- No, they are cowards.

- Do you think that the public supports you?

- I know that I shock many people. But in private, they tell themselves: “This man, 
if he did not exist, he should be invented”. It is not logical, but it is very Norwe-
gian.

Kurt lets me visit the buildings under restoration which will soon constitute 
“Seletun”, near a superb lake. There are half a dozen old houses, formerly 
occupied by nuns, and then occupied in the sixties by Norwegian “hippies”. 
They are equipped with modern facilities in order to facilitate communica-
tion: registration, telemetric, Internet, television, movie theatre, conference 
rooms. At the entrance of the area, Kurt have installed a system of natural 
filtration of used water, thanks to a system which involve tree plantation, to be 
able to recycle dark water and grey water differently.

The association have owned the place for ten years. “Seletun” is sup-
posed to be an example of a permanent place for confrontation, functioning 
as a closed system. People will come here to learn, in order to allow them to 
engage themselves in the most important questions concerning the world. It 
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is not a sect. Kurt does not appear to be a guru.
- Dare I ask you what love of nature means to you?

- I am born in the island of Senja, north of Lofoten. There were hunters in my 
family. We picked berries. I came to Bergen when I was 8. I felt like a boy from 
the north.

- Your rough words, your direct manners, they do not seem to reveal a romantic 
character...

- Perhaps I have the appearance of a rough guy, but I am not insensitive. When 
I am in the nature, I sometimes get tears in my eyes. To tell you the truth, I have 
always had respect for life, a kind of romantic and religious relationship with every 
living being. It was more often a frog than a human being.

- Tell me about your strongest emotion?

- I have strong emotions every day. Note that, that does not stop me from hunting 
or fishing. I like to go away alone. After all, theses are my origins! There is a lot of 
passion in the chase of animals, like the Indians. I already have five stags on my 
record. But I will never kill for so called sportive pleasure. Just to feed my neigh-
bourhood. It is the same with fishing.

Someone who makes a fish suffer for five minutes and then throws it back in 
the water is, to me, the image of a sick society.

Asking the right questions

Tordis Dallan-Evans: She is 55 and a professor in philosophy at the University 
of Bergen. For a couple of years she has worked on a sophisticated project: 
to define the behaviour of Norwegians in their relationship to the flora, the 
fauna and even to inanimate material, in order to understand their psycholo-
gical connection to nature.

“Just like every philosopher, I teach students how to behave in a more constructive 
manner. I try to assess the role of the psyche in their attitude. The re-definition 
of the place of human beings in the natural environment is becoming more and 
more urgent.

- Are you studying depressive frames of mind?

- Yes. It is a universal research, even if Norwegians react in the Norwegian way. 
There are people who are sensitive to the disappearance of light during winter and 
others who suffer in the urbanised environment. A known colleague, Arne Næss, 
who is 88, has reflected a lot on these problems. He lives in Oslo.

- Don’t you think that this attempt to readjust the natural environment imperati-
vely should go through the school?
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- No, I don’t think so. The kind of reflection that I am suggesting is only for 
adults.

- How do you analyse the current blockage? Philosophers are a bit by-passed. Eve-

rybody talk in their place.
- Nature has to be reconceptualised. For the moment its interpretation seems dou-
btful, as it is more and more controlled, usable, consequently for sale. Fundamen-
tal ideas are left out. It is, for instance, urgent to reinstall the fear of elements 
in our natural imaginary. Even if I admit that it is better to have a park in town 
than nothing at all! We also have to ask ourselves questions relating to the right 
to modify the global aspect of a territory. In the North Cape, they dig holes in the 
mountain for the transportation of tourists.

-  Do you see any religious tropism in the need of respect that you perceive vis-à-
vis the nature?

-  No. For me, religion is not a philosophy of life. Its domain is somewhere else. 
On the contrary, there is a feeling that nature is the foundation of the meaning of 
everything. I try to recover the normative basics.

-  But how do you compensate for the lack of meaning in modern life?

-  You have to use nuances. We can not go back, but it is possible to recover a fun-
damental perspective which gives back a meaning to life. It is not changes which 
make problems, because nature is in perpetual transformation. No, what is nega-
tive, is the artificial change of the conditions of natural life. We have to redefine 
what human beings have the right to change.

At the time of Descartes, the conception of material was too mechanistic and 
science made progress towards technology. Meanwhile, the relationship bet-
ween nature and life remains mysterious.

- Can you be more specific!

- Let us respect matter. It can be animated. It is a new universal conception.

- Forgive the rough comparison, but your beliefs make me think of a shaman, in 
primitive societies.

- By all means... On the contrary, it is a modern thought, very rational. Life parti-
cipates in the general cosmology. It is not only the result of evolution. Everything 
was created in harmony.

- Meanwhile, they talk about the imminent end of earth...

- Again, it is a mechanistic idea. I am sure that everything will continue in a dif-
ferent way. Take water for instance, H²O. Every molecule is everywhere, in an 
eternal cycle....It can be formulated in another way: at the end of the perspective, 
it will be the end of nothing.

- That prediction is very, very, optimistic.

- I am an optimist.
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The discussion is intensified. We noted that, everywhere in the world, the 
elementary reference to nature guides our behaviour less and less. Every sum-
mer, fifty alpines skier are killed in the mountain Mont Blanc, in Chamonix. 
If some are aware of the danger but control their fear, the most part thought 
they were protected from accident. It is often the same careless people who 
philosophically refuse to consider their end! Nature teaches the calm acceptance 
of death which, in its turn, leads to understanding the vanity of things, the stupid-
ity of pride, the stupidity of violence for power. It shows the limit of freedom, 
indicates tolerance.

Loneliness in the city is depressing, insane. Loneliness in nature is anx-
iety-ridden but revitalising. And what can you say about the mystery of our 
idea of beauty? There are ten times more strange forms and colours under a 
microscope than on the painting of an abstract painter.

Tordis thinks that the disappearance of a fragment of nature is an of-
fence to natural ethics. It is the instinct of ownership that is the basis of this 
offence.

- But how should you react?

- The stronger your nervous system, the more your level of respectability increases. 
A baby has only an intuitive vision at the beginning and he is vulnerable. The po-
litical question for the future will be to make Earth inhabitants understand that 
they are condemned to recover a sense of proportion. Otherwise they will loose the 
taste for life. We have to get rid of the  technician’s slogan: “Keep the gas going!”.

-  Do we have the right to forbid a poor country to develop?

-If people have enough to eat, I hope that in time they will understand that they 
have to avoid making the same mistakes we did. This attitude is desirable in all 
domains. In China they understood that they had to limit births. India was preach-
ing the opposite”.

A Norwegian researcher, Einar Strumse, published a survey in “The psycho-
logy of aesthetics”.

He asked for a yes or no reply on contradictory aphorisms, which you 
hear repeatedly every day. The suggested affirmations were trivial. They were 
common areas that revealed a growing confusion of the opinions. Meanwhile, 
their answer is of an urgent actuality. Here they are:

We are reaching maximum population 

Human beings have the right to change the environment

No, because it is always a disaster

Human ingenuity will always make life possible on earth

Human beings exploit

The earth has natural resources. It suffices to use them
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Plants and animals have the right to exist

Nature is strong enough to support the industry

We remain submitted to the laws of nature

The ecological crisis is exaggerated

The earth is a limited space

Man are born to control nature

The equilibrium of nature is delicate, quite unstable

Man will know how to manage what they modify

If we continue, there will be a disaster

We are waiting for the answer of ordinary Norwegians. We will never know 
what those who pollute think. They are too busy changing the order of the 
earth to take time to answer a survey.

A French man, Bruno Latour, recently condemned “the myth of  the 
cavern”. That is what he calls the withheld opinions, which he attributes the 
responsibility for the lack of democracy in the choices made when modifying 
nature. We are captives at the bottom of a pit. Our western public life is in 
fact cut in two pieces. On one side, chained ignorant, who only communicate 
by fictions. On the other side, inhumane decision-makers, insensitive to our 
ignorance. On one side, the verb, but without authority. On the other, authority 
without the verb. How do you escape from the cavern.

It is in fact easy, replies Bruno Latour. You should not enter it. You 
should refuse that nature is put on one side and cultures on the other; facts 
on the right and values to the left. In this way, he unite the words of professor 
Tordis Dallan-Evans.
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The psychodrama of the whale

In order to handle the themes discussed in the interviews more easily, in Ice-
land I used the concept of an “imaginary conversation”.

I hope I will be allowed to approach, I the same manner, the most typi-
cal and most sensitive topics in Norway: that of fishing for whale and, secon-
darily, killing of seals.

The whole world is interested in the debate started by “Greenpeace”, even 
if the methods of this universal organisation sometimes can be questioned.

To join the debate by pulling out common arguments used in western 
Europe will only make people laugh. They will pity you for your ignorance.

Until the sixties, the generalisation of boat factories, armed with explo-
sive harpoons, ended up causing enormous losses in the global whale popu-
lation. Norway, prisoner of its image, accepted a temporary stop in �98�, sug-
gested by an international commission. In �993, Norway decided, unilaterally, 
to go back on its word, in the name of its traditional right to manage it’s own 
marine space. Norway estimated that the whale was not threatened.

In the same way, the country resumed the seal hunting, despite the 
prohibition in �989.The arguments were less vague. These animals were un-
questionably spreading along the coasts and consequently competing with 
the fishermen.

Unable to say who is right, I retain from making any conclusions. Ne-
ver the less, just like Japan, Norway is the only country to brilliantly ignore the 
ethical aspect of the problem. A fact which does not fit well with its reputation 
of a small nation respectful of the nature, “a winner of a lottery”.

You can explain the Norwegian position by cultural reactions. According 
to me, the psychodrama of the whale show the contradiction of this country: 
environmentalist yes, but tradition before all.

That is why I find it so funny to let ten Norwegians, without much 
hope, talk together. But I did not change a single word of what they told me, 
one after the other, during the interviews.

Eldbjørg Barmen, (the female painter from Måløy): “The people who criticise 
us are idiots. If they knew the quantity of fish that whales eat! The people from 
“Greenpeace” will say anything. You have to be psychopath to say that breeding 
salmon give cancer.

Norman Oldeide, (the fisherman from Holvik): “I share your opinion. Their cru-
sade is ridiculous. When I was fishing herring, I always saw whales around us. 
Once, near Stad, when we were loading salmon, we also caught one in the net. In 
an instant it had killed itself. We tried to take it out with a winch, we were two, on 
a �7 meter long motor boat, even if we were not allowed to do so. At the end, we 
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pulled her in by the tail. We had meat for ten meals.”

Andreas Steigen, (the zoologist from Melby): “We should have consulted seamen 
more seriously in this matter. They would have brought  some common sense into 
the matter. You mustn’t confuse everything.. You have to view the matter with the 
whales from different levels.”

Norman Oldeide: “No matter which level, no one can say that they are decrea-
sing”.

Andreas Steigen: “No, I would rather like to talk about the international image of 
this fish. They have made this animal out to be a kind of likeable monster. A poli-
tically correct whale. While there are more than ten different species.”

Ole Johan Torud, (the painter in love with Lofoten): “I trust the Norwegian resear-
chers who are more restrictive than the fishermen. They have much knowledge 
about the different categories and they make sure that no one compromises the 
most endangered species.”

Andreas Steigen: “Norwegians are not so stupid that they would go to the point of 
threatening species. In Vågehval, in the north, the whale population were estima-
ted to between 80 and �00.000 whales; only 500 to 800 are hunted per year. But 
opponents of this fishing ignore that there are different types. It is true that some 
genetic reserves will become weaker. According to me, the only species which 
needs protection is the Greenland whale”.

Arnfinn Kolerud, (the writer from Isfjorden): “I am not sure if the whale is really

threatened. I have tasted it a few times and it is very good. But I prefer the forest 
to the sea”.

Kurt Oddekalv, (the militant environmentalist from Senja): “In any case, we will 
have no reason to be proud if we let it disappear. The whole world will blame us. It 
is like we decided to extinguish all mice. You only have the right to kill an animal 
if it is for a good reason”.

Ole Johan Torud: “Why all these reserves? I always thought that the whales were 
overpopulated. We have never stopped hunting them in Norway. The case with the 
seals is even more clear. They are too many. I am telling you this because it is the 
truth. Even if I don’t like trawls which destroy everything moving in the sea”.

Andreas Steigen: “You have just pointed out the ethical problem. It is a respectful 
attitude even though one of Greenpeace arguments appears less serious to me. 
They suggest that the whale is very intelligent, that it has feelings and that it suf-
fers, when in fact, it is no more clever than a cow. Even if you succeed in domes-
ticating it. Believe me, it is scientifically stupid to think that a big animal suffer 
more while a fly suffer less”.

Ole Johan Torud: “Quite right. I don’t make a difference between whales, cows or 
fish, as long as their meat is tasteful.
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Andreas Steigen: “Some exaggerate when they use the argument of the protection 
of species. It is a bit simplified. In California, it is not the bird that is protected. 
Only the condor”.

Gunnar Staaslesen, (the writer from Bergen): “I am for hunting, but under con-
trol. Greenpeace have exaggerated, even if I understand them. They have an un-
realistic way of looking at our country. Their boss, the American Paul Watson, 
even dared to say that he was afraid of being assassinated. Completely ridiculous! 
He thought he was in Kosovo? It is unthinkable in Norway”.

Oddmund Lunde, (the photographer from Os):  “Me too, I am for hunting, on the 
condition that the species are not threatened. When it comes to the problem of 
suffering, it is there as soon as an animal is killed. More humane solutions can be 
found. Seals have to be hunted, they are increasing. We are going to make a film 
about it, near Flora.”

Sonya Krantz, (the hotel manager from Bergen): “In my point of view, people from 
Greenpeace were badly informed. They were completely mistaken about Norway. 
Their ideas were too populist and they damaged the image of our country. It is a 
pity. It is stupid. Concerning the seals, I find them nice, but everyone knows that 
that they eat cod.

Eldbjørg Barmen:  “Once, I was on a boat that was hunting seals. Lindberg, one 
of the front figures of Greenpeace, was on board too, but as a researcher. If I had 
known, I would have told him what I thought. He has told a lot of rubbish about 
the whales. Those kind of people don’t know Norway.”

Kurt Oddekalv: “Be careful, I defend the whale but I am not against hunting! 
Greenpeace has pointed out a real problem. I don’t know how they have managed 
to handle themselves so badly here, when they are the best organisation in the 
world. In my point of view, they have to many supporters in the world, which 
make them dramatize every event”.

Eldbjorg Barmen: “Dramatize… that is the correct world! As with Brigitte Bardot 
and the seals.  I would really like to go and see her with my fur coat on! It is our 
duty to kill seals. We use respectable methods. After all, farmers do kill cows”.

Kurt Oddekalv: “They were clumsy but that is not a reason to systematically de-
stroy them. Me and my friends keep a tight contact with Greenpeace. By the way, 
since we are talking about fishing, the greatest  threat today is not the destruction 
of species, but the toxicity of the sea”.

Øystein Bortne, (the official from Selje): “Any way, the impact of Greenpeace is 
exaggerated everywhere in Norway. Ever since �998, they have lost their credibi-
lity here. During that whale episode, they hurt the Norwegian national feeling, 
our old system of values. After all, our fishermen were not going to let them-
selves to be taught a lesson by young idealists coming straight out of univer-
sity ! Those frogmen of Greenpeace put their teethes on our Lokalsamfunn”. 
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Conclusion

Everyone has his own kind of love for nature, but before you try to find out 
what is inside the hearts, you have to remember that the reactions of Scandi-
navians after all are based on a common foundation of comfortable satisfac-
tion.

Having travelled a lot since the war, in Europe and in other continents, 
they have discovered natural environments that are much more threatened 
and a comparison with their country would be in their favour. They know that 
they are still privileged. It is simply this awareness that make them react very 
distinctively.

In Iceland, in �996, the relationship with nature appeared rather visce-
ral to me. How could you  not like the smell of a navel cord mounting from 
the stomach of mother earth? In twenty years the air plane and the Internet 
have certainly modified the social and cultural habits a lot, but no Icelandic 
forgets that he is seated on fire. Even if new generation of baby administrators 
is tempted to destroy the landscape, they would never dare to touch the essen-
tial. You do not play with volcanoes. This is the reason why Icelandic people 
are environmentalists in waiting, silenced by great complicity for the island. 
They do not very much like the idea of a tourist invasion, which could come 
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one day and modify their lunar landscape. But they still see, from a distant, 
much bigger dangers threatening the continentals. The average Icelander is 
vigilant since they are self-confident.

In Sweden, in �997, they seemed to have escaped from being consu-
med by daydreaming. Nature, for a long time only a site on a map, is limited 
by what is perceived from the window. An image of nature is conceived in 
school books, on the protection of trolls, and when mowing the lawn. It serves 
as a setting to a civilisation of refined houses where candles are lit while wait-
ing for the sun. Environmental problems are trivialised here, because they are 
not handled from a mystical or philosophical perspective and are most often 
reduced to political conflicts of roads or town planning. The deep relationship 
between the Swedes and the nature, their need to intertwine with the myste-
ries of the forest, is ignored by a class of public officials or entrepreneurs with 
considerable power. In lack of better, they struggles about local issues and 
calls for meetings. The Swedish temperament is far from critical and it took 
Chernobyl, in �986, to wake up the opinion. But their vigilance is drowned 
in paperwork.

In Norway, in �000, I was expecting to meet people concerned with all 
the planetary mobilisations. The most sane country in the world would have 
to admit, more than the others, the global duty of interrogation. That people 
of today must ask themselves: “What kind of world are we leaving to our 
children? “Is it time to act?”

Instead, it seemed to me that they withheld, as if they didn’t like to 
discuss ecology at a political level, while individually, the nostalgia of they 
childhood adventures in the nature served as a certificate of patriotism. When 
you have the nerve to ask them if they respect their environment, they seem 
astonished and outraged. I can not help thinking that they suspect that my 
persistence, me being a foreigner, is a sort of hidden jealousy to see their 
little natural paradise becoming more rich than our old countries, after ha-
ving been poor.

Hardly prepared for ecological self-criticism, Norwegians hide behind 
their pride and ignore a possible responsibility. Having entered late in the 
circle of polluters they do not yet have environmental consciousness. Their 
low profile when opposed by disturbing questions can be interpreted as: “Do 
you want to say that our economic aggressiveness is risking to modify our 
natural equilibrium? We will see. Let us benefit from it a bit”. Their vigilance 
is restrained.

I remain conscious of the fact that my nationality should make me more 
modest when conducting this survey, considering the number of aggressions 
against nature that has been taking place in my own country for several years. 
That is why I must apologize. Please do let me recall a meeting which affected 
me very much.
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Every morning, in Måløy, Leif Breidalen sit on his sofa, close to the win-
dow glass. The rest of the house is still sleeping while he is slowly drinking 
his tea. In front of him, the panorama is majestic.

His eyes reach the other side of the fjord and continue from the left to 
the right, the line of the houses of Hagevik, Saltkiel and Trollebo, and then the 
white forms of the fish factory at the foot of the sombre mountain. Then on 
the right side, the big bridge over Ulvetsundet.

The masse of water has already silver-grey reflections. Leif cannot see 
Måløy, further down the hill by the harbour, but the first boats are crossing 
the strait. When the sky is clear he can perceive the right corner of the hig-
hest mountain in northern Europe, Hornelen, a peak at 860 meters that dive 
in the Frøysjøen, ��  kilometres to the South-east. It is the barometer of the 
people of Måløy, depending on if it is covered by clouds or not.

Leif is never tired of this daily ritual. He observes with a fixed eye, for 
about ten minutes. And every evening, he places himself at the same place, 
and recommences. Ten more minutes of immobile meditation.

  “Have you seen the shades of grey?”, he asked me. ”They are never 
the same.” And then he went back, sitting in front of me, to his twice a day 
meditation.

Thanks to him, I learnt to which extent the Scandinavian sensibility 
can reach. I am convince that he still sits in front of his window, immobile 
and thoughtful, when I three months later, am writing these personal impres-
sions.
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Lists of interviews

Interviews in Iceland 1996

Here I list the names of the people who were kind enough to participate in 
this imaginary debate. I thank them for their warm reception and the quality 
of their comments. 

I have added the short testimonies of: Þórður Kristinsson, administra-
tor at the University of Iceland, and Sigríður Ásgeirsdóttir, artist. 

Special thanks to two Frenchmen living in Iceland for their helpful 
comments: Philippe Patay (a.k.a. Filipus Pétursson), guide, and Bertrand Jou-
anne, tourist agent.

Name Occupation Residence

Bjarni Guðleifsson Physiologist Möðruvellir 
Jón Þorsteinsson Fisherman Grenivík
SigríðurArnþórsdóttir Wife of the above Grenivík
Stefán Stefánsson Sea captain Dalvík
Sigurgeir Hreinsson Farmer Hríshóll
Bilgja Sveinbjörnsdóttir Wife of the above Hríshóll
Jón Hlöðvar Áskelsson Musician Akureyri
Sverrir Haraldsson Farmer Skriða
Sigurlaug Stefánsdóttir Farmer Kyrholt
Hulda Valtýsdóttir  Forestry expert Reykjavík
Karl Gunnarsson Biologist Reykjavík
Hjörtur Jóhannsson Gardener Reykjavík
Þórunn Halldorsdóttir Wife of the above Reykjavík
Gunnar Harðarson  Poet & philosopher Reykjavík
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Sigrun Helgadóttir Feminist Reykjavík
Lára Ágústsdóttir Farmer Geysir
Íris Svavarsdóttir Her daughter Geysir
Jón  Harry Farmer Geysir
Kristrún Heimisdóttir Student Reykjavík
Hjölli Finnsson Guide Reykjavík 
Árni Þorsteinsson Farmer Fljótstungu
Ingibjörg Bergþórsdóttir Farmer & writer Fljótstungu
Guðmundur Siemsen Student Hafnarfjörður
Árni Finnsson Greenpeace rep. Reykjavík
Ásgerður Ragnarsdóttir Student Reykjavík
Olafur Olafsson Physician Reykjavík
Elin Palmadóttir Journalist Reykjavík
Skuli Skulason Biologist Hólar

Interviews in Sweden 1997

Here are the names of the 35 people interviewed, whom I thank for their com-
prehension and patience.

Birgitta Karlsson, Farmer
Lars Karlsson, Farmer
Monica Rosén, Farmer
Thomas Rosén, Farmer
Håkan Tunemar, Farmer
Lars Andersson, Fisherman
Lennart Skoogh, Tradesman
Agneta Lundin, Gas station worker
Henrik Lindblad, Restaurant owner
Britt Ekberg, Hotel operator
Beng O. H. Johansson, Sociologist
Christina von Arbin, Sociologist
Britta Arnell Eriksson, Property owner by Route 50 
Margaretha Ryden, Arts promotor
Reverend Torbjörn Ahlund, Pastor
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Göran Graninger, Historian
Ingemar Olofsson, Retired guesthouse operator
Marie Hedeving, Retired guesthouse operator
Karl Kempe, Park ranger at Alvastra
Göran Bergengren, Biologist and author 
Ulla Baugner, Retired schoolteacher
Sister Katarina, Of the Heliga Hjärtas monastery
Olle Bengtzon, Journalist
Lennart Bergstrand, Reporter
Jonas Karlsson, Sporting goods store operator
Greger Johansson, Painter of animals
Sten Matsson, Librarian
Björn Segrell, Geographer
Olof Hjelm, Chemist
Anders Agnemar, City councillor of Vadstena
Sverker Kärrsgård, Environmentalist
Hans Liman, Biologist
Jörgen Oskarsson, City councillor of Mjölby
Mats Forsgren,   Director of public works 
Lars Frölish, Guide and meteorologist

Interviews in Norway 2000

List of persons, kind enough to have participated in the interviews conducted 
between the �7th of May and the 7th of June, �000.

Special thanks to Gunnar Skirbekk, professor of philosophy at the University 
of Bergen, and to Kjellrun Breidalen, French student, who served as interpre-
ter.

Name Occupation Residence

Turid Breidalen Director of a popular uni-
versity Måløy

Leif Breidalen French teacher Måløy (Nottoden)
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Anne Brunswik Retired baker Måløy

Norman Oldeide Retired fisherman Måløy (Holvik)

Ragnar Myre Farmer Måløy (Kvalheim)

Oddbjorn Nygard  Manager of ”Steinvik” 
camping site Måløy

Lydia Nedreberg Retired from fish factory Måløy

Eldbjorg Baarmen Painter, retired from the 
oil industry Måløy

Silvi Lem Director of a fish factory Måløy

Jan Lem Director of a fish factory Måløy

Bettina Vick German resident in Kra-
kenes Hamburg

Marianne Toft Ferry hostess Bergen

Gunnar Staalesen Writer Bergen

Oysten Bortne  Civil servant, LOS. Bergen (Selje)

Atle Nygard Geologist Bergen

Sonya Krantz Manager of a hostel Bergen

Arneinn Kolerud Writer Måløy (Isfjorden)

Oddmund Lunde Photographer Bergen (0s)

Turid Kjetland Journalist Bergen (Hauksda-
len)

Kurt Oddekalv Environmentalist Bergen (Senja)

Tordis Dallan-Evans  University professor Bergen

Ole Johan Torub  Artist painter Bergen (Svolvaer)

Andreas Steigen  Zoologist Bergen (Melby)
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Epilogue

A guest, visiting Kópavogur, Bergen or Vadstena would soon experience the 
great tension between on the one hand the very different physical environme-
nt and people’s very similar life-styles in these places on the other. The diffe-
rences in the landscape formations, weather conditions and natural resources 
preconditions are easily noticeable. But these differences are not much reflec-
ted in everyday life. In a department store our visitor would  most likely meet 
the same products and mainly the same set of automobile brands would be 
transporting people dressed in the same fashion clothes to very similar flats 
and houses. These are examples of how the modernisation process has gra-
dually standardised the organisation of life in most western countries during 
the last 50-60 years. People live their life according to similar standards re-
gardless of how conditions of the local nature differ. This contrast sharply 
with the old times when the conditions of nature formed the making a living 
and set clear limits to what was possible and what was not. In that time the 
living conditions in many places in  Iceland, Norway and Sweden differed 
substantially. 

In the environmental history of the Scandinavian countries the �990s 
were years of specific interest. The environmental issues had been intensively 

Elfar Loftsson & Ulrik Lohm
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discussed for decades and at the same time they had become international 
and institutionalised at the national level. The development of the environme-
ntal issues on the international level had also given notable effects on national 
and local levels. A great number of international agreements of general cha-
racter were produced and national authorities had obligations to implement 
these agreements. This international co-operation also produced internatio-
nal discourse and core concepts that through the transmission of mass media 
gave the citizens a similar view and perception on the environment regardless 
of the varying local conditions. In this sense the internationalisation of the 
environmental has followed the general pattern of western modernisation. 
We have got a homogenised environmental protection discourse, and an in-
ternationally accepted structure of regulation, which often contrasts to local 
realities and local traditions.

In the �990s this process had advanced towards coherent systems of 
regulation in the Scandinavian countries. Through adaptation by national po-
litical elites, as well as by mass media, of the international discourse, the basic 
environmental values and norms were converging. General principals such as 
polluter-pays-principle and the precautionary principle had been widely accep-
ted and a coherent rule system for the decision-making and administration of 
environmental matters had been established. Thus the environmental issues 
had been implanted into the official institutional machinery. But this process 
also brought about a new situation for the environmental movement, that had 
been strongly emotional in its endeavours to bring the environment up to the 
official agenda. The early environmentalist prospects were frequently brought 
about in abstract and rather utopian terms. Now there were institutional bo-
dies and national bureaucracies in place to both taking the initiatives and 
guiding the implementation in lines with the international standards. But the 
stronger the official regulatory system grows the clearer the tension becomes 
between the general, standardised environmental protection on the one hand 
and the local realities on the other. This opens up for local citizen engagement 
albeit in a different form. For most citizens it might be difficult and costly to 
challenge the general protection apparatus. Therefore they would rather focus 
on the very local issues in their neighbourhood, whether it concerns a protec-
tion of old urban buildings or protesting against new establishments in rural 
places. In the Scandinavian countries this tendency seems to be clear. The 
general political potential that was present in the early years of the environ-
mental movements has gradually disappeared to give room for issue-specific 
engagement predominantly at local level. This in turn is a crucial change in 
the context in which environmental engagement takes place. As long as the 
engagement was general and abstract in character the linkage to politic and 
other societal matters was limited. When the engagement turns towards local 
and concrete issues the standpoints relate directly to other subjects and poli-

Elfar Loftsson & Ulrik Lohm
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tical conflicts are likely to occur as any concrete solution to a local environme-
ntal issue is likely to touch local interests in different way. But the question 
is wider than that. Gradually we see how the process of modernisation gives 
birth to public reactions. Thus different integrative prospects initiated within 
the European union meet staunch local reactions. Most notably this has been 
seen in the xenophobic expressions and growth of extremist actions against 
immigrants. In what direction will the environmental reaction turn? Expe-
riences from other countries give little guidance to that question. In some 
countries the environmentalists have developed their course in a reactionary 
way aiming at a roll-back of modernity to more primitive and genuine ways of 
life. In other cases the development has been in a direction towards strongly 
regulated and planned society. How the public engagement for nature pro-
tection will develop in the Scandinavian countries is still an open question 
and whether it will succeed in forming a politics for man and nature is still a 
challenge. Regardless of the outcome the problems of nature degradation will 
continue to be a part of the modernisation process.

In this perspective the pictures of peoples view of nature that appear in 
Jaques Gandebeuf’s thorough in dept interviews are of special interest.  As a 
foreigner in all the three countries he is able to pose the questions in another 
perspective than would be possible for a researcher more closely linked to the 
countries. The material is documented just at the time when the environme-
ntal matters had become subordinated in official regulation. The views of na-
ture he elucidates reflect the contradiction between tradition and modernity 
and unfold the wide scope of perception of nature found in the Scandinavian 
countries.  
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