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—This is part book report and part resolution

of a bit of mystery. First, the book report.

Xenophobe’s Guide to the Icelanders is part of a series published
by Oval Books in England. A xenophobe is a person with a morbid
fear of foreigners or strangers, and the series includes books
written for the benefit of such folks, with a focus on countries
a xenophobe might particularly fear. Most of the books in the
series concern larger countries, like the United States, England,
Russia, Germany, Japan, etc. A small nation like Iceland would
seem unlikely to arouse much such fear, but the book has been
written and is available, and it is certainly entertaining— maybe
somebody actually fears the Icelanders! It was written by someone

who obviously has spent a fair amount of time in Iceland.

This is the kind of travel book that is not afraid to step on a
few toes, so it includes some fairly barbed references to drinking
habits, some of the more exotic foods, and the huldufolk, and
other aspects of Icelandic life a foreigner might find different from
home. It also includes a critical look at the Icelandic economy and

factors leading to last year’s financial crash.

This is a short book of 86 pages. I found it a fun read, but some
Icelanders and others protective of Icelandic sensibilities may
object to some of its observations. On the last page, the author
states, making reference to himself: “He would like to thank several
Icelandic friends for their (sometimes inadvertent) assistance with

this guide. Sadly, none of them is willing to be identified.”

So much for the book report, now for the mystery. In the last
section of the book is a poem called “The Icelandic Language,”
which is called a poem in Icelandic by William Jon Holm. The
poem, obviously never written “in Icelandic,” is a version of one of
Bill Holm’s poems, leading to the following email correspondence

between me and Oval Books:
To Oval Books (re: Xenophobe's Guide to the Icelanders), July 31, 2009

I am a second generation Icelandic American; my father was born

%00

there, as were my mother’s parents. I do not speak Icelandic,
and had never made a visit until last year, when I finally made it
at age 75. It is a wonderful and somewhat puzzling place. Your
observations and mine are quite similar. I thoroughly enjoyed

your book, and will recommend it to others.

In the last section of the book, entitled “Language and Ideas,” you
include “The Icelandic Language,” attributed to William Jon Holm,
which you describe as “A poem in Icelandic.” Bill Holm was not an
Icelander, nor did he, to my knowledge, ever write a poem in Icelandic-
-he knew some of the language, but was not a master of it. He was, like
me, an American of 100% Icelandic ancestry, a Minnesotan who never

visited Iceland or learned the language at all until he was an adult. Also,
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he wrote as Bill Holm, not William Jon Holm.

He wrote a poem called “The Icelandic Language,” but in English,
and included it in 7he Dead Get By With Everything, a collection
of poetry published in 1991 by Milkweed Editions of Minneapolis.
It is close to the one you have, but not the same, and I have a
suspicion that what you used is an English translation from the
Icelandic version, which was itself a translation from English (his
work is widely translated and published in Iceland), by someone
who did not know of the poem’s American origin. Here is the

version in 7he Dead Get By With Everything:

The Icelandic Language

In this language, no industrial revolution:

no pasteurized milk, no oxygen, no telephone;
only sheep, fish, horses, water falling.

The middle class can hardly speak it.

In this language, no flush toilet; you stumble
Through dark and rain with a handful of rags.
The door groans; the old smell comes

up from under the earth to meet you.

But this language believes in ghosts;
chairs rock by themselves under the lamp; horses
neigh inside an empty gully, nothing

at the bottom but moonlight and black rocks.

The woman with marble hands whispers
this language to you in your sleep; faces
come to the window and sing rhymes; old ladies

wind long hair, hum, tat, fold jam inside pancakes.

In this language you can't chit-chat
holding a highball in your hand, cant
even be polite. Once the sentence starts its course,

all your grief and failure come clear at last.

Old inflections move from case to case,
gender to gender, softening consonants, darkening
vowels, till they sound like the sea moving

icebergs back and forth in its mouth. *

*Bill Holm, “The Icelandic Language” in The Dead Get By With
Everything (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 1990). Copyright
© 1990 by Bill Holm. Reprinted with permission from Milkweed

Editions.

Bill published a fair number of books of poetry and essays. The
last was The Windows of Brimnes, published in 2007, also by
Milkweed Editions. Brimnes is a small house he owned in Hofsos,
a fishing village in the north, on the Skagafjord, about 50 miles
south of the Arctic Circle. I highly recommend this book of
essays. For a number of years he conducted writing workshops
at Hofsos. T had the pleasure of participating in one of these
the first week in June, last year. As it turned out, it was the last.
He died unexpectedly last February. I am happy that, in the fall
of 2008, in the last year of his life, he received the McKnight
Foundation award of $50,000 as Minnesota’s Distinguished Artist
for 2008— Henry Bjornsson.

Oval Books reply, July 31, 2009

Dear Mr Bjornsson

Thank you very much indeed for your comments.

I am fascinated by your information and most grateful to you for
taking the trouble to write at length about Bill Holm’s poem. 1
have to say that he did not mention that he was American when
we spoke. I had, of course, to get his permission not only to use the
poem in our guide, but also to obtain his assent to use the version
that appears in it. Undil the latest (new edition) of the guide, we
acknowledged the Milkweed Edition in every printing of the book
(we also had to get their permission to use the poem, despite it being
a different version). I feel badly that it was left out of this edition

and will takes steps to reinstate it the next time it is printed.

The published version was not known to me at the time that I
heard ‘ours’ recited at an awards’ ceremony by the actress Sean
Phillips who had been given it by him many years before. I was
deeply affected by it and to procure a copy I began by contacting
her - quite tricky since anyone of her profession is fiercely guarded
by agents, etc. When I did at last make contact it transpired
that she had long since lost touch with him. So I then got in

touch Iceland’s national newspaper asking if they would place an
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advertisement and how much it would cost. I was informed that it
would have to be in Icelandic. So I wrote to an Icelandic publisher
to ask they would kindly translate an advertisement I had drafted
and place it in Morgunbladid. The advertisement simply asked if
anyone knew of the whereabouts of ‘the poet Jon Holm’ because
this was the name Ms Phillips had given me. Quite remarkably
a few weeks later someone responded. Somehow or another an
Icelandic radio station got wind of this story and the result was a
late night three-way conversation on a radio programme between

myself, Bill Holm and the publisher.

You may be intrigued to hear that it is entirely due to the poem
that we brought this nation into our series of Xenophobe’s® Guides
and set out to find a writer for it. For me it is a truly wonderful
piece of work, in both versions. I am tempted to change over to
the one you quote but, largely due to the extraordinary nature of
its discovery I hope you do not mind if we continue with the one
I am so fond of, and deeply moved by. However, I shall gladly
correct the identity of the author to ‘Bill Holm’ since you say that

this is the name under which he wrote.

I also look forward to reading other works by him and much
appreciate your recommending his essays. He sounded like a
delightful person and I am sorry that I did not have the pleasure

of meeting him.

Thank you again for your most informative and helpful letter which
was a joy to receive since it reminded me of this serendipitous
episode in which some verses overheard heard when flicking

channels on television resulted in such a rewarding outcome.

With kindest regards, Anne Tauté, Series Editor, Oval Books

Reply to Oval Books, Aug. 2, 2009

Dear Ms. Tauté--

Thank you so much for your prompt response. Obviously I was
incorrect in assuming that the poem you printed was a translation of a
translation, but that instead it was a different, probably earlier, version
that Bill had given to Sean Phillips. I am particularly pleased to hear
that it was this poem that caused Oval Books to publish the book in
the first place. He would have chuckled and twinkled if he had known.

To say that someone is a “force of nature” is a cliché, of course,
but it is hard to describe Bill without in some way creating such
a mental assessment of him. He was a huge man, six and a half
feet tall and always overweight, bright eyed, red faced and white
bearded, the perfect Santa, with a voice that was not always loud,
but which had enough natural volume when he needed it to make
electronic amplification totally unnecessary. He was a fine classical
pianist and harpsichordist with musical tastes that ran heavily to
Bach, although in Iceland last summer he talked about a newfound
appreciation for Chopin. He also played a lot of jazz, particularly
Scott Joplin’s ragtime classics. He quit singing publicly a few years
ago, but for most of his life he was known for his tenor voice. He
had a baby grand piano and a harpsichord in his home in Minneota,
Minnesota, where he lived most of the year. In Brimnes, his litcle
house in Iceland, where he spent a few weeks each year, he had a
small Yamaha piano which he felt provided the best music quality

consistent with his limited space. He played every day.

His published work was heavily autobiographical, and anyone
who reads his poems or essays ends up knowing a lot about Bill
Holm. In 1996 Milkweed published 7he Heart Can Be Filled
Anywhere on Earth: Minneota, Minnesota, essays about his
close connection to the prairie farm community of his childhood,
and where he lived in his later years. In 2000 came Eccentric
Islands— Travels Real and Imaginary, in which he starts with
his name, Holm, which means island, and writes chapters relating
to several islands, including himself, with two chapters on Iceland,
comparing his impressions and experiences in 1979 with those in
1999, when the country had changed a great deal. Other books
include Coming Home Crazy, published in 1990, based on his
experience teaching English in a Chinese university in the 1980s,
and Boxelder Bug Variations, a one-of-a-kind “Meditation on an

Idea in Language and Music,” fun and a little nutty.

His poetry is often funny, always graceful and meaningful. T expect
there will be at least one posthumous book. His literary heroes

were Whitman and Mark Twain, especially Whitman.

I live in Seattle, Washington. While composing this email my
radio, in the background, dropped the name Bill Holm into my
consciousness. The announcement said that this afternoon there
will be a recorded interview with Bill by Rick Steves, who writes

travel books and runs a travel agency, about Eccentric Islands.
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Certainly an odd coincidence. I will be sure to tune in.

There is a lot on the internet about him. I suggest that you type
“Bill Holm Iceland” or “Bill Holm Minnesota” into your browser
to avoid results for other Bill Holms, including a well-known
Seattle man who is an authority on Native American art. All his

books are readily available through internet bookstores.

I'admit to being a bit of a missionary for his work. I have no doubt that

you will find further exposure to it rewarding— Henry Bjornsson.

Compare the version in The Xenophobe’s Guide:

In an airconditioned room you cannot understand
the grammar of this language,

The whirring machine drowns out the soft vowels,
But you can hear these vowels in the mountain wind

And in heavy seas breaking over the hull of a small boat.

Old ladies can wind their long hair in this language
And can hum, and knit, and make pancakes.
But you cannot have a cocktail party in this language

And say witty things with a drink in your hand.

You must sit down to speak this language,
It is so heavy you can’t be polite or chatter in it.
For once you have begun a sentence, the whole course of your

life is set up before you,

Every foolish mistake is clear, every failure, every grief,
Moving around the inflections from case to case and gender to
gender,

The vowels changing and darkening, the consonants softening
on the tongue

Till they are the sound of a gull’s wings fluttering

As he flies out of the wake of a small boat drifting out to open

water.

ﬂm SKYLINE PROPERTIES, INC.

NEVER A BETTER OPPORTUNITY TO BUY IN ICELAND THAN NOW!
I sell Real Estate both in Iceland and Washington. Ten years experience.
If you are looking to buy in Iceland or buy or sell in Washington,

Call me, I appreciate your business.
Margret Solvadottir

Real Estate Sales Associate

Cell : 206 250 5481
Email:margret@skylineproperties.com

Jon T. Palmason
Home Mortgage Consultant

Wells Fargo Home Mortgage
22500 SE 64th PI

Suite # 220

Issaquah, WA 98027

425 369-2667 Direct

206 954-8718 Cell

425 391-1970 Fax
jon.t.palmason@wellsfargo.com

ScanSelect, Inc.

Scandinavian Specialties
ot ba Scandinavion Specialies

“Select Nordic Tradirions”

FOOTHT

Imported Foods and Gifis
From Scendinavia

www.scanselect.com
info@scanselect.com

tel: 206-784-7020
toll-free: 1-877-784-7020
fox: 206-783-6218

6719 15th Avenue N.W.

Anne-Lise Berger
Seattle, WA 98117

Ozzie Kvithanimer
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The Icelandic Club of Greater Seattle

2010 Membership Application
(valid through 12/31/10)

Please join us this year as the Club continues to grow & expands our events with member
participation! You will make a difference by getting involved! Please join by completing the following:

Name:

Spouse:

Children (ages):

Street Address:

City, State, Zip:

Home phone: Work Phone:

Cell Phone: Other Contact:

Email address:

1 Individual membership (109): $30.00

1 Individual Senior (65 or older) membership (S09): $15.00
1 Senior Couple (both 65 & older) (SC09): $25.00

1 Family membership (F09): $40.00 (all family members must reside at the same address)
1 Student membership (St09): $15.00
Scholarship Donation: $ Club Donation: $

Please send this form and a check payable to the Icelandic Club to:
The Icelandic Club of Greater Seattle
C/O Membership
PO Box 70102
Seattle, WA 98127
Please circle any areas below that you might be interested in participating with:
Events: *borrablét  *May 17" Parade  *17"of June  *Summer Picnic  *Jélaball
*Sumardagurinn Fyrsti  *Golf Tournament  *Tivoli

Other:  *Photographer for events  *Provide food for events  *Help with Newsletter

Comments/Suggestions:

For questions, please call Carrie Heiser @ 425-788-4277 or email: heiserc@gmail.com




