Introduction

BIRNA ARNBJORNSDOTTIR, HOSKULDUR THRAINSSON,
AND ULFAR BRAGASON

[ THE ROOTS OF NORTH AMERICAN ICELANDIC

Emigrations from Iceland began late in the immigration history of North
America. The first Icelandic emigrants settled in Utah in the 1850s, but
organized emigration from Iceland to North America began in the 1870s
and ceased in 1914. Approximately 15,000, or 20 percent of the Icelandic
population, are documented as having moved to North America during this
period (Kristinsson 1983).

While some of the early Icelandic immigrants to North America settled in
the Midwestern United States, such as Wisconsin, Minnesota, North Dakota,
and Nebraska (see the chapters by Alda Moller and Ulfar Bragason, this
volume), the largest group initially found their home in Manitoba, Canada.
The impetus was the Canadian government’s offer of land and financial
support to newcomers. Organizers of the Icelandic immigration made use
of this offer and chose to settle on a parcel of land in the Interlake region in
Manitoba (between Lake Winnipeg and Lake Manitoba), which they named
“New Iceland” (Eyford 2016, 22—44). Many place names in the area still bear
witness to their Icelandic origins (Gerrard 1979), and New Iceland remains the

hub of Icelandic heritage culture in North America. Immigration from Iceland
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continued until the beginning of the First World War in 1914, when it ceased
almost entirely. Descendants of the Icelandic emigrants later dispersed over
much of Canada and parts of the United States, as shown in Figure 0.1. North
American Icelandic language and culture continued to thrive in these enclaves,
developing their own characteristics that reflected the new geographic and
social context (see, for example, Asta Svavarsdottir’s chapter, this volume;
Arnbjornsdottir 2006).
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FIGURE 0.1. Distribution of persons claiming Icelandic ethnic origin on the 2006 Canadian
Census and 2011 U.S. Census.

The goal of this volume is to describe the Icelandic linguistic and cultural
heritage in North America and make this description accessible to English
speakers. While some of the chapters were elicited specifically for the book

and have not been published elsewhere, other chapters report findings of the
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project North American Icelandic: Heritage Language, Linguistic Change and
Cultural Identity (henceforth the Heritage Language Project), a three-year
(2013 to 2015) Icelandic Research Fund—supported project whose purpose
was to study the nature of North American Icelandic (NAI). The project
exmined NAI as a “heritage language” within the context of the development
and maintenance of the cultural identity of NAI speakers. Data for the project
were partly collected in Iceland (letters from the emigrants, diaries, interviews,
narratives, recordings) but mainly during three field trips to North America in
2013 and 2014 to Icelandic-language enclaves in Canada and the United States.
The project teams visited communities that were believed to have speakers of
North American Icelandic with the purpose of gaining insight into the status of
the language and the cultural identity of Canadians and Americans of Icelandic

descent. The following areas were visited.

In Canada:
Winnipeg, Gimli, Riverton, Arborg, Lundar, Brandon,
and Portage la Prairie in Manitoba; Regina, Wynyard,
and Foam Lake in Saskatchewan; Edmonton in Alberta;
Vancouver and Nanaimo (Vancouver Island) in British

Columbia.

In the U.S.:
Point Roberts, Blaine, and Seattle in Washington; Fargo
and Mountain in North Dakota.

Contact persons in each community were instrumental in identifying and
inviting volunteers of Icelandic descent to participate in the study, and this
proved crucial to its success. The volunteers were enthusiastic and interested
in sharing their language, culture, and views with the researchers. Furthermore,
and contrary to previously reported heritage language studies (Benmamoun,
Montrul, and Polinsky 2013), many of our informants spoke Icelandic to the
extent that they were able to express their views and provide responses to the
many and varied linguistic challenges laid before them. The team conducted
interviews and tests in Icelandic involving 126 participants (fifty-two men and

seventy-four women) and a further 101 participants who were interviewed in
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FIGURE 0.2. Heritage Language Project FIGURE 0.3. Heritage Language Project
researchers in Manitoba in May 2013: researchers in Alberta, Washington, and
Matthew Whelpton, Birna Arnbjérnsdéttir, British Columbia in May 2014: Kristin M.
Kristin M. J6hannsdottir, and Hoskuldur Jéhannsdattir, Sigridur Mjoll Bjornsddttir,
Thrainsson. (Courtesy of Héskuldur and Ulfar Bragason. (Courtesy of Kristin M.
Thrainsson) Jéhannsdottir)

English. The average age of the participants was seventy-seven years, with
ages ranging from twenty-six to ninety-eight years old.

The Heritage Language Project was a cross-disciplinary research project
that emphasized the connection between the development of Icelandic as a
heritage language and its geographical, social, and cultural context. Findings
of the Heritage Language Project have been described in various papers,
particularly in the volume Sigurtunga: Vesturislenskt mal og menning (2018),
published in Icelandic by the University of Iceland Press. Some of the chapters
from that book appear also in this volume but have been revised, some
substantially, for an English-speaking audience.

The editors of this volume believe that the findings of the project would also
be of'interest, and more accessible in English, to the hundreds of participants in
the study and to the growing number of Canadian and American descendants
of the early Icelandic immigrants who are curious about their cultural heritage.
This volume contains chapters with a cultural focus and chapters that illustrate

the language. North American Icelandic is the central core and essence of the
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FIGURE 0.4. Heritage Language Project researchers in North Dakota, Saskatchewan, and
Manitoba in August 2014: Héskuldur Thrainsson, Sigridur Magnusdéttir, Daisy Neijmann, and
Matthew Whelpton. (Courtesy of Héskuldur Thrainsson)

culture, and critical to an understanding of the Icelandic heritage in North
Anmerica. In the first part of the book the significance of the language and culture
is discussed with reference to the literature and the cultural functions of the
Icelandic language in the Icelandic immigrant communities, and in the second
part their manifestations are illustrated. Efforts have been made to make the
language chapters accessible to non-linguists. We hope that the findings of the
Heritage Language Project will inform the international discussion on heritage
linguistics and contribute to a better understanding of heritage languages
and cultures in the context of the opportunities and challenges that meet the
courageous people who emigrate to a distant land in search of a better life.
Inevitably, the Heritage Language Project builds on the results of several
previous and ongoing research projects on the Icelandic heritage in North
America. The findings of many of these are available only in Icelandic. Although
a comprehensive review of previous research will not be presented here, it is
necessary to provide the reader with the background and context of the book’s
content and acknowledge the contributions of previous scholars (for further

details, see Bragason 2018; Arnbjornsdéttir and Thrainsson 2018). Therefore,
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a general description of the history of the Icelandic immigrant experience is
presented with an effort to extract the basic themes that seem to characterize the
Icelandic inheritance in North America today. This is followed by an overview
of previous research on North American Icelandic history, literature, culture,

and language that is accessible to readers of English.

[ THE ICELANDIC-LANGUAGE ENCLAVES IN NORTH AMERICA

As the name of the initial Icelandic settlement in North America, New
Iceland, suggests, and by all accounts, some of the early immigrants thought
of themselves as Icelanders who would live together in a community separated
from other ethnic groups. Icelandic would remain their main conduit of
education, communication, and governance. New Iceland was also a land
reserve created by the Canadian government as part of its colonization policy
(see the discussions by Thor 2002; Eyford 2016; see also Arnbjornsdottir 2006).

One of the more salient characteristics of the Icelandic heritage in North
America is the importance placed on literacy in Icelandic and English. There
is a prevailing view among the Icelandic heritage groups that many of the
immigrant families brought Icelandic books with them rather than tools. Whether
that view is real or imagined, many informants recounted the importance of
literacy and education in their families. The emphasis on the written word has
undoubtedly contributed to the maintenance of Icelandic among the immigrants.

Almost upon the Icelanders’ arrival in New Iceland, instruction for the
children was organized by the immigrants. Although some of the first teachers
were Icelandic, the main emphasis from the outset was on reading, writing,
and speaking English (Arngrimsson 1997, 270-71). At the same time, the
immigrants sent a request to local education authorities to join the Canadian
school system, thus laying the foundation for the bilingualism and biculturalism
that seemed to prevail among many people of the early generations of Icelandic
Canadians and Icelandic Americans (Arnbjornsdoéttir 2006). The idea of dual-
language proficiency was supported in the writings of prominent members of
the community. One proponent was the educator Jon Bjarnason, who founded
an Icelandic Academy in Winnipeg that operated until 1940 (Ruth 1964).

Another one was the poet Stephan G. Stephansson. At a meeting in Markerville,
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Alberta, in March 1919, he argued forcefully for bilingualism. He maintained
that teaching Icelandic to children would not interfere with their English. He
claimed, “People who only know one home, who have only read one book
and only know one language will be narrow-minded” (Hreinsson 2003, 307).
Formal schooling was in English (Arnbjornsdottir 2006, 35-51). However,
itinerant teachers continued to teach Icelandic in the enclaves, and Icelandic
was taught officially in various ways from 1885 up until today (Arnbjornsdottir
2006, 38—40; Ruth 1964). This practice encouraged an active bilingualism
during the early decades of settlement. When the editors of the present volume
were collecting data on NAI for the Heritage Language Project, many of
the subjects told a similar story: “We spoke Icelandic at home when I was a
kid, partly because my grandparents’ English wasn’t perfect. But in school
everybody spoke English, so English soon became the default language at
home.” Despite this view there is some indication that in the early years,
Icelandic literacy practices continued in immigrant homes and many of the
early immigrant children learned how to read Icelandic at home prior to entering
formal schooling (Arnbjornsdoéttir 2006). The fact that Icelandic immigrants
in many cases came in family groups and that literacy training continued in
the home must surely have extended the life of Icelandic in North America.
Church services and Sunday school were conducted in Icelandic for many years
in the North Dakota enclaves (Arnbjérnsdottir 2006, 40), and visiting pastors
from Iceland served in a few congregations as late as the 1960s. Some of the
subjects interviewed for the Heritage Language Project were confirmed into
the Lutheran Church in Icelandic. Bilingualism seems to have prevailed, as the
manifold literary activities in the Icelandic communities attest to, and the home
language continued to be Icelandic up until the third and fourth generations
(Arnbjornsdottir 2006; see Laura Moquin and Kirsten Wolf, this volume).
General literacy among the immigrants (see Asta Svavarsdottir, this volume)
supported prolific publishing activities in the Icelandic heritage community,
which included a number of newsletters, journals, and books in Icelandic.
As early as 1877 an Icelandic printing press (Prentfjelag Nyja fslands) was
established, which published the Icelandic newspaper Framfari (1877 to
1880). Several other short-lived periodicals were published in Icelandic by

the immigrants from early on (Jonsson 2009, 163—64). Journals for Icelandic-
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speaking children were available until 1940 (Kristjansdottir 2014), and the
women’s journal Freyja was circulated from 1898 to 1910 (for a list of the
journals, see Arngrimsson 1998, 201). In addition, numerous handwritten
manuscripts of different types circulated among the Icelandic speakers (see
Katelin Parsons, this volume). The oldest printed newspaper (a weekly),
Heimskringla, was founded in 1886 and its rival, Logberg, was first published
in 1888. In the beginning these two newspapers were written exclusively in
Icelandic, sometimes by well-known editors from Iceland temporarily residing
in Canada. Gradually, English became more prominent in these newspapers
and they subsequently merged into Logberg-Heimskringla in 1959. Logberg-
Heimskringla was a dual-language publication for many years. It is still
published but now exclusively in English (Arnbjornsdottir 2006, 38-42).
Logberg-Heimskringla remains the oldest continuously published heritage
community newspaper in North America.'

In addition to printing periodicals and newspapers, traditional Icelandic
literary practices prospered among Icelandic immigrants in North America.
They published general immigrant histories, chronicles of the settlement of
the different Icelandic enclaves, family histories and biographies, genealogies,
and annals, as well as novels and books of poetry and drama. Peter Salus
(1971) tallied the number of publications in Icelandic from 1900 to 1961 and
identified forty-one volumes of poetry, twenty-two novels or collections of
stories, thirty-five volumes of histories and biographies, and ten dramas. The
chapters by Gudrin Bjork Gudsteinsdottir, Dagny Kristjansdottir, and Birna
Bjarnadottir in this volume discuss different aspects of NAI literary endeavours.
The history of the Icelandic amateur dramatical societies that staged plays in
Icelandic up until the 1950s is just beginning to appear (Porbergsson 2020).

The Icelandic immigrants in North America also founded various cultural,
political, and religious organizations (see the chapter by Vilhelm Vilhelmsson,
this volume; see also Wolf 2001; Thor 2002, 110-29; Jénsson 2005, 5-9;
borbergsson 2020). These organizations often provided forums for debates
about issues affecting the community. One of the issues that was discussed in
some of these societies, and in the Icelandic newspapers, was the question of
acculturation versus separation. The language obviously played a major role in

this context, as indicated by the early ideas about a separate Icelandic “colony”
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or nylenda. One of the Icelandic societies that was active in the beginning of
the twentieth century was slenzka stidentafélagid (The Icelandic Students’
Society). In 1906 the society organized a debate about afnidm ‘abolishment’
versus vidohald ‘preservation’ of the Icelandic language among the Icelandic
immigrants. This was a formal debate with two proponents for each position.
At the end of the meeting, a panel of three judges concluded that the proponents
of abolishment had won the debate (see Ldgberg, 22 November 1906, 5). But
nonetheless, disputes continued in the newspapers and elsewhere.

Another dispute was fostered by an early controversy about religious
affiliations. The dispute eventually divided the reserve of New Iceland, and
a group of people relocated to Pembina County in Dakota Territory in the
United States (Thor 2002). No doubt the social and religious debates conducted
in Icelandic served to enhance the longevity of NAI. The immigrants and
their descendants continued to actively use Icelandic for longer than the two
generations it commonly takes for migrants to transition to a new language
(Fishman 1972).

The onset of the First World War halted the influx of Icelandic immigrants
to North America, and after that there was very little renewal of inhabitants
to the Icelandic enclaves. The war also pushed Icelandic immigrants, like
other immigrants in North America, towards integration and a display of
allegiance to their adopted countries. This was accompanied by a general
push for monolingualism in the U.S. after the war (see Ulfar Bragason, this
volume; Spolsky 2004, 93—96; Sontag 2007, 163—66). A considerable number
of Canadians and Americans of Icelandic descent fought in the “war to end all
wars” (Minningarrit islenzkra hermanna 1914—1918). Ulfar Bragason (this
volume) discusses the conceivable cultural dissonance between love of country
and a culturally bred pacifism among servicepeople of Icelandic origin.

But there were also forces at work in the opposite direction among the
Icelandic community in North America during the postwar years. Pjooreknisfélag
Islendinga i Vesturheimi (Icelandic National League of North America, INLNA
or INL) was established in 1919, partly to “work for the preservation of
the Icelandic language and literature in America” (Ruth 1964, 47; see also
Arnbjornsdéttir 2006, 39). The preservation issue was debated at various

meetings in the INL, especially in the 1930s, and eventually it was concluded
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that “Icelandic culture could be passed on to future generations through the
use of the English language to express Icelandic ideas” (Ruth 1964, 47; see
Laura Moquin and Kirsten Wolf, this volume). In recent years, the INL has
grown exponentially and is still very active, and so is its sister organization
in Iceland, bjodraknisfélag fslendinga, established in 1939. According to its
website the purpose of the INL is “to promote the Icelandic heritage, culture
and traditions that our families brought to this continent through cooperation
among North American Icelandic cultural groups and by maintaining ties with
the people of Iceland.”

The phenomenal success of the Winnipeg Falcons hockey team around
1920 may have served to instill pride in all things Icelandic in Canada. The
ethnic Icelandic underdog team went on to win the first Olympic Gold Medal in
Ice Hockey in 1920. Almost 100 years later, in 2019, Parks Canada designated
the Olympic victory of the Falcons as a “National Historical Event.”® The
effect on the Icelandic community in North America may have cemented the
external presence of Icelandic immigrants (see Eyford 2006). The triumphs
of the Falcons can only have supported the efforts of the newly established
Icelandic National League.

Icelandic was taught at Wesley College in Winnipeg from 1901 to 1927
(see Ruth 1964; see also Bedford 1975), but the Icelandic immigrants in
Manitoba began discussing the possibility of promoting Icelandic language and
culture by endowing a University Chair of Icelandic Studies as early as 1905.
In 1936 the Icelandic Collection was founded at the University of Manitoba
(Arnbjornsdottir 2006, 38). The website for the collection states that through
various stages, the collection has now developed into “the largest collection
of Icelandic materials in Canada and the second largest in North America.
This area studies collection serves as a primary research tool for the study of
Icelandic language, literature, history and culture, while enabling the Icelandic
community to preserve, reinforce and cultivate its cultural identity in the North
American cultural mosaic.”

In 1951 an Icelandic Chair and a Department of Icelandic were established
at the University of Manitoba (Arnbjoérnsdottir 2006, 38—39). Cooperation
between the Department of Icelandic and the University of Iceland continues

to be fortified with student and scholar exchanges and biannual partnership
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conferences. In 2020 the Stephan G. Stephansson Chair was founded at the
University of Iceland to strengthen collaboration between the University of
Iceland and the University of Manitoba in research and instruction. The chair is
supported by the Icelandic government and the Vigdis Finnbogadottir Institute,
with important support from Canadians and Americans of Icelandic descent.
The University of Victoria hosts Icelandic exchange professors through the
Beck Foundation. These successful collaborations have met with an enthusiastic
response on both sides of the Atlantic.

To some extent the Second World War had a similar effect on immigrants
in North America as the previous world war had. Several descendants of the
Icelandic immigrants fought in that war also (see Veterans of Icelandic Descent,
World War II, 1939-1945). 1t is likely that having family members serving
in the wars made the immigrants feel more like Americans or Canadians (see
Ulfar Bragason, this volume). After the Second World War, there was even less
contact between Iceland and “Western Icelanders” (as they are called in Iceland)
for a considerable period (see Olafur Arnar Sveinsson, this volume). This is
in line with general findings about the effect of the war on the assimilation of
immigrants in North America. This also supports notions that second-generation
immigrants focus on “belonging,” while third and fourth generations from
emigration become more curious about their ethnic background (see Laura
Moquin and Kirsten Wolf, this volume).

In 1974 more frequent and regular travel began between Winnipeg and
Iceland with Icelandic Canadians and Icelandic Americans seeking their roots
in Iceland, while Icelanders satisfied their interest and curiosity about their
cousins in “Vesturheimur” (the Western world). Regular exchanges take place
among young people and students through organized programs such as the Snorri
Programs, established by the Snorri Foundation in Iceland in partnership with
the Icelandic National League of Iceland, among others.’ Participants in these
programs are required to take the course Icelandic Online,® which is available
free of charge and used by over 80,000 learners worldwide, including those
who learn Icelandic as a heritage language. The genealogical database Icelandic
Roots, based in Fargo, North Dakota,” and the Icelandic Emigration Center
(Vesturfarasetrid) in Hofsés, Iceland,? have contributed to and benefited from

this heightened interest in cultivating the Icelandic-Canadian and -American
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cultural heritage. On the Canadian side the New Iceland Heritage Museum in

Gimli?® has played an important role in this connection.

[ RESEARCH ON ICELANDIC CULTURAL HERITAGE IN NORTH AMERICA

Icelandic immigration to North America, the development of the various
settlements, and the social and cultural life of the immigrants have been the
topic of various research projects, studies, and publications. Andrea McIntosh
(2004), Laurie Bertram (2010), and Ryan Eyford (2010) discuss different aspects
of the history and culture in their dissertations and subsequent books, in which,
for example, Bertram describes the expressions of Icelandic-Canadian identity
through clothing and food, and Eyford re-examines the settlement history of the
Icelandic immigrants in the context of Canadian settlement history in general. As
part of the Heritage Language Project, Daisy Neijmann interviewed descendants
of the Icelandic immigrants, exploring the communicative and symbolic
functions of NAI and its role in the cultural self-image of the participants
(Neijmann 2018). Laura Moquin and Kirsten Wolf (this volume) discuss a
similar topic, namely the evolution of identity in Icelandic heritage communities.

Bertram (2010) and Eyford (2010) both shed light on the underresearched
contact between the Icelandic immigrants and Indigenous peoples already living
in the Interlake region in Manitoba (see also Bertram 2020; Eyford 2016). Short,
general descriptions of immigrant histories are given by Elva Simundsson
(1981) and Birna Arnbjornsdoéttir (2006), and more extensive accounts by
Wilhelm Kristjanson (1965), Nelson Gerrard (1985), Gudjon Arngrimsson
(2000), and Jonas Thor (2002). Accounts of the religious controversies that
played a major role in the life and activities of many of the immigrants are
described by George Houser (1990), Jonas Thor (2002), and Fred Woods (2005).
More informal accounts of the life of the early immigrants can be found in
the collection My Parents: Memoirs of New World Icelanders, edited by Birna
Bjarnadottir and Finnbogi Guomundsson (2007). Many of the works by the
writers listed above focus on the development of the different settlements in
Canada, especially in Manitoba, and the life of the immigrants there. But as

discussed in the chapters by Alda Méller and Ulfar Bragason in this volume,
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the experiences of those who settled in the United States may have followed
a different trajectory.

Acculturation of the Icelandic immigrants is an important topic explored
in Vilhelm Vilhelmsson’s chapter in this volume. The topic is further examined
by Olafur Arnar Sveinsson (this volume), who discusses the emigration
from Iceland, including the views of Icelanders towards emigrants and the
development of the concept Vestur-Islendingur ‘Western Icelander’, the term
that has been used in Icelandic to this day about the descendants of the Icelandic
immigrants in North America. He examines the acculturation from a theoretical
perspective and from the point of view of the immigrants themselves.

In the early years of settlement, the Icelandic immigrants and their
descendants in North America penned literature in Icelandic (Neijmann 2006;
Guosteinsdottir 2006). Some of these writers and poets became well-known,
both in North America and in Iceland, especially Stephan G. Stephansson
(Hreinsson 2012). Later, descendants of the immigrants wrote literature in
English as described most extensively by Neijmann (1995, 1997a, 1997b, 1999,
1999-2000, 2006) and Wolf (1991, 1992, 1994, 1996a—see also her edited
volumes Western Icelandic Short Stories, 1992b, and Writings by Western
Icelandic Women, 1996Db).

Folklore and oral narratives formed an important part of the cultural
environment of the Icelandic immigrants in North America. Magnus Einarsson
published a selection of folklore narratives and related poems, in Icelandic and
with English translations (Icelandic-Canadian Oral Narratives, 1991, and
Icelandic-Canadian Memory Lore, 1992). Laurie Bertram discusses the notion
of hjatru ‘superstition/folk belief” in her recent book, Viking Immigrants (2020).
She describes how Icelandic stories about apparitions and huldufolk “hidden
people’ found new contexts among North American Icelandic immigrants,
albeit with the same effect. Hjdtru is also the topic of some of the interviews
and narratives reported in Gisli Sigurdsson’s chapter in this volume. His
chapter is drawn from an extensive corpus of data from interviews conducted
by Hallfredur Orn Eiriksson and Olga Maria Franzdéttir in 197273 (Sogur
ur Vesturheimi 2012).

The research presented in this volume has been conducted mainly by

Icelandic scholars and the findings should be read as such. In a sense the
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perspective is that of an outsider looking in. The outsider-versus-insider
perspective is an age-old debate in sociolinguistic research and especially in
ethnographic research (Geertz 1973), and there is no resolution that favours
one or the other. Research by insiders in the NAI community is available in
English and has been referenced here, including the important works by Gerrard
(1985), Bertram (2010, 2020), and Eyford (2006, 2010, 2016), and others.
We look forward to future studies by these and other Canadian and American
scholars that will strengthen the knowledge base and inform the discussion

on the Icelandic heritage in North America.

[ NORTH AMERICAN ICELANDIC

Those who study Icelandic as a heritage language are in a privileged position.
One consequence of general literacy in the community is that the language
is better documented than most heritage languages, and linguists have had
access to informants who are conversant in the language. As described above,
the immigrants wrote in Icelandic from early on and continued to do so for
decades. In the beginning their language was obviously indistinguishable from
the language spoken at the time in Iceland. But the social environment and the
role and function of NAI in the society were very different from the Icelandic
in Iceland (Arnbjornsdottir 2006), and this has obviously had an effect on its
development, as described by Asta Svavarsdottir in this volume. Haraldur
Bessason maintained that NAI was the only variety of Icelandic that existed
outside Iceland (1984) and the only variety of Icelandic that could be called
a separate dialect (1980, 7).

To some extent the development of Icelandic can be traced in the
publications in NAI but also in private diaries and letters written by the
immigrants and their descendants to recipients in Iceland. Some of these have
been collected and edited and published in Iceland. Bodvar Gudmundsson
based his important novel Where the Winds Dwell (2000) partly on material
from such letters. Chapters by Alda Moller and Ulfar Bragason in this volume
are based on extensive correspondence between immigrants in Nebraska and

relatives in Iceland.
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Another important source of information about NAI, as it was spoken
before frequent exchanges with Iceland began in 1974, is found in the narratives
published in Sogur ur Vesturheimi, the volume of interviews conducted by
Eiriksson and Franzdottir. The speakers involved were typically second- or
third-generation immigrants, yet their language is remarkably similar to
Icelandic as it is spoken in Iceland—or was spoken in the early twentieth
century—except for loan words depicting a way of life in North America (see
Gisli Sigurdsson, this volume).

The first “scholarly” effort to describe NAI was published in 1903, when the
famous Arctic explorer and ethnologist Vilhjalmur Stefansson (Palsson 2005)
wrote an article on English loan words in the language of the immigrants. In
the 1930s the Icelandic scholar Stefan Einarsson wrote two articles (1933 and
1937) pointing out possible research topics in NAI. The phonological properties
of the language are the main topic of Stephen Clausing’s dissertation and book
(1981, 1986), with special emphasis on the possible influence of English and
a comparison with American German. Haraldur Bessason discussed Icelandic
names in North America, English loan words in NAI, and other aspects of the
language (1958, 1967, 1971). The most comprehensive study of NAI to date is
Birna Arnbjornsdéttir’s book on the social history of the language (20006), partly
based on a doctoral thesis on the phonology of NAI vowels that developed in
a different direction in the North American social context from that in Iceland
(1990). A more recent paper by Kristin M. Johannsdottir (2006) contains a
brief sketch of the status of NAI around 2000.

A more extensive description, the results of previous research on NAI, can
be found in the overview by Birna Arnbjornsdéttir and Hoskuldur Thrainsson
(2018).

[ LINGUISTIC RESEARCH IN THE HERITAGE LANGUAGE PROJECT

The linguistic research in the Heritage Language Project is based on different
types of data:

« existing material (personal letters, diaries, interviews, narratives)

« additional letters copied and transcribed by research assistants in the

project
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« semi-formal interviews conducted in the three field trips
« spontaneous speech samples, partly elicited with the help of material
like the story Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer 1969)
« data elicited by using a variety of tests targeting particular aspects of
the language.
In the following sections, we will describe some of the linguistic results
that have emerged from the Heritage Language Project. This overview is
thematically organized (for a more detailed description see Arnbjornsdottir
and Thrainsson 2018).

Phonology and Phonetics

The main method used to systematically study pronunciation was a picture-
naming task. One of the goals was to see to what extent the various regional
dialects in Iceland had been preserved in NAI. Since many of the immigrants
came from northeastern Iceland, we expected that some of the northeastern
dialectal features might have been preserved to some extent (see Arnbjornsdottir
2006)."° The features are included here for the benefit of future linguistic
studies. The features include:

1. a. aspirated stops after long vowels: ap/ [a:p"1] ‘monkey’,
fata [fa:tha] ‘bucket’, aka [a:k"a] ‘drive’ (the majority of
Modern Icelandic speakers have unaspirated stops in this

environment, for example, [a:p1])

b. voiced sonorants before /p,t,k/: hempa [hempta] ‘coat,
svunta [svyntha] ‘apron stilka [stulka] ‘girl’ (most
speakers of Modern Icelandic have voiceless /I,m,n/ in this

environment, for example, [hempa])

c. stop-pronunciation of ng/-sequences: englar [einklar]
‘angels’ (this is rare in Modern Icelandic—most speakers

would say [eiplar]).

As Katrin Maria Vidisdottir has shown (2016), these northeastern features are
only partially preserved in NAI. While aspirated stops after long vowels are

well preserved in NAI, and stop-pronunciation of ng/-sequences is sporadically
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found, voiced /Im,n/ before /p,t,k/ seem to be surprisingly rare. Aspirated
stops are not foreign to English, and neither is the stop-pronunciation of ngl-
sequences, but voiceless sonorants do not occur in English—hence the fact
that voiceless /l,m,n/ are common (and the voiced counterparts rare) before
/p,t.k/ in NAI is surprising. It suggests that the devoicing involved is a “natural
phenomenon” in Icelandic and this is supported by the fact that voiced sonorants
in this environment are actually disappearing in northeastern Icelandic.

As part of the Heritage Language Project team, Nicole Dehé’s objective
was to study intonation and stress in NAI and compare the results with
Icelandic in Iceland and with Canadian English—for example, in yes/no
questions (polar questions). She found that NAI did not differ markedly from
Icelandic in this respect. When her subjects switched over to English during
the test session, it was sometimes possible to detect Icelandic influence in
their intonation (Dehé 2018).

Inflection and Auxiliary Constructions
Two tests were used to study the development of inflection or case markings in
NAL The first one is the classic wug-type plural test (see Berko 1958) where
the subjects are asked to give the plural form of both actual and nonsense
nouns. The pictures were presented to the participants in Icelandic, leaving it
to them to come up with the plural form: Hér er einn bolti ‘Here is one ball’
and Hér eru tveir _ ‘Here are two _ ’, et cetera. Because of the form of
the numerals einn (m.) versus ein (f.) ‘one’, tveir (m.) versus tveer (f.) ‘two’,
the participants were expected to be able to tell the gender of the nouns and
hence be able to form the plural. Interestingly, it turned out that the heritage
speakers typically had a good command of the plural of familiar nouns like bolti
‘ball’, but most of them did not seem to have mastered the plural formation
rules that would make it possible for them to form the plural of unknown
words. In this respect their performance was very different from that of adult
speakers of Icelandic and more like that of children acquiring the language
(see Thrainsson, Nowenstein, and Magnusdottir 2021).

The other morphology test was designed to investigate the formation
and use of simple present and past tense of verbs versus the use of auxiliary

constructions like the so-called progressive aspect; cf. the examples in (2):
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2. a. Hannsaumar / erad sauma.
he sews (pres.) / isto sew (inf)

He sews/is sewing.

b. Hannsaumadi / varad sauma i geer.
he sewed (past.) / was to sew (inf.) yesterday

‘He sewed/was sewing yesterday"

The main results of this investigation are reported on in the chapter by Kristin
M. Jéhannsdoéttir (this volume). She shows that heritage speakers tend to
use the progressive construction much more frequently than do speakers of
Icelandic in Iceland. Differences were also found between these groups when
comparing their narrations of the story Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer 1969).
This may be because the progressive construction is morphologically simpler
than the present and past tense inflection of verbs (in the progressive aspect

it is only the auxiliary verb vera ‘be’ that needs to be inflected).

Syntax
We elicited information on the syntactic properties of NAI in various ways,

concentrating on the issues described below.

Word Order

Certain aspects of word order were of particular interest to us as these
constructions had appeared in earlier data sets (Arnbjornsdottir 2006). We
designed special tests to elicit judgments about relative positions of finite

verbs and adverbs in constructions like the following:

3. a. Kristin  talar stundum /|  stundum talar islensku.
Kristin  speaks sometimes |/ sometimes speaks Icelandic

‘Kristin sometimes speaks Icelandic’

b. Nast etlarhin / hdn atlar ad leera itolsku.
next intends she / sheintends to learn Italian

‘Next she intends to learn Italian’

What is at stake here is the so-called verb-second (V2) phenomenon. The

finite verb in Icelandic typically comes in second position in the sentence,
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as it does in the first alternative in (3a, 3b). In English, on the other hand,
the verb would come in third position in sentences of this sort, as can be
seen from the idiomatic translations. As shown by Birna Arnbjornsdottir,
Hoéskuldur Thrainsson, and Iris Edda Nowenstein (2018), speakers of NAI
tend to use the English (verb-third) order in constructions like these, especially
when a non-subject occurs in the initial position of the sentence as in (3b).
The test data were confirmed by spontancous speech data, mainly elicited
by using the well-known Frog story (Mayer 1969). But there is considerable
inter-speaker and intra-speaker variation here.

Another word order phenomenon investigated in our project has to do
with the relative position of adverbs and objects in examples like the

following:

4. a. Eg las ekkibékina | bokina ekki.
| read notthe book / thebook not
‘I didn’t read the book..
b. Eglasekkihana / hana ekki.
I read nother / hernot

‘I didn’t read it’

In examples like (4a) the object bokina can be “shifted” around the
negation (and other adverbs, such as aldrei ‘never’), as shown in the second
alternative. This phenomenon is called “object shift” in the linguistic literature.
It is basically optional when the object is a noun (or a full noun phrase) as
in (4a). If the object is a pronoun, then it 4as to shift around the negation
(or similar adverbs) unless it is heavily stressed. This phenomenon does not
have an exact parallel in English.!" But Johannes Gisli Jonsson (2018) found
a number of examples in the collection of narratives Sogur ur Vesturheimi

where a pronoun follows the negation:

5. a. Mér likadi ekki pad.
me liked not it
‘I didn’t like it’
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b. ég...skildi ekki petta.
I understood not this

‘I didn’t understand this’

Having listened to the relevant recordings of the narratives, Johannes Gisli
concludes that the unshifted pronouns typically carry some stress, although
they are not heavily stressed. In Icelandic in Iceland these pronouns would
probably be unstressed in examples of this sort. Johannes Gisli maintains
that this is the reason why pronominal objects shift less readily in NAI than
in Icelandic.

Object shift in NAI was also investigated in our project in a multiple-
choice test that involved various syntactic constructions. Here, the speakers
were asked to choose between the following alternatives, among others (see
Arnbjornsdottir and Thrainsson 2018, 243—44):

6. a. bPau drukku bjorinn ekki / ekki bjérinn
they drank thebeer not / not the beer
‘They didn’t drink the beer”
b. Hann notar hana aldrei / aldreihana
he uses her never [/ neverher

‘He never uses it

Approximately half the speakers left the object noun unshifted in sentences
like (6a), and very few chose to leave a pronominal object unshifted, as in
the latter alternative in (6b). This shows that the heritage speakers have a
similar feel for the “shiftability” of nouns and pronouns as do speakers of

Icelandic in Iceland.

Pronouns and Reflexives
As is well-known among linguists, Icelandic has so-called long-distance

reflexives. A representative example is given in (7):

7. Hann heldur ad pud elskir sig.
he thinks that you love (subjunct.) REFL
‘He thinks that you love him’
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Here, the reflexive pronoun sig in the embedded subjunctive clause
refers back to the pronoun Aann in the main clause. A corresponding sentence
in English would be *He thinks that you love himself, which is completely
ungrammatical. For many speakers of Icelandic, long-distance reflexives
are possible only in subjunctive clauses. Since the indicative is often used in
embedded clauses in NAI where the subjunctive would be expected (Birna
Arnbjornsdottir 2006, 105), one might think that long-distance reflexives
would also be vulnerable. Michael Putnam and Birna Arnbjérnsdéttir (2015)

have argued that this is actually the case.'?

Subject Case Marking

Verbs that take non-nominative subjects do not show any subject agreement
and hence they are often called “impersonal verbs” in the linguistic literature.
Recent research has shown that the case marking of these subjects is unstable
in Icelandic, but the development can go in two different directions (Eythorsson

and Thrainsson 2017, and references cited therein):

8. a. hana langar > henni langar Dative
substitution
her (acc.) wants >  her (dat.) wants

‘she wants’

b. batinn rak > baturinn rak Nominative

substitution
the boat (acc.) drifted > the boat (nom.) drifted

c. leiknum lauk > leikurinn lauk Nominative
substitution
game (dat.) finished > game (nom.) finished

Dative substitution is quite common in Icelandic (sometimes referred to
as “dative sickness”) and so is the substitution of nominative for accusative
in examples like (7b). Substitution of nominative for dative is (still) rare,
however. But Birna Arnbjornsdottir has shown (2006, 891f.) that both dative
substitution and nominative substitution are quite common in NAI, including
the substitution of nominative for dative of experiencer subjects, as in example

(9) from NAI, which does not really occur in Icelandic in Iceland:
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9. [g var alltaf illa  vid fisk.
I (nom.) was always badly with fish
‘ always hated fish’

The Icelandic counterpart of (9) would necessarily have a dative subject: Mér
var ... lit. “me (dat.) was .. ..”

Case marking of subjects was studied in the Heritage Language Project.
In a test targeting various syntactic phenomena, the speakers were presented
with sentences on a computer screen. The sentences were read aloud to them
and then they had to choose between different variants. One of the examples

was the following:

10. O Mennirnir
O Mennina vantar peninga.
O Moénnunum
O Mannanna
O the men (nom./acc./dat./gen.) need money.

Here, the choice would indicate which subject case the speakers would prefer.
The results showed considerable intra-speaker variation. Salbjorg Oskarsdottir
also searched for selected potentially “impersonal” verbs in the narratives in
Sogur ur Vesturheimi and in unpublished interviews that Gisli Sigurdsson
conducted with speakers of NAI in 1982 (Sigurdsson 1984; Oskarsdottir
and Thrainsson 2017). She found extensive evidence for both “substitutions”
(dative and nominative), but one of her main results was the extensive inter-
and intra-speaker variation observed: Several speakers would use different
subject cases with a given verb in the same interview. In her study of personal
letters written by a single speaker over seventy years, a longitudinal corpus of
about 82,000 words, Sigriour Mjoll Bjornsdottir (2018) also found evidence

for similar fluctuation in subject case marking in the later letters.

Object Case Marking and Agreement

Case marking of verbal and prepositional objects is only partially predictable
and hence difficult to acquire. As Birna Arnbjdrnsdottir reports (2006, 99-103),
unexpected object case marking frequently occurs in spontaneous speech

of Icelandic heritage speakers. In the series of letters that Sigridur Mjoll
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Bjornsdottir analyzed, the letters reveal the development of the language
spoken by a single individual over several decades. The language of the first
letters is virtually indistinguishable from the Icelandic spoken in Iceland
(Icelce) at the time, but in later letters Sigridur finds evidence for systematic
overgeneralization errors: for example, extensive use of dative case marking
of objects. Gender agreement is also affected in the later letters, where neuter
gender seems to be used as a default where gender agreement is expected. But
there is significant variation in the letters throughout, with target-consistent
forms co-existing with non-target-consistent forms. This is also true of the
case marking of prepositional objects and similar results have been reported
for these by Dehé and Kupisch (2021).

Understanding Syntactically Complex Sentences

Research on the linguistics of heritage languages usually concentrates on
language production rather than comprehension. The vocabulary of heritage
languages is often different from that of the corresponding “home languages,”
and this obviously affects mutual understanding by speakers of heritage
languages and home languages. We wanted to know, however, to what extent
the structure of sentences influenced their interpretability for speakers of
NALI This was done by using a special test that is described in the chapter by
Sigriour Magnusdéttir, Iris Edda Nowenstein, and Hoskuldur Thrainsson in
this volume. The main result is that the non-canonical order of arguments (that
is, nouns referring to agents and patients of actions) makes sentences difficult
to interpret for heritage speakers, partly because they can only rarely make
use of the interpretation cues provided by case marking. This is not surprising

in the light of the results about case marking outlined above.

Lexical Semantics

Selected aspects of the lexical semantics of NAI were studied formally in the
Heritage Language Project. These studies were related to the international
project Evolution of Semantic Systems (EoSS; see, for example, Majid, Jordan,
and Dunn 2015). Pérhalla Gudmundsdoétir Beck and Matthew Whelpton report
on a part of this subproject in a paper comparing the colour naming in NAI,
Icelandic, British English, and North American English (2018). Although
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the division of the colour spectrum is similar in the four languages, there
are certain differences in the naming of the colours. In some cases, NAI is
similar to Icelandic in Iceland in this respect, for example, with respect to
word formation such as extensive compounding. In other instances, NAI
uses English loan words, partly because the colour term in question did not
exist in Icelandic at the time of the emigration to North America. Another
outgrowth of this subproject is described in the chapter by Matthew Whelpton
in this volume, where he compares the naming of body parts, containers, and
spatial relations, in addition to colours, in the same four languages with some
additional information about Icelandic sign language. He concludes that the
cultural influence of North American English on NAI is obvious in some of
these categories, except that NAI is very close to Icelandic in the prepositional
marking of spatial relations like under, above, behind, et cetera, where the
influence of the shared grammatical systems of the “two Icelandics™ shines

through.

[ CONCLUDING REMARKS

The chapters in this volume give a representative illustration of the interaction
between history, culture, and language in the Icelandic-language enclaves in
North America and their development to the present day, but they obviously
do not tell the whole story. Further information can be found in the numerous
references in this introduction as well as the references in the individual
chapters of this volume. There is also a wealth of material for future research,
including data collected, transcribed, and partially analyzed statistically
in the Heritage Language Project. Much of this data is now being made
public, and the editors of this volume hope that it will spur further research.
In the last chapter of this book, Birna Arnbjornsdottir briefly discusses the
important contributions that the study of NAI as a heritage language makes
to our knowledge and understanding of heritage languages and language
in general, a viewpoint that has been largely absent from studies of NAI

until recently.
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NOTES

1 See https://www.lh-inc.ca/.
See https://inlofna.org/what-we-do.

See https://www.pc.gc.ca/apps/dthd/page nhs eng.aspx?id=15752.

AWM

See https://libguides.lib.umanitoba.ca/c.php?g=723161.
See http://www.snorri.is/.
See https://icelandiconline.com/.

See https://www.icelandicroots.com/.

(o e |

See http://hofsos.is/en/the-icelandic-emigration-center/.
See https://nihm.ca/.
10 See, in particular, her discussion of vowel mergers and flamali in Chapters 6 and 7.

11 The so-called particle shift in English is somewhat similar. The sentences / looked
the address up, I looked up the address, and I looked it up are fine, but if the object is
an unstressed pronoun, it has to shift around the particle. Thus */ looked up it is not
acceptable. Note that * refers to an unacceptable construction in English.

12 An extensive survey of the relationship between subjunctive and long-distance reflexives
in the Icelandic spoken in Iceland (Icelce) indicates that it is not as robust as often
assumed (Thrainsson and Strahan 2015).
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