
Prosperous agriculture – Farming society in Breiðdalur valley 

 
Ancient roads: It is hard to imagine what traffic and road systems looked like in Iceland over 
one hundred years ago. A route description from 1882 depicts the environment of the scree of 
Hvalnesskriður between Stöðvarfjörður and Breiðdalsvík: narrow roads along steep mountain 
slopes, scree and rock falls into the sea and a monstrous canyon opening up. The dark green, 
foamy surf eats into the coastal rocks. Spray spews through every crevice, from the ocean you 
can hear persistent roaring and crashing of waves.  

These are just about the circumstances under which the residents of Breiðdalur had to 
travel. People simply walked to where they needed to go, even to the next municipality. 
Sometimes a horse was their companion for security. If necessary, they went by boat to the 
next fjord. 
 
Postal service: In the past, mail was often conveyed under the most adverse conditions. 
 
Agriculture: For centuries, farming in Breiðdalur had been traditional like everywhere else in 
Iceland. The peasants were subsistence farmers who sold wool and tallow in the market 
towns, allowing them, in exchange to buy what they needed: cereal, salt, iron and wood - even 
luxury goods such as liquor and tobacco. 
 
Dwellings in the middle of the 19th century: All buildings, both homes and barns, were 

built of stone and turf. Only the church consisted of wood. Around each farm there was a 

boundary wall, within which the living quarters could be found, consisting of bed and sitting 

room (baðstofa), pantry and kitchen, along with shed, barn and on some farms, stables and a 

blacksmith. People mainly stayed in the "baðstofa" which played an important role in the lives 

of our ancestors. They slept and worked there; in addition it served for entertainment and was 

a place to establish close ties. 

  



 
English travel map from the middle of the 19th century. 

 

 
Gilsá in Breiðdalur by Auguste Meyer, first middle of the 19th century. 

 

 
Road construction on Breiðdalsheiði by Jón Finnbogason. 

 



 
Mail conveyance with the help of packhorses, 19th century. 

 
The kitchen in Eydalir at the beginning of the 19th century by Auguste Meyer. 

 

 
On Þórðalsheiði. This was the road from Skriðdalur in Fljótsdalshérað to the southern East Fjords until the early 20th 

century, when the road to Fagridalur was built. 

  



Buying sugar and bread – Shopping trips and early trading 
 
To the market town: The market town was far away, which is why the farmers of Breiðdalur 
couldn´t afford to forget anything once they had arrived there. For a long time, the only 
shopping possibilities between Eskifjörður (East Fjords) and Eyrarbakki (South Iceland) were 
located in Djúpivogur. Everybody wanted to join in a shopping trip as it was a rare event. It 
often took two or three days for the farmers to take care of all their businesses and in the 
meantime, people kept each other company. During their stay, they spent the nights in tents. 
 
Master Eiríkur: Eiríkur Magnússon of Cambridge, mainly called "Master Eiríkur", 
originally came from the East Fjords and was connected to Breiðdalur not least because of his 
father, who served as a priest there for two decades. Eiríkur worked in Cambridge for half a 
century and was considered an energetic “ambassador of Iceland“ in Great Britain. He gave 
the British an understanding of Iceland and its culture and was a vigorous advocate of the 
Icelander´s self-confidence, especially in the fields of trade and economy. Furthermore he 
strongly promoted live animal exports to Great Britain. After several lean years, many 
Icelandic households had run up considerable debts. Exporting in this way, could  
significantly reduce the debts. 
  



 
The people´s main shopping possibility was located in the distant town of Djúpivogur. 

 

 
A merchant ship from the 19th century by Auguste Meyer. 

 

 
Master Eiríkur Magnússon of Cambridge. 

 



 
Invoice from the Gránufélag in Breiðdalsvík dated 10 September 1883, issued to Árni Árnason from Fell. 

 

 
The trading town of Djúpivogur in the late 19th century. Langabúð and Faktorshús in the foreground. 

 

 
Djúpivogur in Berufjörður in the early 19th century by Auguste Meyer. 

  



Around the store in Selnesbót – A shop opened all year round 
 
Market rights: During the last two decades of the 19th century, traders and trading 

companies started to send merchant ships directly to Breiðdalsvík, which was of great benefit 

to the residents. Sheep and cattle were still taken to Djúpivogur. King Christian IX. of 

Denmark approved Breiðdalsvík´s market rights in 1883 and they came into effect on 1 April 

1884. 

What should the village be named? The village was not always called Breiðdalsvík. Since 

the market rights had applied, people often called it “Selnesbót“ or “the market town of 

Þverhamar". 

The first villager: In 1893, the store Brynesverslun in Seyðisfjörður began to send its goods 

to Breiðdalsvík. It was located in the club house and Bjarni Siggeirsson worked there as a 

salesman. In 1896, he thought it was time to build a new store in Selnesbót. Bjarni moved 

there and became the first principal of Breiðdalur – and the first inhabitant. 

Bjarni and his store played an important role in the community, not only regarding 

business but also social life. He provided the building for entertainment events and dance 

nights. 

 

Fire and quick reconstruction: In spring 1906, the store in Selnesbót burnt down along with 

some of the inventory, goods and all sales ledgers. By the next autumn, a new store was built: 

an impressive two-storeyed wooden house with corrugated metal panelling and even a cellar. 

In 1956, another shop was put up next door and since then, people have called it "Gamla 

Kaupfélagið" [The Old Cooperative (Merchant House)].  



 

 
The store Brynesverslun in Seyðisfjörður was built in 1896 on Selnes and burnt down on the night of 20 May 1906. 

 

 
Bjarni Siggeirsson, the first resident of Breiðdalsvík. 

 

 
The Old Cooperative Merchant House in the early 20th century. 

  

  



 
People and visitors in Selnes, early 20th century. This is  the birthplace of commerce in Breiðdalsvík. Guðni from Selnes 
was licensed in 1906, which allowed him to order goods for his own use. Here: Þorvaldur Helgason, later residing on 
Skriða, Thordur Benediktsson, Árni Árnason, Guðni Árnason, Helga Sigurðardóttir with Gísli Gudnason, Sigríður 
Jónsdóttir, foster daughter of the couple in Selnes, Sigríður Sigríðardóttir from Fossgerði, Sigríður Gunnlaugsdóttir, 
mother of Þorvarður Helgason, Þóra Árnadóttir Erlendur Eyjólfsson, Sigríður Árnadóttir and Oddny Erlendsdóttir. 

 

 
Bjorn R. Stefánsson, the merchant in Breiðdalsvík 1903-1913 riding Litla Bleiksa, belonging to Jón Þórðarson from 
Snæhvammur. 

 



 
Estimate letter of the Kaupfélag-building, dated 17 Okt 1907. The value was 8,000 Icelandic kronas. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Breiðdalsvík in the early 20th century. 

  



The village rises – Store and conditions in Selnesbót 
 
H/f future: 
 
Jetty: In 1908, the cooperative built the first wooden jetty to facilitate transportation of goods 

to and from the bay. In 1918, the jetty was destroyed by drift ice. A new one was built during 

the following spring. 

A new cooperative: In 1920, 15 farmers from Breiðdalur founded a new cooperative. 
 
  



 
The store and the first quay in Breiðdalsvík, probably in the first decade of the 20th century. 
 

 
Breiðdalsvík in the 20s. The quay now extends to the cooperative house. 
 



 
The merchant house in the early 20th century. 

  



Forerunners in motorised fishing – Increasing settlement and 
fishery experiments 
 
Ás: In 1921, the village´s third house “Ás“ was built by Stefán Valdimar Þórðarson, Einar 
Sveinsson and his wife Sigríður Kristjánsdóttir. They lived their whole lives in harmony with 
their families and also undertook fishing together. Stefán was good with his hands and 
enlarged Ás, to three times its previous size. 
 
Fishery experiments by motor vessels: 
 
A strange fish: In 1936, a swordfish washed ashore in Breiðdalsvík. Radio stations, 
newspapers and magazines reported on it and it was examined by a fish expert. This far north, 
it was an extraordinary discovery and the only one found, to date, in Iceland. The swordfish 
itself measured 265 cm, his sword 78 cm. 
 
Slaughter: Men started to slaughter livestock in Breiðdalsvík in 1986, after the store of 
Selnes had been established. Previously, slaughtering had taken place in Djúpivogur or live 
animals had been exported to Great Britain. Before that, each farmer butchered his own 
livestock outdoors, until finally the cooperative built a slaughterhouse in 1931. 
 
The eternal darkness: In 1940, the captain of a coaster vessel told a newspaper: "One can 

state that the shoreline is illuminated along the whole route (from Hornarfjörður) to 

Reyðarfjörður because there are lighthouses on every headland... But not in Breiðdalsvík. The 

bay is still shrouded in eternal darkness – despite many islets, surging billows and an 

inconvenient harbour entrance." 

In 1942, an 8.5 m tall white lighthouse was eventually built on Selnes, which 

illuminated the route into the bay of Breiðdalsvík from 15 July to 1 June each year. 



 
The house Ás in its original condition. 

 

 
Breiðdalsvík in the 30s. 

 

 
Garðar Þorgrímsson, Heimir Þ. Gislason and Þórður Þorgrímsson in 1942. 

 



 
In front of the old farm of Selnes in 1946, driver Hafsteinn Jónsson in the foreground. 
 

 
The old Selnes farm with Breiðdalsvík in the background. 

 

 
The newly built lighthouse in Selnes 1942. 

 

 
Swordfish 



Horrors of war – Breiðdalsvík in WWII 

The outbreak of war: When the Second World War broke out in 1939, living far away from 

the whirl of events was an advantage. Even though, remoteness could not guarantee 

permanent safety. Frequent visits by German scientists aroused suspicion and people thought 

they were spies sent by Hitler, who would inspect the local situation and thus prepare an 

invasion by the German army. 

On 10 May 1940, the British army invaded Reykjavík and occupied the entire island 

during the following weeks. Finally in December, three sailors of the British navy came to 

Breiðdalsvík, in order to monitor shipping and air traffic. Thus, Breiðdalsvík became one of 

Iceland´s 40 coastal bases. 

 

Jeff, Josh and Ranklin for rescue: Jeff, Josh and Ranklin were the new guardians of 

Breiðdalsvík. They hired young men in the village to keep watch and take care of boating; 

they got paid in sweets. 

During their stay, the soldiers lived between chicken, horses and hay in the house 

where the butchers usually stayed during the slaughter season. They called it “Hell's Kitchen“ 

because of the unbearable stench and sticky heat from the coal oven. Besides, it was poorly 

insulated and there was no air circulation. 

The three military men and the citizens of Breiðdalsvík became friends. Some people 

were able to mark up financial benefits, for example by selling food or washing their clothes. 

Towards spring 1941, the defence of Iceland was transferred to the United States and thus one 

day, Jeff, Josh and Ranklin left their good friends from Breiðdalsvík. 

 

A dangerous bird in the sky: Air traffic over Breiðdalsvík increased after the coastal base 

had been abandoned. On Thursday, 10 September 1942, the peace was gone when a rumbling 

from the distant sea turned out to be an aircraft. It quickly became clear that it was a Focke-

Wulf Fw 200 Condor – an enemy! At first, it headed for the valley but then turned around and 

flew towards the village. 

The aviator fired at the Hamar house, attacked the lighthouse on Kambanes and small 

boats nearby. People threw themselves to the ground or desperately hid in the buildings. 

Luckily no one was injured by the assault, but the cutters  ́fish catching devices got damaged 

and a couple of bullet holes appeared at the walls of the houses Hamar and Ás. 

 

  



 
Breiðdalsvík as a miniature setting of WWII. 

 

 
Ranklin, Josh and Jeff, the guardians of Breiðdalsvík 1940-41. The three men got on well  with the locals and even played 
football with the young team. 

 



 
Winston Churchill called this military long-range aircraft the curse of the Atlantic, which the people in the East Fjords 
were able to confirm. Besides the attack on Breiðdalsvík there was another one in the East Fjords: A Condor aircraft sank 
the oil tanker El Grillo in Seyðisfjörður, January 1944. 
 

 
The dwelling house Hamar, the first concrete building in Breiðdalsvík with bullet holes resulting from the brutal attack of 
a German army aircraft in September 1942. 

 

 
Playground in Breiðdalsvík 1940. 

 



 
In front of "Hotel Sukk" 1948. 

 

 
Whenever a mine washed ashore at Breiðdalsvík, the war became real to Icelanders. These weapons exploded 
frequently and the local people had already become accustomed to the roar of such bombs. Children were sometimes 
careless. A boy from Streiti lost his hand and was blinded when a detonator exploded in his hands. Often splintered 
wood lay on the beach that inspired the children´s imagination and made them think it was part of a shipwreck from a 
lost naval battle. 
 

 
Beiðdalsvík during WWII. 

  



In the village and in the countryside – Society and social life 
 
Where should the village be located? The initial plan was to establish a village inside the 
valley that might even become a thriving agricultural centre. A schoolhouse, a gymnasium, 
homes for school staff and doctors, a nursing home, a travel accommodation and an additional 
range of service facilities for the surrounding farms were to be built.  

In Staðarborg and Heydalir these ideas were brought into action: an assembly hall, a 
schoolhouse and a new parish with a beautiful stone church emerged. Nevertheless the 
euphoria passed after the schoolhouse had been completed. It became clear that the future 
village needed to be located right by the sea and not far back in the valley. 
 
Staðarborg: Conditions for  social events and education were generally poor and meetings 
often took place in a decayed hut, which didn´t even protect participants from rain and wind. 
Despite distance learning possibilities, people quickly recognised the absolute necessity of  a 
schoolhouse in the local rural area. Therefore they decided to build a community centre and 
schoolhouse at once. 

In Staðarborg, a square above the church of Heydalir was chosen for the sports and 
community centre and it was inaugurated on 22 September 1946. People said that it was the 
most beautiful rural community centre in the whole country. Next, the school was created and 
inaugurated in 1958. After the population of Breiðdalsvík had increased, the school extended 
to the old cooperative building (Gamla Kaupfélagið) in 1966, where the youngest children 
were placed. Simultaneously, a senior class was established in Staðarborg, as until then 
adolescents had to attend school outside the community. Over the years, it became inevitable 
that a new school house needed to be built  and a splendid one was finally inaugurated in 
1992. 

 
The church of Heydalir: There has always been a church in Heydalir and for a long time, 

where many important scholars dwelt. Einar Sigurðsson is undeniably the best known among 

them and one of our most popular psalmodists: Nóttin var sú ágæt ein, an old Christmas carol, 

was penned by him for example. In the vernacular all Icelanders are related to him, as he was 

the father of a great number of children.   

In the middle of the 19th century, a wooden church was created in Heydalir which stored 

several significant items, such as the country´s second oldest church bell. The fane was 

beautiful, but over time it became too small. In celebration of its centenary in 1956, a charity 

for the construction of a new church was founded. It was to be named Einarskirkja after Einar 

Sigurðsson and its inauguration took place on 13 July 1975. It kept a number of valuable 

objects, including an altarpiece from 1865. Sadly in 1982, the old wooden church burnt down 

together with the altarpiece, pulpit and two old clocks – an irreplaceable loss. 

  



 
Staðarborg. 

 

 
The parish in Heydalir, mid 20th century. The old church of 1856 in the foreground. 

 

 
General meeting of the cooperative in 1954. 

 

 
On the steps of the old community centre at Stöðlubarð. 

 



 
Construction of the new church. The exterior walls have been erected, the presbytery is still missing. 
 

 
The cover of the anniversary publication of the Youth Association UMF Hrafnkell Freysgoði in 1977. 

 

 
The two churches of Heydalir in the 60s, the new one is under construction. 

 

 
 



 
 

 
  



Being connected – Land and sea traffic  
 
A useful attendant: In 1929, the cooperative bought a truck and it was the first motorized 
vehicle in Breiðdalsvík. Trucks at that time could be converted as required to transport 
passengers, livestock and all kinds of goods. 
 
In all directions: A 29 m long arch bridge across Breiðdalsá river was built in 1939. It was 
considered one of Iceland´s major bridges. Traffic steadily increased and expanded gradually 
over the entire region. In spring 1940, the road to Fljótsdalshérað district via Breiðdalsheiði 
was opened and soon after that, people could drive all the way to Höfn in Hornarfjörður. It 
was though still difficult to travel to Stöðvarfjörður and the inhabitants of Breiðdalur and 
Stöðvarfjörður had to cooperate in many ways. Finally in 1962, the two villages were 
connected after boulders had been removed from the Færivalla-, Hvalnes- and 
Kambanesskriður screes. 
 
By sea: By the turn of the century in 1900, Breiðdalsvík was added to the coaster schedule – 
an act which constituted the foundation of commerce. As the local production increased, the 
vessels became larger. Eventually the number of coasters diminished to the benefit of large 
trucks. A greatly improved road network facilitated goods traffic between different country 
regions. 
 
By air: The first aeroplane came to Breiðdalsvík in 1928. Air traffic increased slowly as there 
were no specific schedules. Sometimes mail was delivered by air. Therefore the plane didn´t 
land, but the pilot would toss it at the right moment and hope for a favourable wind direction!  
 
George P. L. Walker: In the 1950s, a foreigner visited Breiðdalur valley and the locals were 
quite suspicious at first. He turned out to be British geologist George P.L. Walker who 
intended to explore the stratum of East Iceland. Over the next years, Walker returned 
regularly to undertake important studies. His data has contributed to roadmaking and 
tunnelling in east Iceland. The local geology centre fairly appreciates Walker and his work. 



 
Ford SU1 and later U1, made in 1930. The second car in Breiðdalur. Herbjörn Guðmundsson (owner) with his wife 
Elísabet Magnúsdóttir at the farm Ásunnarstaðir. 

 

 
Ford Z35, made in 1930. The first car that drove across Breiðdalsheiði (November 1935). Driver: Garðar Guðnason from 
Hornarfjörður. 

 

 
Chevrolet U50, made in 1935. Owner: Sigurdur Jónsson from Þorvaldsstaðir. The photo was taken in the spring of 1942 
on the way back from Húnavatnssýsla county. The vehicle was used on the route between Breiðdalur Seyðisfjörður. 
 



 
Studebaker U43, made in 1941. Owner: Hafsteinn Jónsson. He bought the new car on 18 Nov 1941 and brought it to 
Breiðdalur in the spring of 1942. He customised it so it could be used both as a coach and  a truck. Next to the coach is a 
Ford U13, made in 1935. It belonged to Ásgeir Pétursson and was  the first dump truck in the valley. 
 

 
Pontiac U190, made in 1947. The first passenger car in Breiðdalur. Owner: Hafsteinn Jónsson. 

 

 
Chevrolet U154, made in 1947. This new car came to Gilsárstekkur in the spring of 1947. The cooperative eventually 
bought it in the spring of 1952. It was later owned by Gunnar from Þorgrímsstaðir (as U203). The children in the 70s and 
80s knew it as the "the old car from the past." 



 
Road construction on Breiðdalsheiði. 
 

 
The first bridge across Breiðdalsá river in 1939. 

 

 
The first road along the cliffs towards Stöðvarfjörður was not always easily passable. 

 

 
 



 
Due to the coastal vessels, good connections developed, not least with other countries. 
 

 
A tent and Walker´s Austin PZ19 at the rock Stapinn at Snæhvammur. 

 

 
Breiðdalsvík in the 50s. 

  



Everything is available at the merchant house – 
Kaupfélag and society 
 
All in one: In the past, literally everything from pins to trucks was available at the Kaupfélag 
merchant house. It was similar to a bank and insurance company at the same time. It had a 
direct impact on establishing and running of many companies in Breiðdalsvík, e.g. the cold 
storage house, the tailor shop and the engine workshop. The cooperative acquired the first 
automobile of Breiðdalsvík, ran a video store for several years and was a leader in 
computerization – a sign that the cooperative has constantly moved with the times. 
 
Telephone, TV and radio: The inhabitants´ lives were considerably made easier after the 
first telephone pole had been set up in 1914. Gradually the number of lines and phones 
increased. In 1935, a major and many private lines were laid. Like everywhere else, people 
had to mind out what they said on the phone, because everyone who was connected to the 
same network could listen. 
Regular radio programs were broadcasted from 1930 and soon the residents of Breiðdalsvík 
took advantage of it. It has not always been easy to understand the broadcasts acoustically. 
People in the area didn´t get television receivers until 1970. 
 
The new cooperative merchant house: Ultimately the old merchant house couldn´t cope any 

longer with the requirements for the wide range of goods, which is why a new one was built 

next door. Construction works began in 1953 and the inauguration took place on 24 July 

1956. It was a revolutionary two-storeyed concrete building. A spacious salesroom was 

located on the first floor, the storage room on the ground floor and over time, a department for 

construction materials was also created. By the beginning of the new millennium it was 

obvious that a new era had begun and in 2002 the cooperative went bankrupt. The connecting 

link that had for decades kept together most areas of society in Breiðdalsvík was torn. 

  



 

 
Breiðdalsvík around 1950. 

 

 
Construction of the new store building. Arnarhvoll and Grímsbær in the background. 

 

 
People often paused at the store to chat and even treated themselves to a pinch of snuff tobacco. Fig: Baldvin´s snuffbox. 

 

 
A soda bottle is emptied in front of the store. 

 



 
At the quay of Kaupfélag. From left: Baldvin Björnsson, Höskuldur Stefánsson rom Streiti and Guðmundur Árnason from 
Þverhamar. 

 

 
In the office of Kaupfélag. From left: Guðmundur T. Arason from Brekka, Einar Sveinsson from Ás and Pétur Sigurðsson. 

 

 
Old meets new at the Kaupfélag pump. 

 



 
Young people from Breiðdalur at the merchant house, next to the car of Sigursteinn Melsteð. From left: Þorgrímur 
Sigfússon, Hilmar Garðarsson, Sævar Sigfússon, Áki Elísson and Hreinn Pétursson. 
 

 
The new cooperative newly constructed, painted and properly arranged. 

 

 
Breiðdalsvík around 1960. 

  



People enjoy each others company – Life in the second half of the 
20th century 
 
Unforgettable residents of Gamla Kaupfélagið: 
 
Pleasant guests: The improved traffic conditions led to various performances by entertainers 
who toured the country. For example, Jóhann Svarfdælingur (Jóhann the giant) came to 
Breiðdalsvík in the middle of the last century. He stayed at the old cooperative merchant 
house and had to sleep on two sofas as he was 2.34 m tall! 
 
Visitations by presidents: Several presidents of the Republic of Iceland have paid their visit 
to Breiðdalsvík: Ásgeir Ásgeirsson in August 1954, Kristján Eldjárn in August 1971, Vigdís 
Finnbogadóttir in July 1985 and Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson in May 2001. 
 
Life and vivacity: Along with increasing job opportunities, the population of Breiðdalsvík 
grew. Additionally, seasonal work like salting and butchering caused a prompt influx of out-
of-towners, who would have a huge influence on the society of Breiðdalur. The slaughter 
season took place each autumn from September to October and was an exciting event. The 
village teemed with life, as there were thousands of sheep flocks and people from around the 
country coming to the area to make money – and perhaps to seek the lively atmosphere that 
such an occasion brings along with it. 
 
Social life and amusement: Social life has always blossomed in Breiðdalsvík and numerous 
clubs have enhanced the village with their work. The most important clubs in the last few 
years are: the women´s association Hlíf, the youth club Hrafnkell Freysgoði, the Lions Club 
Svanur, the rescue squad Eining, the Red Cross and the church choir. 
 
Voice collector Stefán Einarsson:  
  



 
Peter and Berþóra with their children in front of Gamla Kaupfélagið. From left: Sigurdur, Arnleif, Hreinn and Jóhanna. 

 

 
Baldvin and Álfheiður in front of Gamla Kaupfélagið. 

 



 
It's nice to grow up in a small village. The children of Breiðdalsvík playing and working. 
 

 
Prime minister Bjarni Benediktsson visiting Breiðdalsvík in the 60s. Here he greets Pétur Sigurðsson and Páll 
Guðmundsson from Gilsárstekkur. 

 

 
On the front steps of Arnarhvoll in 1957. From left: Arnleif Pétursdóttir, Bára Hafsteinsdóttir from Bjarmaland, Sigurdur 
Sigurdsson from Arnarhvoll, Jóhanna Pétursdóttir, Einar Björnsson from Hamar and Indriði Einarsson. 

 



 
Guðjón Sveinsson, head of the municipal council, gives a speech during a visit by Vigdís Finnbogadóttir in 1985. 

 

 
President Kristján Eldjárn talks to pastor Kristinn Hóseasson and Pétur Sigurðsson. 

 

 
Breiðdalsvík 1954.  



Fishery adventures – Promoting fishery and fish processing 
 
From defense to offense: In the middle of the last century, it became evident that 
Breiðdalsvík had to create more jobs if it should grow and prosper. Fishery and processing 
were the most obvious domains to come into question. That required larger and more 
powerful fishing vessels, better facilities on shore and a modern factory.  

During the following years, these goals were systematically pursued: A quay for 
seagoing vessels and a cold-storage warehouse developed and smaller and larger boats arrived 
at the harbour. Soon the population grew again and the boom years of the herring fishery lay  
ahead, along with everything that belonged to such a venture. 
 

Harbour construction: By the end of the war, the village of Breiðdalsvík needed improved 

harbour facilities because the transport of goods had become problematic. In 1945, the 

enhancements finally started: a 30 m long and 5 m wide quay for seagoing vessels was built 

and one year later it was extended by 20 metres. Now larger trawlers were able to land and do 

their work. 

In 1951, the quay was extended once again to 80 m long! The conditions for the 

fishery were now very different, and even the largest coasters could enter the harbour of 

Breiðdalsvík – vessels with a capacity of up to a thousand barrels, as newspapers reported 

proudly. 

 
Cold-storage warehouse and expanded fishing fleet: Construction works for the warehouse 
proceeded slowly at first but from 1948 on without any further delay. That autumn meat from 
the slaughterhouse was stored there. The vessels were not efficient enough and couldn´t be 
used throughout the year. As a result, the cold storage´s executives ordered a 76-ton oak 
vessel from Denmark, which was named Hafnarey SU110. On New Year's Eve 1958, it 
arrived at the home port. By its means, the lack of resources could be significantly reduced. In 
1961, the 90-ton vessel Bragi SU210 came in addition. The two vessels reached more distant 
fishing grounds and their operation has generated about 50 direct jobs and even more in the 
related sectors. 
 

Herring comes – herring goes! The herring venture of Breiðdalsvík began when in 1962 the 

salt herring factory Gullrúnar hf. was established. Annually, 4000 to 5000 barrels of herring 

were salted. Bragi and Hafnarey couldn´t meet the requirements of the time any longer, hence 

two large and modern herring vessels were ordered (200 barrels each): Sigurður Jónsson 

SU150 and SU24 Hafdís harvested much more than the old vessels and unloaded their entire 

haul at the home port. 

In these years Breiðdalsvík boomed, the population grew and new tenements were developed. 

Job seekers arrived in droves as there was plenty of work for everyone. But just like 

everywhere else, this new age of herring prosperity was short-lived and collapsed in 1968.  



 
Smoke from the fish factory wafts over the harbour (1960s). 

 

 
Work on Gullrún´s herring yard and foundation construction for the herring factory. 
 

 

 
Harbour construction in the 50s. 

 

 
The vessels Sigurdur Jónsson and Bragi in the harbour of Breiðdalsvík. 

 



 
The factory hall in the cold storage, 1950s. 

 

 
The cold storage warehouse and the new Kaupfélag merchant house in the 50s. 

 

 
At anchor at Selnesbót, mid 1950s. 

 

 
The first quay at Selnes. 

 



 
A vessel transporting fish meal and Bragi SU210 at the quay, also the ships of Siggi Magg and Stebbi Þórðar can be seen. 
 

 
Bragi SU210 at the quay. 
 

 
Alley (Arnleif Pétursdóttir) is getting ready for salting the herring on the yard of the company Gullrún, Svanur Sigurðsson 
in the background. 



 
Herring adventure in Breiðdalsvík. 

 

 
Breiðdalsvík 1963.  



Harvest and processing in a crisis – Struggle for year-round work 
 
"The decade of the rural area": The collapse of the herring harvest had a huge impact on 
the country and its population. It provoked a rural exodus from Iceland, which could be 
compared to the former emigration wave to America. The locals of Breiðdalsvík, however, 
managed to sustain their fishing industry for a while. For instance, whitefish was caught 
excessively with new vessels. Capelin was processed in the herring factory from 1971 and 
lobster from 1972. 
"The decade of the rural area" began with the government´s attempts to promote and 
strengthen rural areas by all means, from which the community of Breiðdalsvík has benefited 
in many ways. For example, in 1970 the harbour was enlarged, hence a 90-meter long 
embankment was built that reached to the rocks of Selnes and another 30 metres farther, up to 
4-5 meters deep. In 1975, the construction of a quay for seagoing vessels began and was 
completed a few years later. In 1989, a jetty for smaller fishing boats was added as small-
scale fishery had increased. 
All these actions led to sufficient employment in Breiðdalsvík. Proportionally, the community 
paid the highest contributions to the national budget; it was often pointed out that 
unemployment had been an unknown phenomenon there. 
 
The century of stern trawlers: 
 

A Japanese concrete block: In Ásvegur, a huge six-armed, cross-shaped concrete block was 

placed in reminiscence of the glorious days when the villagers received a brand new stern 

trawler called Hvalbakur from Japan, in 1972. Such concrete blocks aroused the interest of 

Svanur Sigurðsson, the representative of Breiðdalur, while he was waiting abroad for the 

trawler to be delivered. They were used for embankment constructions as they sustained 

heavy ocean waves. Svanur had the idea that this ingenious invention may be useful in 

Iceland – perhaps not least in Breiðdalsvík. Eventually, one of these blocks was exported 

around the globe to Iceland on Hvalbakur. After all that, the Japanese ingenuity was not 

utilized, but what remained, is a monument of bold optimism and confidence of earlier times. 

  



 
Sigurður Jónsson SU 150 on its way home from Haugasund (Norway) 1963. 

 

 
Processing of capelin, 1970s. Hvalbakur SU300 at the quay. 

 



 
Árni Magnússon SU17 and Surtsey VE race to unload at the quay in Reykjavík. Cover of the newspaper Vísir on 
13.03.1973 - Árni Magg won. 
 

 
Boulder and gravel quarried in Þórðarhvammur for harbour construction, 1970s. 

 

 
Factory hall in the new cold storage around 1980. 

 

 
 
 



 
Hvalbakur SU300 has just docked on the quay of Breiðdalsvík. Spring of 1973. 

  



In search of stability – Periods of recovery and adaptive difficulties  
 
Relaunch of the fishing industry: A new cold storage was inaugurated in 1978 and a larger 
supply of feedstock was required. Therefore, the warehouse executives acquired several 
vessels and in 1977, herring was salted once more for the first time since 1967. In 1984, 
shrimp processing was established in Breiðdalsvík. 

Along with the recent advent of trawling in 1983, unemployment disappeared 
completely. 
 
A new slaughterhouse: A new abattoir was put into operation in 1978. It was extensively 
equipped, modern and efficient and had a capacity of 600 fatstock animals per day. During the 
next years, fatstock from Breiðdalur and its surroundings were butchered there and later the 
catchment area was further expanded. 

In the beginning of this century, the slaughterhouse had to close down due to drastic 
rationalisation. 
 
Fishing quota: In 1983, the fishing quota was implemented to protect fish stocks. Coupled 
with the enormous fishing fleet and onshore infrastructure, it became the basis for the nation´s 
prosperity. The quota itself was in great demand and gradually shared among fewer and fewer 
players. 
By the end of 1990, public funds involved in the consolidation of the cold storage warehouses 
in Stöðvarfjörður and Breiðdalsvík led to the formation of the  new company Gunnarstindur 
hf. This was controversial in both communities and in 1995, the company Búlandstindur in 
Djúpivogur bought assets from Gunnarstindur in Breiðdalsvík. 

Population peaked at almost 400. After 1990, the population declined steadily. Clearly 
the outflow of people is directly related to recession and rationalisation in fishery and 
agriculture. 

For four years, Búlandstindur processed fish in Breiðdalsvík. In 1999, the community 
of Breiðdalshreppur and other involved parties founded the fishing association Útgerðarfélag 
Breiðdælinga to buy local assets from Búlandstindur. The association conducted the affairs of 
the fishery and processing in Breiðdalsvík until 2005. 
 
Life in the workers' home: Gamla kaupfélagið, the Old Cooperative Merchant House, was 

rebuilt shortly after 1970 and became a workers  ́home. Bedrooms were on the first floor and 

a dining room and kitchen on the ground floor. Many lived there for longer or shorter periods 

of time, and the stay was either good or bad, depending on the circumstances. Dwellers often 

drank a toast to better times, discussed social issues at the dinner table or fell in love.  

By 1988, the hostel was shut down. Gamla kaupfélagið was idle for a long time and 

threatened by total decay.  



 
Breiðdalsvík in 1989. Andey, Hafnarey and Sandfell at the quay. 

 

 
The newly built slaughterhouse in 1978. 

 

 
Meeting to mark the inauguration of the new slaughterhouse. Left: Ingólfur Reimarsson from Innri Kleif, Guðmundur 
Gíslason, manager of Kaupfélag, Herdís Erlingsdóttir, Sigurdur Lárusson from Gilsá and Stefán Magnússon from Skriða. 
Right: Pétur Sigurðsson delivers a speech. 

 



 
The first autumn in the new slaughterhouse: Left: Ómar Gunnarsson from Núpur and Stéfan Edvald Stefánsson from 
Skriða. Right: Slaughterhouse boss Stefán Magnússon with Sigmar Pétursson. 
 

 
The vessels Andey at the old (left) and Hafnarey at the new quay (right). 

  



New times – new possibilities – Looking for new ways 
 
The setup: Since 1990, Gamla kaupfélagið was unoccupied. It was in very poor condition 
and a blot on the village. People have often said that it would be best to knock it down 
whereby the cooperative finally gave the order for demolition. The operation had almost 
been put into effect, but at the last moment a deadline was set up, to determine if a   
restoration was possible. 

In 1995, an interest group was established to preserve the building, which was then 
purchased for the token sum of 1 Icelandic krona. The maintenance work proceeded slowly, 
but at least further decay was prevented. Many helping hands supported the reconstruction 
and in 2008, the main floors were almost completed. The house went into service. 
 
Breiðdalssetur – a vibrant knowledge hub: The institution´s purpose is to operate a 
research and science centre with the following main fields: 
Linguistics: In memory of Dr. Stefán Einarsson from Höskuldsstaðir in Breiðdalur and his 
contribution to linguistics and research of place names. 
Geology: In memory of Professor George Patrick Leonard Walker, a British geologist, who 
worked in Breiðdalur and mapped basalt layers and central volcanoes in east Iceland. 
Society and history: Preservation of information and presentation of social structures, 
important old buildings and objects. In addition, to support art and culture in the community. 
 
Tourism: Since 2000, fish processing in Breiðdalsvík diminished, which resulted in 
significant job cutbacks. In return, tourism gained in importance and thriving companies have 
been established. 
 
Lets smile! Breiðdalsvík is facing the dawn of a new era – once again a point has been 

reached where people are searching for new ways to secure survival. In that respect, the 

villagers are facing the same challenges as the pioneers, who had found their future in 

commerce and later in fishery and processing of fish products. Once again, the Gamla 

Kaupélagið Merchant House represents the heart of the village. All kinds of possibilities and 

an exciting period of reorganisation are pending. The residents are proud of their region, their 

village and they extend a warm welcome to visitors and guests. 

Breiðdalur smiles at you – just smile back!  



 
The house had almost been demolished. 

 

 
Gamla Kaupfélagið, the cultural centre of Breiðdalsvík, summer 2008. 



 
The cultural centre in Breiðdalsvík. 

 

 
During the renovation of the old building there was much to do. Gradually it was transformed from an eyesore into its 
current state – a beautiful building in the heart of the village. 



 
Opening ceremonies in Breiðdalssetur 2008. 

 


