A Backgrounder: 
Robert Asgeirsson, curator of the Icelandic Archives of British Columbia
Although his body was born in Canada, he says his soul was born in Iceland. Robert Jochum Asgeirsson has stayed connected to his Icelandic roots his entire life. He was born in Manitoba, son of an Icelandic immigrant father and a mother whose Icelandic parents arrived with the first settlers in the 1870’s. Now retired, Robert has spent most of his working career in the Television and Film industries. Because he also worked professionally as a still photographer, the Nordic Spirit: Early Icelandic Settlement on the West Coast exhibition is a project he holds very dear to his heart.  
Robert’s respect for historical images began in the early 70’s. At that time he had relocated to B.C. and was in working as a freelance documentary film maker and cameraman. He felt that a documentary about the New Iceland settlers jn Manitoba would make a wonderful story. With no scanners or computers available he took a copy stand, a fine camera, lights, and bags of film and struck a deal with the Provincial Archives of Manitoba. He agreed to spend a month going through the New Iceland settlement visiting with people, hearing their stories, collecting photographs, and getting their permission to use them in his proposed documentary. The project did not go ahead because the time period of interest, 1873 – 1888, did not have photographic evidence he wanted. He felt that the few existing old fashioned studio portraits did not reflect the life and times of the community. However, due to Robert’s efforts, the provincial archives of Manitoba created the “New Iceland” collection consisting of 350 premium images.
That research project lit a candle in Robert’s soul. Shortly after moving to British Columbia in 1969, he got involved in the Icelandic Club of B.C and met with the young and the older community members. He could see there was an equally compelling history of small Icelandic communities in B.C. He began looking into this history more from a personal perspective especially as he saw that the knowledge was getting very fuzzy and was in the hands of only a few aging people.  He felt that the evidence, the pictures, letters, and diaries could soon be lost. Robert approached various provincial and city archives suggesting it would be appropriate to have a collection depicting Icelandic settlers on the West Coast. They considered this a niche subject area and rejected the idea, telling him to start his own archival collection. The resulting collection is exceptional.  

The premier collection in this archives came from an elder in the Icelandic community, Dr. E.J. Fridleifsson, who had also felt the need to gather settlement evidence. E.J. was born around 1900, and grew up in the small Icelandic community on Hunter Island. When Robert met him, he had in his possession a treasure trove of over 600 historical photographs depicting the Hunter Island settlement.  Over his life time, whenever an elder from their island community passed away, E.J. sought out the early images of their lives in that community for his collection.  Robert asked him to organize the pictures, put numbers on the back and write extensive notes about each.  At the time Robert was involved with his young family and a thriving career. He had very limited time to help with the archival process, but he had an interest in motivating others to take up this task.  But E.J. never documented the photographs, and when he died Robert graciously took over the photographs and documents and told E.J.’s family it would form the premier collection of a yet to be established Icelandic Community Archives.  

With his photographic and print making background Robert started restoring the deteriorating images, bringing them back, as best he could, to their original condition. He actively continued research and the collection of historical images. The Icelandic Archives of B.C. now holds several thousand early images depicting the Icelandic experience on the West Coast.  
Two hundred of these outstanding images will be on display in the Nordic Spirit: Early Icelandic Settlement on the West Coast exhibition. This display will be held at the Scandinavian Community Centre in Burnaby where the public may view these early footprints of our history and the building of our province. The show will be available thereafter for traveling.
