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Abstract

Research into Eldfell 1973 typically favour scientific studies, with human aspects of the eruption overlooked.

The first night, and the subsequent evacuation to the mainland are particularly neglected, their details often
incorporated into the larger overall story of the eruption. This research uses a “Small Stories” narrative approach

to reconstruct the events of the first night of the Eldfell eruption. Archived documents, written personal accounts
and interviews highlight the communication and planning involved in the evacuation, the lived experiences

of individuals during the event. Understanding the community response to the eruption supports present and
future generations of islanders, scientists, and emergency responders to understand and prepare the community
for future eruptions on the island and further afield. We answer the call to better utilise historical documents in
volcanological studies but also pose our own call to action that hazard scientists establish and maintain long-term
meaningful relationships with at risk communities, even during times of quiescence.
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Introduction

The Eldfell 1973 eruption was, until recently, the only
eruption in an urban environment in Iceland since the
early settlement of the country. A volcanic fissure opened
on the eastern side of the island of Heimaey, c. 100
meters from the nearby Kirkjubeer farm (Figs. 1 and 2),
posing immediate danger to residents, livestock, prop-
erty, and the harbour. Within hours c. 5000 islanders
were evacuated to the Icelandic mainland, utilising the
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60-boat fishing fleet that was in dock overnight. Around
300 people stayed behind to begin rescue work and dam-
age control.

In our first paper (Meara et al. 2024), we explored the
long-term impacts of the Eldfell 1973 eruption on the
island community of Heimaey. This 50-year perspec-
tive provided a unique insight into post-eruption com-
munity recovery and highlighted how even relatively
small-scale events can have long-term implications. But
to truly comprehend the long-term impacts, we must
understand what happened during the eruption and sub-
sequent recovery. Many of the key moments and themes
of the eruption are well known (e.g. evacuation to the
mainland and cooling of lavas with seawater), as Eldfell
1973 is regularly used as a case study while teaching and
studying geosciences. But how much do we really know
beyond these themes? What do we know of the island-
ers’ experiences and the lasting impacts of the eruption,
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Fig. 1 a) Map of Iceland. The red box highlights the area discussed in the text. b) Map of south-west Iceland showing the locations of Reykjavik, porlak-
shofn, Heimaey, Bjarnarey, Surtsey, Katla and Habarmur. Seismograph locations are denoted by green boxes at Skammadalsholl and Laugarvatn

be they personal, social or cultural? Our novel case study
is someone else’s very real lived experience.

Here we answer the call posed by Pyle (2018) and Pyle
and Barclay (2020), who ask what we can learn from
historical records of past eruptions to better prepare
for future events. We use interviews, written personal
accounts, and archived historical documents to recre-
ate in detail the events of “Gosndtt’, the first night of
the Eldfell eruption and the evacuation from Heimaey.
We establish a chronology of events and discuss what
was happening on the island before the eruption began,
people’s first reactions, the evacuation itself, what people
took with them as they fled the island, and what hap-
pened after reaching the mainland. Much of the data are
exclusively available in Icelandic, and we are therefore
presenting these detailed observations to an international
audience for the first time in English.

This paper is the second in a series investigating the
socio-volcanology and historical geography of the Eldfell
1973 eruption. In this instalment, we utilise a “Small
Stories” approach (Georgakopoulou and Bamberg 2007,
2015) to foreground the islander’s own words in telling
the story of the evacuation. Small Stories is a method
typically used in Sociolinguistics to make space for
neglected, silenced and marginalized voices. The method
uses a research lens of narrative inquiry and analysis to
understand personal identity (Georgakopoulou and Bam-
berg 2007). We utilise the approach in a more geographi-
cal manner, similar to work by Lorimer (2003), Crossa
(2005), and Jackson (2010). In this sense, Small Stories
give space to a neglected event — the human evacuation

of Heimaey on the first night of the 1973 eruption —
rather than a specific person. Although the event itself
is relatively well-known, the nuance and detail of the
human evacuation, its’ “identity” so to speak, is often lost,
absorbed into the overall “Big Story” (e.g. Freeman 2011;
Olson and Craig 2009; Georgakopoulou 2015) of the
eruption, and overlooked in favour of geochemical and
physical volcanology data (e.g. Thorarinsson et al. 1973;
Self et al. 1974; Sigmarsson 1996). In this work, we centre
the voices and narratives of those who lived through the
eruption, while the Eruption itself is demoted to the role
of a supporting character.

Our intention in this, and subsequent papers, is to col-
lect and collate the small stories of the Eldfell eruption.
By engaging with impacted communities, to understand
their experiences in context, we can truly understand the
long-term impacts and help to prepare this and other
communities for future events. We end with our own
call to action. As hazard specialists we need to under-
stand not only a volcano and its volcanic history, but also
to understand nearby communities and their history. To
understand the long-term interconnectedness of people
and landscapes. Hazard specialists must build long-term
meaningful relationships with at-risk communities, even
during times of quiescence, to ensure future trust and
communication in times of need.

Islands and hazards, Iceland and Heimaey

Heimaey: geographical context

The Vestmannaeyjar archipelago comprises a series of
15+ islands and skerries located c. 10km south of Iceland
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Fig.2 Hand-drawn weather map from 18.00 hours on the 22nd of January 1973. Data collected from the Storh6fdi weather station on the southern-most
point of Heimaey. Reproduced with permission from Safnahus Vestmannaeyjar, 2026.

(Fig. 1). The islands are part of the Vestmannaeyjar Vol-
canic System (VVS), located at the southern end of the
propagating Eastern Volcanic Zone. The archipelago
is volcanic in origin, created from sub-marine and sub-
aerial eruptions (Mattsson and Hoskuldsson 2003). The
island of Heimaey was formed through sub-aerial volca-
nism, the most recent eruptions being Stérhofoi (7—6,000
BP), Sefell (6220 BP), Helgafell (5900 BP), and Eldfell
(1973; Mattsson and Hoskuldsson 2003; Mattsson et al.
2003).

Heimaey, the only permanently inhabited island in the
archipelago is home to Vestmannaeyjabeer, a town that
had a population of c. 5300 people in 1973. Many of the
islanders, or Vestmannaeyingar, had and continue to
have, long-standing family connections with the island.
The Vestmannaeyingar consider themselves culturally
separate to mainlanders, despite the relatively small dis-
tances that separate the two land masses (Sigurgeirs-
déttir and Hallbergsdoéttir pers com). During the 1970s,

Heimaey was accessible by a c. 4-hour ferry journey from
the nearest port of Porlakshofn (Fig. 1) or by plane from
Reylkjavik, and in poor weather, the island would be cut
off from the mainland. The island ‘s economy in the 1970s
was heavily dependent on the fishing industry, with Hei-
maey considered a major fishing port in 1972. Due to a
long history of isolation and self-reliance, the Vestman-
naeyingar community already had a reputation for resil-
ience; a reputation that would play a vital role in coping
with what was to come (e.g. Gardardéttir and Guttorms-
son 2009; Helgason 1997, 2018).

Island communities, natural hazards and Heimaey
Komorowski et al. (2016) and references therein discuss
the challenges of volcanic crises on small islands and
note that island communities are often impacted by key
vulnerabilities.
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1. Inaccessibility and remoteness can impact
monitoring, communication and decision making
during volcanic crises.

2. Small land areas mean that even small-scale
eruptions can cause extensive damage to landscapes
and communities, resulting in the need for
permanent evacuation.

3. Island communities can be politically complex, often
impacted by post-colonial legacies. Such complexity
can impact monitoring and communication during
volcanic crises.

These vulnerabilities are relevant at both national and
local scales in Iceland. The island nation is known for its
hazards — volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, avalanches
and jokullhaups — many caused by its location on the
spreading Mid-Atlantic Ridge. Icelandic governmental
organisations, such as Vedurstofa {slands (the Icelandic
Meteorological Office - IMO) and Almannavarnir (the
Icelandic Civil Defence), are responsible for monitoring
activity in the region, along with planning and imple-
menting evacuation strategies (e.g. Logreglustjérinn et al.
2017).

Icelandic hazards are extensively researched, however,
most research focuses on the science of hazards (e.g.
Magntsson et al. 2007; Wastl et al. 2011; Hallddrsson et
al. 2022; Sigmundsson et al. 2022; Pfeffer et al. 2024). In
contrast, there is much less research into the connections
between people and hazards. This work uses archived
documents, surveys and interviews to research the fre-
quency, magnitude, and distribution of historical hazard
events (e.g. Porgeirsson et al. 2013; Einarsson 2019; Gis-
ladéttir et al. 2021), to understand people’s perceptions
and knowledge of Icelandic hazards (e.Jéhannesdottir
and Gisladoéttir 2010; Bird et al. 2009, 2010, 2011; Pag-
neux et al. 2011; Bird and Gisladéttir 2012, 2018, 2020;
Thorvaldsdéttir and Sigbjornsson 2015; Matti and
Ogmundardéttir 2021; Matti et al. 2022; Kokorsch and
Gisladéttir 2023), and to understand the long-term
impacts of hazard events on individuals and communi-
ties (e.g. Akason et al. (2006); L et al. (2006); Carlsen et
al. (2012); Haraldsdéttir et al. (2014); Thordardottir et
al. (2015), Thordardottir et al. (2016),Thordardottir et
al. (2018),Thordardottir et al. (2019); Hlodversdottir et
al. (2018); Gissurardéttir et al. (2019); Hafsteinsson and
Arnason (2020); Omarsdéttir et al. (2022); Meara et al.
(2024).

Most Icelandic hazard research focuses on the main-
land, and although their findings are important and rel-
evant, they do not always reflect the geographical and
cultural implications of Heimaey’s island setting. One
key difference between Heimaey and the mainland, or
even the case studies discussed by Komorowski et al.
(2016) is island size. Guadeloupe, Comoros, and Cape
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Verde for example, are relatively large islands measur-
ing 10s of km in size, while Heimaey measures around
3x5km, and has only one functional harbour suitable
for evacuation. The island’s size is key to understand-
ing the impacts of the Eldfell 1973 eruption. Lava and
ash destroyed more than 400 buildings and permanently
changed the island’s landscape (Meara et al. 2024). On
such a small island, there is nowhere else to go during an
eruption, and evacuees must leave the island completely.
Had destruction been more widespread, impacting the
harbour for example, then Heimaey would have been
permanently abandoned. The island was saved in part
by the (relatively) effusive nature of the eruption, and
the location of the fissure which spread much of the lava
eastward toward the sea, and away from the town. The
island was also saved by the sheer determination of the
Vestmannaeyingar, who fought to keep lava away from
the harbour, and to reclaim Heimaey from the ashes in
the months and years following the end of the eruption
(Meara et al. 2024).

Methods
This project utilizes several methods to reconstruct the
events of the 23™ of January 1973.

Primary Data was collected via digital ethnography
and interviews conducted in 2022 — 2024.

Digital ethnography (e.g. Géralaska 2020) was con-
ducted on the community’s local private Facebook page.
Permission was granted by the group administrators.
Content of interest included posts, photographs and dis-
cussions which focussed on shared memories of the evac-
uation from Heimaey. This method allowed observation
of community memory in practice, without our interven-
tion as outsiders influencing discussion. Key dates in par-
ticular triggered discussions such as anniversaries of the
beginning and end of the eruption, as well as during the
annual Goslokahatid eruption festival (Meara et al. 2024).

Interviewees were identified through a survey, digi-
tal ethnography, community networks on Heimaey, and
archived documents. The survey was completed in 2022
to collect data on commemoration of the Eldfell eruption,
since published in Meara et al. (2024). A total of 30 inter-
views were conducted in 2022 — 2025 in person, online
and via email. In person interviews were conducted in
Iceland, on Heimaey and the mainland, and were con-
ducted at interviewees homes or in public spaces such
as libraries and museums. Online interviews were con-
ducted on Zoom and Microsoft Teams. One interview
was conducted by email — a list of questions was sent to
the interviewee who then sent written replies. Further
follow up questions and discussion was had through
subsequent email communication. Interviews took a
narrative approach centred around semi-structured
questions and lasted between 30minutes and 1 hour
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and 50 minutes. Questions considered within this paper
focused on interviewee’s experiences of the first night
of the eruption, including first reactions, the evacuation
itself, and what was taken to the mainland.

Participants could choose to conduct interviews in
either English or Icelandic. Face to face interviews often
utilised photo-elicitation methods (Pyyry et al. 2021).
Photographs were used to facilitate discussion with indi-
viduals and often prompted further sharing of stories and
memories associated with the places and people in the
images. Photographs were selected to represent images
taken during the eruption, during the post-eruption
reclamation work, and of areas of eastern Heimaey lost
beneath the ash and lavas. Images were sourced from the
photographic archive of Sigurgeir Jonasson at Safnahis
Vestmannaeyjar, from the Heimasl6d online archive, the
community Facebook group, and from the online news-
paper archive Timarit.

Secondary Data included personal accounts, news-
paper and magazine articles, incident reports, ship log-
books, photographs, maps, seismic data, weather reports,
speeches, interviews, radio programmes, books and com-
mittee meeting minutes. Secondary data was collated
from several archives, including the 1973-Allir { batana
and Heimasl60 websites, the Sagnheimar and Eldheimar
museums, the Icelandic Meteorological Office, the Ice-
landic Red Cross, the Iceland Seismic Archive, the Saf-
nahus Vestmannaeyjar archive and the National Museum
of Iceland. The local news outlet Eyjafréttir, and several
published autobiographical books were also utilised.
Archived newspapers were sourced from the timarit.is
website and included articles from five of the main Ice-
landic newspapers in the 1970s (Morgunbladid, Timinn,
Dagur, Visir and AlPydubladio). Newspaper articles were
identified using 28 key words connected with geological
terminology, specific people and places (see supplemen-
tary files).

In all, data was collected from 30 interviews, 55 writ-
ten personal accounts, 10 (auto)biographical books, and
499 newspaper articles. Material available exclusively in
Icelandic was translated into English by the authors and
proofread to ensure no loss of nuance from the original
text.

Our analysis is informed by grounded theory (originally
developed by Glaser and Strauss 1967), where themes
emerge from the material we work with rather than being
determined by any particular theoretical ideas we might
entertain. Thus, we sought to generate themes systemati-
cally from the data. The process of analysis was an itera-
tive one that sought to be faithful to people’s experiences
whilst aiming to understand these experiences through
our re-telling.

Our inductive thematic narrative analysis investigated
the data and stories to identify “through lines” (Saldafia
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2003). In this instance, “through lines” are considered as
shared experiences of the same event (Gos Nott), con-
necting across individual narratives and stories. This
analysis of the data identified five key “through lines’,
structured chronologically across the different data sets:

i. Poor weather on the 22" of Jan.

ii. Evening activities and the start of the eruption.
iii. First impressions.

iv. Evacuation by boat and air.

v. Arriving on the mainland.

These five “through lines” or themes form the basis of our
reconstruction of “Gos Nott” and are presented and dis-
cussed in the following sections. Firstly, a chronological
timeline of Gos Nott is presented. The timeline provides
a backdrop for the Small Stories shared by the islanders.
Secondly, each theme is discussed. Quotes from the data
set are used to narrate and contextualise the experiences
of the islanders as they witness the beginning of the erup-
tion and evacuate on masse to the mainland. The data
presented collates stories and memories from a breadth
of people involved with the eruption, including adults,
children, evacuees, rescue workers and US military ser-
vice personnel. Care has been taken to include stories
from those voices no longer with us, by utilizing autobi-
ographies and eyewitness accounts written by individuals
before their deaths.

Recreating a chronological timeline of Gos No6tt -
January 23", 1973

The Eldfell eruption began unexpectedly in the early
hours of January 23, 1973. The 1.6km-long fissure
opened on the eastern side of Heimaey around 100 m to
the nearest buildings in the Kirkjubeer district (Figs. 3
and 4). Within 2hours the evacuation of ¢. 5300 island-
ers to the mainland had begun - by boat to Porlakshofn
and by air bridge to Reykjavik. By 10 o’clock in the
morning on January 23rd, around 8hours after the start
of the eruption, almost 5000 civilians had been evacu-
ated with no deaths, and only minor injuries reported.
This event marked the first real challenge for the newly
created Almannavarnir, the Icelandic Civil Defence, and
was widely considered a major success. Table 1 provides
a chronological timeline of the events from the evening
of January 22™ through 23™ established from interviews
and archived documents.

Poor weather — 22" of January 1973

The weather on the 22™ of January 1973, was unusually
poor. Observations collected at 15.00h GMT from the
Stérhofdi weather station, at the southern-most point of
Heimaey, noted strong winds, low pressures at sea level,
high precipitation rates, and low visibility (Fig. 2; Table
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Fig. 3 Aerial photo of Heimaey and the town of Vestmannaeyjarbaer showing the approximate location of the newly opened fissure (red line). Helgafell
volcano can be seen to the left of the fissure, the town and harbour are to the northwest of the image and the airport’s eastern runway is seen in the
south-western corner of the image. Several key buildings are identified including Kirkjubaer farm (Kze), Kirkjubdl (Kb), Einaland (Ei), the hospital (Hosp), the
police station (Pol), and the fire station (FS). Reproduced with permission from Safnahus Vestmannaeyjar, 2026

—
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Fig. 4 Photograph of the newly opened fissure on eastern Heimaey taken on the 23rd of January 1973. Reproduced with permission from Sigurgeir

Jénasson, 2026

2; Morgunbladio 23.01.1973:9). Eyewitness accounts
confirm the exceptionally poor weather, with fishermen
noting winds so strong, that they “could hardly stand on
the pier” in the harbour while unloading their fish catch
(Sveinbjornsson, 2013). Others noted their concern
about the weather and the danger involved with collect-
ing children from school in such strong winds (Sigfiisson
and Eiriksdottir, 2015).

The weather calmed over the course of the day, and
milder conditions returned by the evening and into the
early hours of the 23'%. However, the excessive storm
conditions had forced the fishing fleet to return to Vest-
mannaeyjar and by mid-afternoon on the 22" most of
the fleet was safely moored in the harbour. The return to
harbour is key to the success of the subsequent evacua-
tion to the mainland. The original evacuation plan for
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Table 1 Recreating the timeline of the first night of the eruption,
highlighting key marker events

Date Time Event

220173 22.00 Poor weather and extreme winds had driven the
fishing fleet back to Heimaey harbour.

22.01.73 22.00 Large earthquake(s) felt in Heimaey. Recorded

23.01.73 23.00 on the mainland at Laugarvatn and Skamma-

01.30 dalsholl (Fig. 1b).

23.01.73 01.50 Fissure eruption begins c. 100 m from the near-
est houses in Kirkjubaer. Police are alerted by
phone and dispatched to investigate.

23.01.73 02.00 Distress call made from Vestmannaeyjar to boats
in the nearby area.

23.01.73 02.30 Islanders begin making their way to the harbour.

23.01.73 02.40 Almannavarnir called to emergency meeting in
Reykjavik.

23.01.73 04.00 Radio announcements instruct islanders to
evacuate the island using the fishing fleet in the
harbour and aeroplanes at the airport.

23.01.73 04.00 Boats begin to leave the harbour aiming for
porldkshofn on the Icelandic mainland.

23.01.73 04.00 Cows from Kirkjubaer are herded to the harbour
and slaughtered.

23.01.72 04.30 Reykjavik police are sent to Heimaey to support
the island’s force.

23.01.73 06.00 Fissure extends into the sea causing explosive
phreatomagmatic eruptions.

23.01.73 06.00 The last boat leaves Heimaey sailing for
porlakshofn.

23.01.73 07.20 The first boat arrives at Porlakshofn (Arni f
Gordum VE73).

23.01.73 08.30 Evacuees begin arriving at Red Cross centres at

schools in Reykjavik.

The timeline was created using archived documents and eyewitness accounts

Heimaey, developed in 1964 following the Surtsey erup-
tion, highlights transportation by boat as the main evac-
uation strategy in the event of an eruption on Heimaey
(Bodvarsson 1964). This plan, however, relies on large
cargo ships and passenger ferries travelling from the
mainland with an estimated arrival time of 15 to 24 hours
from the beginning of the eruption (Bodvarsson 1964).
The rather fortuitous access to the fishing fleet enabled
the successful evacuation of the entire population of Hei-
maey within 8 hours of the fissure opening.

Evening activities, tremors, and fire fountains

Despite the poor weather, typical Monday night activities
were underway later in the evening. Personal accounts
note attendance at the sewing club, handball practice, a
trip to the cinema, playing bridge with friends, complet-
ing DIY projects, and revising for upcoming exams.

The island’s cinema had opened for the evening, despite
the weather, and a sold-out screening of the 1965 film
The Greatest Story Ever Told, was enjoyed by all in atten-
dance (Jonsdoéttir pers.com).
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So, in spite of the weather, the guy who owned the
cinema, he saw some business out of this [bad
weather]. So, there he opened the cinema that eve-
ning and ... So, I had a phone call from my beautiful
boyfriend, and he was asking me on a date! (Inter-
view 14)

Two seismometers had been located on the mainland as
part of a study by a university in California, USA (Fig. 1;
Einarsson, pers com). One seismometer was at the Skam-
madalshdll farm in the Myrdal region with farmer Einar
H. Einarsson, and the other at Laugarvatn with teacher
Périr Olafsson (Fig. 1; Timinn 24.01.73:10). The seis-
mometers had recorded several hundred small precur-
sor earthquakes at depths of around 15-25km some
30—14hours before the eruption began (Eyjdlfsson 1973;
Einarsson 2018). In an interview with Timinn, Einar H.
Einarsson noted that despite hundreds of small earth-
quakes recorded on the seismograph, they were likely not
felt in the islands due to their depth and small magnitude
(Timinn 24.01.73:10). Data from the two seismographs
suggested an eruption was likely, with potential loca-
tions at Vestmannaeyjar to the south, or Hdbarmur, near
the Torfajokull volcano to the north (Fig. 1). However,
without a third working seismograph, there was no way
to confirm the exact location. Seismic activity paused for
several hours before recommencing at around 10 o clock
at night (Morgunbladio 24.01.1973:31; Einarsson and
Jakobsson 2020; Analogue Seismogram Archives of Icela
nd). Similar patterns, extensive precursor seismic activ-
ity, followed by a period of quiescence, are commonly
observed during Icelandic eruptions (Einarsson, pers.
comm).

Large earthquakes were felt on the island at 22.00,
23.30 and 01.30 (Eyjolfsson and 1973; Einarsson and
Jakobsson 2020; Analogue Seismogram Archives of Ice
land), although they did not initially cause any concern
(Morgunbladio 23.01.1973:9; Timinn 24.01.1973:1). Sev-
eral people living on the island at the time noted their
experiences of feeling the later, larger earthquakes (e.g.
Hermansen, 2013):

Sometime after midnight there was a powerful jolt
to the house, so strong that it moved the beds so the
floor creaked, this did nothing to us, except that Dori
had a word that this was a prelude to something
major, “there is never an earthquake in the Islands”
he said, and we nodded without having any opinion
on the matter ourselves, then we fell asleep one by
one and thought nothing more of it. (Magniisson,

2013).

At 01.50 the eruption began on the eastern side of Hei-
maey. A 1600 m-long fissure opened about 100m east of
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Table 2 Weather data collected at the Storhofdi weather station located at the southern-most point of Heimaey during the 22nd and

23rd of January 1973

Date Time Max.T Min. T Avg wind Maxwind  Winddir  Airpress Total precip. Type of precip. Vis-
GMT (°Q) (°Q) speed (ms™) speed ©) at SL (hPa) since last msmt ibil-
(ms™) (mm) ity
(km)
22.01 03.00 11.8 11.8 140 9974 Rain 40
2201 06.00 19.6 19.6 140 993.6 30
2201 09.00 54 19 263 27.3 140 9884 1.6 Sleet showers 4.0
22.01 12.00 335 335 110 9824 Rain 4.0
2201 15.00 314 35 110 980.2 Rain, drizzle 20
22.01 18.00 6.1 38 139 314 200 986.5 21 Rain 15
2201 21.00 139 18 200 990.2 Rain 25
2201 24.00 6.2 16 230 994.0 Sleet 30
23.01 03.00 2.1 10.8 180 994.2 Rain 30
23.01 06.00 8.8 8.8 110 991.1 20
23.01 09.00 6.3 25 9.8 11.8 70 987.1 14 Rain 15
23.01 12.00 139 139 360 984.5 Snow, rain 10
23.01 15.00 19.6 20.1 320 987.2 Snow, rain 35
23.01 18.00 34 12 14.9 20.1 320 9934 36 35
23.01 21.00 9.8 14.9 270 9974 30
23.01 24.00 7.7 10.8 250 999.0 Rain 25

Data shows stormy weather conditions during the 22nd of January, with strong winds, low pressure, high precipitation, and low visibility. Data provided by the

Icelandic Meteorological Office (2023)

Kirkjubeer Farm (Fig. 3) and began erupting lava through
fire fountains (Fig. 4). Eyewitnesses described the ground
as “tearing northeast from Helgafell” (Hardarson, 2023).

I could literally see when the crack opened, and it
was like a zipper was opened. I was paralyzed by
this sight and could not believe my eyes. (Kolbeins-
ddttir, 2014).

Fissure eruptions are relatively common in Iceland due
to the divergent tectonic setting. Fissure eruptions had
happened before in Iceland, however these had typically
occured away from residential areas e.g. Laki 1783 and
Eldgja 934 (Thordarson and Self 1993, 2001). The 1973
eruption was the first time that the commencement of a
fissure eruption had been witnessed and recorded.

Firstimpressions and reactions

The first to witness the eruption were those living in
the Kirkjubeer area c. 100m from the fissure. Eyjolfsson
(1973) records the first impressions those in the area,
including the residents who lived at the houses Kirkjubdl,
Einaland, and Kirkjubeer (Fig. 3). Péra Valdimarsdét-
tir and Kristjan Kristéfersson from Kirkjubdl note that
they felt strong jolts at around 01.50 AM. Their first
instincts were to check the heating system in the base-
ment as there was “constant trembling and odd noises in
the pipes” While Lilja Sigfusdéttir from Kirkjubeer stated:

I woke up to a noise and a roar. At first, I thought
it was the wind howling around the house, but it
seemed unusually bright in the bedroom. Then I
heard what sounded like an explosion and saw
a strange purple glow and flashes. I got up to take
a closer look and saw columns of fire shooting up
into the sky. I said to myself, ‘God help me, what is
happening?’ I couldn’t even bring myself to say the
word ‘eruption. It was too terrifying. I woke Pétur
and said, ‘Something terrible is happening here ...
I couldn’t bring myself to go back inside. We lost so
much. We literally took nothing with us. As we stood
in the yard, staring in shock at the flames, a driver
came and offered us a ride down to the police sta-
tion.

Residents living further to the west thought a fire had
developed in the east of Heimaey, likely at Kirkjubeer
Farm or a nearby property (e.g. Sigurdardottir, 2013;
Gudmannsdottir, 2014). Others realised that an eruption
was happening, but assumed the activity was focussed
elsewhere, Katla on the mainland (e.g. Eyjolfsson and
1973), or to the east, in the sea near the island of Bjar-
narey (Bjarnason, 2014).

... [my sister, on the mainland] had the news that an
eruption had started on the mainland, probably in
Katla, the glow could be seen all the way over Hel-
gafell. I thought this was quite good news, in fact,
the eruption of Katla volcano had been expected for
quite some time .... (Jonsson, 2018).
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Due to the late hour, many islanders were asleep and
were woken up by family, friends and neighbours shar-
ing news of the eruption. Some were more disbelieving
than others, assuming the messengers were drunk, play-
ing jokes, or that the noise must be related to excessive
celebrations, a plane crash, or even warfare (Bjarnason,
2014; Guolaugsdottir, 2014; Interview 1; Interview 17).

At that time, we were recently engaged to be mar-
ried! So young! And my father, he was not approv-
ing, he did not approve. And my father said while
you are living under my roof; this boyfriend of yours
is not allowed to stay in your bedroom after mid-
night. But after the movie, he walked me home. And
because we had a little time to midnight, so we went
upstairs. And the next thing I remember that night
was my mother woke us up calling our names! So,
then she told us there was eruption on the island,
that we should come down immediately. And at that
time, I realise I was not alone in my bedroom, but
the clock was 2.30 in the morning! Yeah 2.30 in the
morning. So, that's why they, at that time, you know,
when we came downstairs and they realised I was
not alone, my father was like another volcano for a
while!. (Interview 14)

At 01.55, the police were alerted to the potential fire at
Kirkjubeer and sent to investigate. Within 15minutes a
distress call was sent to nearby boats and ships (Sigurds-
son 2022) and the coast guard were alerted to the situ-
ation (Gudmundsson, 2023). Fire sirens were activated
across the town, one on the roof of the police station, and
the other at the fire station (Alpydubladid 24.01.1973:4;
Gudmundsson, 2023). The sirens alerted the islanders to
the danger of the eruption. Instructions were given to lis-
ten to the local radio station and await evacuation orders.

In the meantime, many made their way across to the
eastern side of the island to see the eruption in some
instances even causing traffic jams and getting danger-
ously close to the escalating volcanic activity (Svein-
bjornsson, 2013; Palsson, 2023; Interview 3;).

I then got dressed, woke up my wife and said I was
going to go out and find out what was going on. I ran
towards it and got surprisingly close to the scene. I
then saw the earth open and turn over, returned
home and told my wife that it had started to erupt
on Heimaey. But I confess that this did not affect
me very strongly. I think now, when I think about it
afterwards, that the Surtsey eruption had something
to do with it. We had become so used to watching
volcanic eruptions near us. (Jessen 1973).
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It may seem strange to reflect that one of the first reac-
tions many had to the news of an eruption was to move
towards the fissure. However, in the context of Heimaey
and the Vestmannaeyingar, the community here had
extensive experience of nearby volcanic eruptions. Most
recently, the island of Surtsey (Fig. 1) had erupted from
the seabed with volcanic activity ongoing between 1963
and 1967. Many islanders had been able to sail out to
watch the eruption during this time (e.g. Johnsen 1974).
In historical times, islanders would also have been wit-
ness to eruptions on the mainland, including Katla (1918,
1955) and Hekla (1913, 1947, and 1970; Fig. 1). Not all
islanders shared the same calm first impressions:

When I opened my eyes, I saw the flames through
the attic window. As I stepped out, I heard an over-
whelming rumbling and felt the clear pressure in
the air. It terrified me, and I became immediately
scared. I think anyone who hasn’t experienced a nat-
ural disaster at their doorstep probably doesn’t fully
understand what that fear is like. (Sveinsson 2008).

Many personal accounts discuss the awesome nature
of the eruption; however some discuss the realities and
the horror unfolding. Morgunbladid (23.01.1973:12) and
Alpyoubladio (24.01.1973:3) both note that an agitated
horse escaped its enclosure and ran straight into the
oncoming lava flow and had to be put down. At about
03.00 the livestock from Kirkjubser farm were driven
through the town to the harbour (Fig. 5).

One of the most distressing things I heard that night
was the screams of the cows in the half-darkness and
smoke from the volcanic fire. The cows charged for-
ward in confusion, not making their usual sounds
but instead bellowing in pain and fear over what
was happening. (Eyjolfsson and 1973)

The difficult decision was made to slaughter the 28 cows
and 14 calves farmed at Kirkjubeer. Their food stocks
had been destroyed, they could not be easily evacu-
ated, and as dairy cows they would suffer unnecessarily
without appropriate care (Alpydubladid 24.01.1973:3;
Timinn 24.01.1973:1; Eyjélfsson and 1973). The intensify-
ing eruption hindered the rescue of the eight calves still
trapped at Kirkjubeer. The men were left with no choice
but to have the calves put down. Johnsen (1974) notes
how “tears fell from the farmer’s eyes” as his livestock
were slaughtered, while Eyjolfsson and (1973) recollects
that “it’s nothing to lose the houses ... but losing the fields
and the livestock—that’s harder than words can express”.
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Fig. 5 Cows from Kirkjubaer farm are driven to the harbour area for slaughter. Reproduced with permission from Sigurgeir Jonasson, 2026

The evacuation of Heimaey

Almannavarnir, the Icelandic Defence Council, were
called into action on the mainland at c. 02.40 (Visir
23.01.1973:8). The council agreed to evacuate island-
ers to the mainland at least until the extent of the erup-
tion could be assessed. While on Heimaey, an emergency
meeting of the town council was convened. Around
20 police officers from Reykjavik were sent to Heimaey
by plane, arriving on the island by 04.55 (Morgunbladio
23.01.1973:8; Visir 23.01.1973:13).

Evacuation by boat

Around the same time, islanders were instructed to make
their way to the harbour where the fishing fleet were
ready to evacuate the islanders. Announcements were
made by radio, and both fire engines and police cars
drove around the island with sirens and loudspeakers
spreading the message (e.g. Jéhannsson, 2018).

I was still in my overalls in the bunk [aboard Arnar
AR 55], so I didn’t need to get dressed. I had a bad
feeling about this ... I immediately feared that the
harbour would close off ... I was worried we wouldn’t
be able to sail out. Men appeared on the dock with
megaphones, calling to us that people were coming
down to the pier, and we were supposed to ready our
boats to take them aboard. (Sveinsson 2008).

Several accounts note which items were packed for the
journey to the mainland. The evacuation was precaution-
ary, and most thought they would return home by morn-
ing. This belief is reflected in the clothing and supplies
taken; many islanders left in their night clothes, some
took milk, diapers and spare clothes for babies but left
most other items behind (e.g. Omarsdéttir, 2014). Those
living closest to the fissure had little time to collect their
belongings together:

We then went outside to get a better look at the
disaster. I should never have done that before I had
taken the essential things that I would have wanted
to keep with me. I was overcome with emotion
couldn’t bring myself to go back inside. We lost so
many belongings. We literally took nothing with us.
(Eyjolfsson 1973).

Some families were able to take their pets with them to
the mainland (e.g. Gudmundsson, 2023). Others left their
animals behind, secure in the knowledge that the ani-
mals would be safe until they returned the next morning
(Interview 2).

We prepared to leave. Mostly we took care to dress
well. Nothing else was taken except Margrét's ham-
ster. We found a large jam jar in the storage room
and made a few holes in the lid. (Bjarnason, 2014;
Fig. 6a).



Meara et al. Journal of Applied Volcanology (2026) 15:1

c)

Fig. 6 Photographs showing the islanders during their evacuation by
boat to borldkshofn. a) 9-year-old Margrét evacuates with her pet hamster,
Patty, in a jam-jar (Photo: Sveinn Pormdédsson, Morgunbladid, 23.01.1973).
b) The boat Kristbjorg VE 70 leaves the harbour in Vestmannaeyjar with 60
passengers and two crew members on board. c) The fishing boats travel
in convoy towards Porlakshofn, including Gunnar Jonsson VE 500 and Fifill
GK 54. Reproduced with permission from (a) Morgunbladid; (b-c) sigurgeir
Jonasson, 2026
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The belief that life would carry on as normal is reflected,
not only in the items taken, but also in the plans being
made for the next day. Many of the high school students
were panicking about exams scheduled for the follow-
ing morning, including Danish and Mathematics (e.g.
Bjarnason, 2014; Sigurdarddttir, 2013; Hardarson, 2023).
Meanwhile, the local bank manager was still confident
about securing a house sale the next day (Sigfisson and
Eiriksdéttir, 2015).

It was good to get there and we were wrapped in
blankets and taken to a bus that was supposed to
take us to Reykjavik, the school principal, Eyjolfur
Pdlsson, also came on the bus and I tried to hide so
he wouldn’t see me as I didn’t expect that I would be
able to attend the exam .... (Sigurdardottir, 2014).

Several accounts remember strange moments, or things
that made them laugh. One person brought a leg of lamb
with them to the boat, not wanting to leave a good meal
behind (Sigfusson and Eiriksdéttir, 2015), while another
family argued on the pier about how best to transport a
green parrot to the mainland (BorgPé6rsdéttir, 2013).

The calmness of the islanders as they congregated in
the harbour is a theme mentioned regularly in personal
accounts and newspaper articles, with one account not-
ing that “it was almost as if people were on a Sunday
Walk, such was the mood and calmness” (Jéhannsson,
2018; Jénsson, 2018).

Many had family connections with specific boats while
others boarded where there was space and “were wel-
comed with outstretched hands” (e.g. Bjarnason, 2014;
Jénsson, 2018).

Additional boats were sent to Heimaey from the main-
land in line with the 1964 evacuation plan (Bodvarsson
1964). However, these were later sent back as the fish-
ing fleet had already successfully completed the nec-
essary evacuation (Morgunbladid 23.01.1973:20; Visir
23.01.1973:3). By morning at least 4400 people had been
evacuated by boat, and we on route to Porldkshofn, a
harbour on the south-east coast of Iceland (Fig. 1). The
islanders had worked together to successfully evacuated
themselves from danger.

Table 3 notes which boats were moored in the har-
bour, their estimated departure times from Heimaey
and arrival times at Porldksho6fn, the number of passen-
gers carried and other important details about the ships
(1973-Allir i batana). Boats were filled, some holding sev-
eral hundred islanders (e.g. Danske Pétur VE423 held 231
people, Fifill GK54 held 226 people, and Halkion VE205
held 262 people).

When we were about halfway through the sea route
in Dorldkshifn, the civil defence got involved and,
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Table 3 Boats involved with the evacuation of Heimaey on the 23rd of January 1973 (adapted from 1973-Allir i batana

Boat Name Dep. Heimaey Arr. borlaksho6fn No. Extra information Total
passengers
Andvari VE 100 05.00 48 1 pregnancy 48
Arnar AR 55 03.00/04.00-04.30 07.15 113 (10) 161
Arni { Gordum VE 73 04.00 (One of the first to arrive) 124 (10) 1 pregnancy* 285
Asberg RE 22 06.00 0830 45(13) 330
Asver VE 355/J6rundur Il RE 300 04.00-04.30 181 (9) 1 pregnancy 511
Baldur VE 24 43 (4) 554
Berga SF3 48 (5) 602
Bergur VE 44 05.00-06.00 10.00 171(8) 773
Bjorg VE 5 25(4) 1 pregnancy 798
Dalarést AR 52 04.00-04.30/06.00 67 (4) 865
Danski Pétur VE 423 04.15 08.00 231(7) 2 pregnancies 1096
Einir VE 180 18 (1) 1114
Ellidaey VE 45 04.00-05.00 08.00-10.00 50 (5) 1 pregnancy 1164
EmmaVE 219 03.30 27 (4) 1 pregnancy 1191
Fifill GK 54 06.00-07.00 One of the first to arrive. 226 (14) 1 pregnancy 1417
Frar VE 208 03.30-04.00 57 (2) 1 pregnancy 1474
Freyja VE 125 29(2) 1 pregnancy 1503
Friorik Sigurdsson AR 17 24(11) 1527
Frigg VE 316 21(1) 1548
Frodi AR 33 Left without passangers 1548
Geir Jénasson AR 35 Left without passangers 1548
Gjafar VE 300 04.00 07.15 420 (9) 5 pregnancies 1968
Gudmundur Tomasson VE 238 19(1) 1987
Gullberg VE 292 146 (3) 1 pregnancy 2133
Gullborg VE 38 28 (3) 2161
Gunnar Jénsson VE 500 04.00-05.00 08.00 146 (5) 2 pregnancies 2307
Haflidi VE 13 04.00 20 (1) 2327
Hafoérn VE 23 26 (4) 2353
Halkion VE 205 262 (9) 2 pregnancies 2615
Hamraberg VE 379 04.30 35(3) 2650
Hronn VE 366 14.00 (the last ship with 23 (4) Damaged. Towed by Gullberg VE 292 2673
passengers to arrive) and then by Grindvikingur.
Huginn I VE 55 03.00-04.00 128 (6) 4 pregnancies 2801
Ingolfur VE 216 35(2) 2836
Isleifur IV VE 463 03.00 111(9) 1 pregnancy 2947
[sleifur VE 63 216 (4) 2 pregnancies 3163
JuliaVE 123 27 (3) 1 pregnancy 3190
Jokull VE 15 113) 3201
Képur VE 11 41 (7) 3242
Kristbjorg VE 70 60 (2) 1 pregnancy 3302
Led VE 400 05.00 62 (6) 1 pregnancy 3364
LundiVE 110 04.00 11.00 200 (3) Damaged. No engine at least initially. 3564
Magnus Magnusson VE 112 04.00 18 (5) 3582
Odlingur VE 202 10(2) 1 pregnangy 3592
Ofeigur Il VE 324 80(3) 3672
Ofeigur Il VE 325 27 (4) 3699
Reynir VE 120 16 (2) 3715
Sigurfari VE 138 06.00 55(3) 1 pregnancy 3770
Sjostjarnan VE 92 (very early) 14 (1) 3784
Sjofn VE 37 21(2) 3805
Skalafell AR 20 Left without passangers
Solfari AK 170 Last boat out 11.00 134(11) 1 pregnancy 3939

StigandiVE 77 First boat out 41 (3) 3980
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Table 3 (continued)

Boat Name Dep. Heimaey Arr. borlaksho6fn No. Extra information Total
passengers

Sudurey VE 20 04.30 07.30 48 (4) 1 pregnancy 4028

Surtsey VE 2 106 (8) 3 pregnancies 4134

Seebjorg VE 56 04.00? 07.307 50 (5) 4184

Seefaxi VE 25 33(2) 1 pregnancy 4217

Sneetindur AR 88 Transported the slaughtered cows.

Saeunn VE 60 33(2) 4250

Seevar VE 19 16 (2) 4266

Ver VE 200 04.00 10.00 42 (4) 4308

pérunn Sveinsdottir VE 401 04.00 134 (9) 5 pregnancies 44472

Departure and arrival times are estimated from personal accounts and archived newspapers. Numbers in brackets represent the number of crew members. The

running total represents the number of people evacuated from Heimaey

among other things, the boats were called up and
asked for information about how many people were
on board each individual boat. We counted as much
as possible in the crowded conditions, and came
to the conclusion that there were 120-130 people
on board the boat, by counting one in every berth
and then what could be seen. But when the people
started to disembark in Porldkshofn in the morning,
a large group came out of the net train and the other
one in front of the boat, and in addition there were
10 babies in one bunk and eight in another, just to
name a few. (Gudjonsson, 1973).

Ship captains reflect that they had no idea if the fis-
sure had spread beneath the harbour, or if the harbour
would close before they could safely evacuate their fellow
islanders (e.g. Sveinsson 2008; Interview 16). There was
no formal plan in place of what to do or where to go once
they’d escaped the harbour. However, the captain of Sti-
gandi VE77 notes they were the first boat to leave the har-
bour and set sail for Porlaksh6fn knowing that “a stream
of boats would follow us” (Sveinsson 2008). Figure 7
shows the logbook entry of the ship Danski Pétur VE423,
captained by Joel Pér Andersen, for the 23" of January.
The entry notes that the ship left Vestmannaeyjar at 04.15
with c. 200 people on board after a volcanic eruption
began at around 01.45. The ship arrived at Porldkshofn
at 08.00 where the passengers disembarked and by 09.00
the ship was on its return journey to Vestmannaeyjar.

Table 3 also note the number of “Laumufarpegi’; which
literally translates to “stowaways” These stowaways rep-
resented future unborn islanders whose mothers were
pregnant during the evacuation. Table 3 suggests that at
least 44 known pregnancies were among those evacuated
by boat on the night of the 23 of January 1973. Some
accounts mention women going into labour during the
evacuation, with one giving birth shortly after arriving on
the mainland (Eyjolfsson 1973; Hermansen, 2013; Guo-
mannsdéttir, 2014).

One of the boats, which was on its way to land,
announced that there was a young woman on board
who was expecting a child. They were trying to find
out whether the birth was imminent enough that
she would give birth on the way. Then they planned
to slow down the voyage, so that the baby would be
born closer to Vestmannaeyjar than the mainland.
So that the child would be a real Islander. (Johnsen
1974).

Boats began to leave Heimaey as soon as they were full
due to concerns that the eruption might close the har-
bour. Most boats left between 03.00 and 07.00. As the
boats sailed past the eruption, ash began falling, its heat
melting the clothes worn by those on deck (Sigurdardét-
tir, 2013; Valtysson, 2013; Hallbergsdoéttir 2011; Jéhanns-
son, 2018). The true extent of the situation began to dawn
on the islanders, with many realising all too late that they
might never return to their homes (Sigurdardéttir, 2013;
Omarsdéttir, 2014; Jéhannsson, 2018).

As the boats progressed on the 6-hour journey towards
Porlaksho6fn, many of the passengers, unused to sailing,
were impacted by seasickness and the bitter cold (e.g.
Johannesdéttir, 2013; Olafsson, 2014; Jénasson, 2017;
Jéhannsson, 2018; Jénsson, 2018; Gudmundsdoéttir, 2023;
Interview 4; Interview 6; Interview 9; Interview 19). Some
suffered minor injuries on the packed boats (Omarsdét-
tir, 2014), and one islander recalls being bitten by fleas in
the boat’s bunk (Interview 15).

My two cousins were in a bunk together and when
we had just left, she got seasick. She called her dad,
but there were so many people in the kitchen on the
floor as well that he couldn’t get to the corner. Then
he called to her: take the damn schoolbooks out of
your bag and throw it up in there. And with that,
everyone started vomiting. All utensils in the kitchen
that were used for cooking, pots, bowls, sinks and
everything that could be found ... One of my sisters
was lying under the kitchen table and was not sea-



Meara et al. Journal of Applied Volcanology (2026) 15:1 Page 14 of 23

Fig.7 Logbook from the ship Danske Pétur. Records for the 22nd of January show that the boat returned to harbour due to bad weather. Records for the
23rd show that the boat left Heimaey at 4.15 am with 200 people on board and sailed to Porlékshofn due to an eruption. The ship arrived at the mainland
at 8 am and left again at 9 am
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Fig. 8 Patients from the hospital and elderly residents of the Skalholt re-
tirement home were evacuated from Heimaey by aeroplane to the Kefla-
vik base near Reykjavik. Photos: permission granted from (a) The Reykjavik
Photography Museum; (b) Sigurgeir Jénasson
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sick. She passed the time by counting how often the
people vomited. I threw up 11 times and my little
sister and mom 9 times. (Aguistsdéttir, 2013).

Evacuation by air

Not everyone was evacuated by boat to the mainland.
Patients at the hospital and elderly people from the
Skélholt retirement home were among those evacu-
ated by plane to the airbase at Reykjavik (Fig. 8; Timinn
24.01.1973:19 (Sigurdsson 2022).;

The US defence base at Keflavik and Flugfélag Islands,
the national aviation company, sent planes to Heimaey to
assist with the evacuation (Morgunbladid 23.01.1973:2,8).
The first plane left Heimaey at around 04.00 (Sveinsson
2008) and by 10.00, around 300 people had been evacu-
ated by air including 4 pregnant people (Gudmundsson
2013; 1973-Allir { batana). Interviewee 10, a US Navy
pilot stationed at the Keflavik Military Base shared his
experiences:

At 5.30 am on the morning of the 23" January 1973,
I was asleep in bed when the phone rang. The air
ops officer [at Keflavik Air Force base] told me there
was a volcanic eruption in the Westman Islands,
and I was needed for an evacuation flight ... Nei-
ther me, or my co-pilot had ever been to the West-
man Islands, but we found it on a chart and took
off heading south-east from our base at Keflavik.
Flying the 70miles to Heimaey took about 20 min-
utes ... . we checked in with the tower there [at the
airport], an Icelander was running the tower there
as normal, and he spoke English, and we spoke Eng-
lish, so it was good ... but you know he didn’t have
any radar or anything ... We never did worry about
the volcano. The danger we worried about, and this
really did scare us, the number of aeroplanes that
were up there with us in the clouds and ... There was
no radar! So, nobody knew where these other aero-
planes were ... It seemed like everybody who had a
family somewhere in Iceland who had an aeroplane
was coming down rescuing their relatives!. (Inter-
view 10).

Through the course of the night, the eruption escalated,

with the fissure extending over a large area, past Helgafell

and into the sea on the north-east side of the island. The
resulting explosive phreatomagmatic activity was high-

lighted in one personal account:

I asked my dad about this later, he said that he
had watched as the plane took off to the east, with
almost all his family on board. At the same time, it
seems that a crack in the eruption probably opened
into the sea because a large plume had formed and
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he had watched the plane disappear into the plume,
he also said that it had been a great relief when the
plane had come out of the plume. (Pdlsson, 2023).

Arriving on the mainland

The boats sailed in convoy to Porldkshofn, the closest
port to Heimaey (Fig. 6b and c). Sveinbjornsson (2013)
describes how memorable it was to stand on the bridge
and “see the lights on all these different large ships and
boats sailing in the same direction to Porlakshofn like
an endless railway train” Arnar AR55 was the first ship
to arrive at Porladkshofn at 07.15. As more boats arrived
at the harbour, the docks became congested, and many
boats had to wait outside the harbour mouth for a long
time (Viglundsson, 1973).

As the islanders disembarked, they were met by volun-
teers from the Red Cross, US soldiers, police and medical
staff including a paediatrician and a midwife (Morgun-
bladid 23.01.1973:6; Eyjolfsson and 1973). As people were
helped ashore, the urgency and confusion of the situation
caused several near-miss accidents (e.g. Jénasson, 2017).

I watched my father helping to get people and
belongings off the boat. He had taken a white bun-
dle from the boat and tucked it under his arm while
helping the woman who owned it. Then, all of a sud-
den, he heard a baby crying from under his arm. He
was actually holding a newborn baby, without even
realizing it. He was utterly terrified when he realized
what had happened. It was pure luck that he didn’t
drop the bundle because the baby could have fallen
between the ship and the pier where he was stand-
ing. (Sveinsson 2008).

The islanders were transported by bus to reception cen-
tres, and offered refreshments, blankets, and accommo-
dation. Locations included the Seaman’s School, and six
local schools - Arbejarskéli, Austurbaejarskéli, Ham-
rahlidarskoli, Langholtsskoli, Melaskéli and Vogaskoli
- all in the Reykjavik region (Red Cross report 1973; Mor-
gunbladid 23.01.1973:8). Stefan Olafsson of Mulakaffi, a
restaurant in Reykjavik, organised food for the evacuees
and arranged for students from the Hotel and Catering
School of Iceland to prepare food at the reception cen-
tres (Red Cross report 1973; Visir 24.01.1973:20). Alman-
navarnir (the Icelandic Civil Defence) had supplies ready
for such an eventuality including blankets and mattresses
(Morgunbladio 23.01.1973:8). Food was also provided at
Vélsmidia Hédinn’s canteen in Reykjavik (Morgunbladio
24.01.1973:11). Some personal accounts recollect the
warm welcome received, along with warm soup, bread
and food (e.g. Sveinsson 2008; Jénsson, 2018), while oth-
ers highlight how after reaching safety, they finally could
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process how dangerous the situation had been for all
involved.

It wasn’t until we had been disembarked in Porldk-
shofn and boarded the bus where I sat down with
my little girl in my arms and the radio was on. Sud-
denly the man’s voice comes in the radio, and he says
something at first but then he said these words that
woke me up. “An eruption has started on Heimaey”
and then at this moment I realized the danger we
were in and what had really happened. I broke down
and cried like a baby (Kolbeinsddttir, 2014).

Although extensive emergency preparations had been
made at the evacuation centres, Visir reports that at
Arbzejarskoli there were not enough supplies to support
the youngest evacuees and an emergency trip to pur-
chase more diapers was instigated immediately (Visir
23.01.1973:20).

The Red Cross collected registration data for the
islanders (Timinn 25.01.1973:3). Data included names,
date of birth, address in Vestmannaeyjar, and intended
short term accommodation on the mainland (Red Cross
report 1973). Emergency accommodation was arranged
for those who did not have friends or family on the main-
land (Red Cross report 1973) with 500 beds organised at
hotels across Reykjavik (Morgunbladid 23.01.1973:8).

Those who had left the islands by plane were flown to
the domestic airport in Reykjavik and the first planes
arrived at around 06.00 (Visir 23.01.1973:4). On arrival,
the islanders were registered by the Red Cross and taken
to Melaskoli to join the other evacuees. Patients were
taken to the Landspitalinn, Borgarspitalinn and Landa-
kot hospitals in Reykjavik (Morgunbladid 23.01.1973:8).
Among these taken to hospital were several women who
had gone into labour either late on the 22" or during the
evacuation on the 23" (Althydubladid 24.01.1973:6-7,12;
Morgunbladio 23.01.1973:11). Interviewee 18 discussed
her experience of evacuation from Heimaey while in
labour:

They took me first down to the boat, and it was there
that I started having contractions. But then all of a
sudden, I was not allowed to walk myself anymore,
because my water had broken, I was half tied up in
the hospital stretcher to make sure I wouldn’t fall
out. The captain arrived and he thought I had a bro-
ken leg. Asked me if it was badly broken, then I told
him I was about to have a baby, then he didn’t want
to leave without having a doctor or a nurse to assist
with the birth ... Holmfriour the nurse and Didda,
she was something healthcare-related, they both
came. They went up to the hospital to get supplies
just in case I would have the baby on the way, but
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then Gudrun the midwife arrived while I was still
down by the docks, and she put her foot down ... At
that point I was having quite a lot of contractions.
Then they took me to the hospital ... First, I went to
the hospital, and from there they took me to the air-
port ... Then all of a sudden, I'm in the hallway of the
national hospital [in Reykjavik]. I remember, Vala
came over [on the 22"] and put my hair in rollers,
I had to look good on the maternity ward! Helga Jon
[the nurse] pulled them out of me in the helicopter
on the way [to the National Hospital in Reykjavik]!
Then I saw in the picture [in the newspaper], I had
not brushed my hair or anything! I have never seen
the hair rollers since!

Although the evacuation went well overall, there were
some incidents. Egilsdéttir (2008) discusses her experi-
ence of the evacuation alongside her parents and 6 sib-
lings. Travelling to the harbour with such a big family was
difficult, and so the children were transported in two car
journeys. As the second journey was underway, unbe-
knownst to their parents, the first group of siblings were
ushered onto a boat which quickly left the harbour. Dur-
ing the boat ride to Porlakshofn, and bus ride to Reyk-
javik, the children were separated not only from their
family but also from each other. Their parents refused to
leave the island until the very last boat was leaving the
harbour to search for their lost children, fearing that they
may have fallen into the harbour and drowned. Several
days passed before the family were finally reunited at
Melaskoli. The long term emotional and mental impacts
of this separation affected the family for many years after
the event (Sveinsson 2008).

As the day progressed, islanders began dispersing
to stay with friends and family across the mainland. By
the end of the day, only 60 people needed housing, and
they stayed at Hoétel Esja. Some islanders stayed here for
up to three weeks (Gunnarsson 1974). Taxis and vol-
unteer drivers transported the islanders to their new
accommodation (Visir 24.01.1974:20; Morgunbladid
26.01.1973:11).

It was the schoolboys who came to drive people from
the Austurbeejarskoli where you were signed in. And
a lot of young people from the university and high
school and all that, they were volunteers to drive
people because the taxis, didn’t you know, we didn’t
have money or anything ... And I remember that the
lady said to him. “You have to remember not to let
her out of the car alone. You have to go take her to
the door until somebody does, you know, take her”
And when we were driving to where he lived, my
brother, I said, okay, it’s a light, they are all there.
And this boy said, “No, I cannot leave you. I have to
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go out with you” And he did follow me all the way to
the door and to my mom. And I was so shy! But he
wanted so to be perfect. I will always remember this
boy, but I don’t know his name or anything. But he,
he did follow the rules all the way (Interview 27).

Registration data collected by the Red Cross on the
23 of January 1973 indicates that 4215 islanders were
transported to Reykjavik (Red Cross Report 1973).
The islanders were distributed as follows: Arbajar-
skoli 497, Austurbeejarskéli 626, Hamrahlidarskéli 680,
Langholtsskéli 40, Melaskoli 716, Sjémannaskéli 945,
Vogaskdli 377, other (hospital/nursing home) 339.
These numbers exclude the rescue workers who stayed
behind and the sailors who returned to the islands from
Porlakshofn.

Registration cards were processed by typing girls from
the City of Reykjavik and the Central Bank, a task which
was completed by midnight on the 24" of January 1973
(Red Cross Report 1973). IBM in Iceland offered use of
computers to record the data on punch information
report cards which were kept in three versions — listed
alphabetically by name, listed by address in Vestman-
naeyjar and listed by address on the mainland (Red
Cross Report 1973). Over the next few days and weeks,
the islanders moved from their emergency accommoda-
tion to more long-term housing. Keeping track of these
movements was a priority and the IBM systems recorded
and maintained up to date information on the chang-
ing addresses of the evacuated islanders (Morgunbladid
25.01.1973:11).

Discussion

We consider the Eldfell eruption, in its entirety, to be a
“Big Story”. This Big Story covers the initial fissure open-
ing through to the end of the eruption, recovery work,
the 50" anniversary in 2023 and plans for future volca-
nic hazard mitigation. In this Big Story, the first night and
the associated evacuation, if mentioned at all, are typi-
cally summarised in a few sentences with little detail pro-
vided. In this paper however, we have utilised the “Small
Stories” approach (Georgakopoulou 2015) to re-create
a timeline of the first night of the eruption. We have
presented a detailed account of the first 15hours of the
eruption and recorded how the community of Heimaey
responded during the volcanic crisis.

In the following sections we discuss our findings, high-
lighting what lessons can be learnt from understanding
past behaviour, and stress the importance of working
with communities to establish strong collaborative
relationships
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Lessons from past volcanic crises

Revisiting the Eldfell eruption highlights the theme of
technological change in the 50+ years since 1973. A lack
of monitoring infrastructure in 1973 meant that no early
warnings about the eruption were made. The depth of
precursor earthquakes meant that those on the island
didn’t feel the activity until it was too late. Today, the
establishment of a country-wide seismic monitoring sys-
tem, and advancements in remote sensing technologies
now allow for detailed observations of active volcanoes in
Iceland (e.g. Greenfield et al. 2022; Parks et al. 2023). The
IMO monitors volcanic activity across Iceland, includ-
ing the Vestmannaeyjar Volcanic System (VVS), meaning
an eruption would not happen here unexpectedly again.
Predicting the location and kind of eruption that might
happen within the VVS is complicated (Pfeffer et al.
2020). The marine-setting of the volcanic system means
that future eruptions could happen in the sea near to
Heimaey causing an explosive phreatomagmatic eruption
like Surtsey (1963—-1967). While an explosive Surtseyan
eruption could impact evacuation routes from Heimaey,
the extensive monitoring in place should provide time
and space for organised formal evacuations to take place.

A key theme when discussing the Vestmannaeyin-
gar is that of the resilient island community. Heimaey is
separated from the Icelandic mainland by only 10km of
ocean, however the community here has its own sepa-
rate history and culture, shaped by time, landscapes and
loss (e.g. Gardardéttir and Guttormsson 2009; Helgason
1997, 2018). This close-knit community have always
worked together, the success of their existence here over
the centuries dependant on this collective approach.
Their shared history of isolation and resilience in the
face of extreme weather and fishing tragedies for exam-
ple, have created a supportive community atmosphere
where people are inclined to support each other and not
work for personal benefit alone. These characteristics of
resiliency and self-reliance are highlighted in the events
of Gos Nétt. Despite the escalating situation and the
urgency involved, the community responded by uniting
and supporting each other to safety. For example, think-
ing that Kirkjubeer farm was alight, the initial response of
many islanders was to rush eastward to help friends and
neighbours.

It’s important to understand the specific movements
of people when the eruption began, such as travelling to
see the eruption and causing traffic jams, congregating
together as families to finish games of chess and drink
coffee before leaving. This information, while seemingly
anecdotal, can be used to understand, predict and pre-
pare for future eruptions. These behaviours, alongside
historical and cultural contexts, can be included into
models (e.g. Moradi et al. 2025) which predict movement
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and decision making to support local law enforcement
and rescue teams as they plan for evacuations.

The 1964 Heimaey evacuation plan (Bodvarsson 1964)
notes that full evacuation, with support ships sent from
the mainland, should take between 15 and 24hours. In
1973, the community did not wait for help, instead sail-
ors prepared their boats and welcomed islanders aboard,
taking the initiative to support their friends and family to
safety. In less than 5hours, more than 4000 people had
been successfully evacuated to the mainland.

Descriptions of Gos noétt often focus on the calm
behaviour shown by the Vestmannaeyingar in the face
of danger. As the community moved to the harbour the
atmosphere is described more as a “Sunday walk” and not
a flight from advancing lavas. Understanding the commu-
nity’s history, their resilience and no-nonsense attitude,
this calmness makes sense. The wider Icelandic philoso-
phy of “Petta Reddast” embodies this calm response, that
despite the immediate challenges, everything will work
out in the end. This philosophy, combined with experi-
ences of the 1973 evacuation and subsequent recovery,
would likely guide the community response during future
eruptions. However, when planning, we must consider
not just the overall community response, but also that
of individuals. Many have noted the fear and distress felt
as the reality of the situation became clear. Sailing past
the fissure on the way to Porlakshofn had many realising
that they might never see their homes again. For some,
the calm exterior didn’t crack until they were safely on
the mainland and on their way to evacuation centres.
In Meara et al. (2024), we noted how many islanders
couldn't reflect on the eruption and its impacts until the
40" anniversary in 2013, and that even now many still
respond badly to earthquakes and extreme weather in the
islands. Of those interviewed here, many were children
during the eruption, and in hindsight, it’s likely that they
would have benefitted from specific support which was
unavailable in 1973.

The community of Heimaey has changed somewhat
in the past 50years, and the Eldfell eruption has become
another chapter in the saga of Heimaey and the Vest-
mannaeyingar. But we shouldn’t assume that the event,
and its impacts on the community, are ancient history.
The close community feeling remains, as does the fish-
ing fleet based in the harbour. Should another eruption
happen, it’s likely that residents would use their previous
experience as guidance and work together to evacuate.
The Vestmannaeyingar have an established understand-
ing of what to do in an eruption, a cultural blueprint
so to speak. Some older residents however have noted
that they would not evacuate again. They do not wish
to be separated from their homes for a second time and
would prefer to stay on the island and take their chances
(Interview 12, 26). Other islanders would refuse to leave
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without bringing their animals or personal belongings
(Interview 2), a response to government interference in
1973 that limited access back to Heimaey after the initial
evacuation (Meara et al. submitted to this issue).

Our “Small Stories” highlight changes in technology
and telecommunications and their application during
an evacuation. Gudmundsson (2023) for example notes
that the Icelandic Civil Defence were unable to contact
Heimaey due to the high load of calls impacting the tele-
phone network during the early hours of the eruption.
The story of the children separated from their family also
underlines how differently we communicate in the pres-
ent day — it’s almost unthinkable to consider adults or
teenagers without access to mobile phones for example.
However, despite these changes, many of the experiences
and emotions presented in this paper are still relevant to
those we experience today — fear and distress, the need
for safe sanctuary, even the need for clean nappies.

Community collaboration and engagement

Bird et al. (2009, 2011, 2012), and J6hannesdéttir and
Gisladoéttir (2010) highlight that local communities in
Iceland often have an unrivalled understanding of natu-
ral hazards and their impacts. Experiences of historical
events shared between generations, engagement with the
landscape and seasons, and community support struc-
tures all mould this knowledge and understanding. Com-
munity understanding of volcanic eruptions and their
impacts is nowhere more apparent than on Heimaey. A
large portion of the community have first-hand experi-
ence of the events of 1973, and continued education and
commemoration on the island means that younger gen-
erations are also well-versed in the history (Meara et al.
2024). This experience and understanding mean that the
islanders are ideally placed to contribute to planning and
preparation for future events. This is particularly impor-
tant in the context of the island communities as noted by
Komorowski et al. (2016) and references therein.

There are no eruptions currently expected within the
Vestmannaeyjar archipelago, and the area is now closely
monitored, however preparation and engagement with
at risk communities such as the Vestmanneyingar should
be an on-going priority. Taking the time to understand
not only the volcanic systems beneath our feet, but also
the people who live there should be key to any hazard
management plan. By collecting and collating the island-
ers’ “Small Stories’, we can look to understand not only
the volcano and its eruptions, but also the community
who live on the slopes of a slumbering volcanic system.
Through these stories, we can understand who the Vest-
mannaeyingar were before 1973, and who they have since
become. We can understand how the community might
respond to another eruption, and what strategies might
work best for monitoring, mitigating and communicating
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during future events. Heimaey and the Vestmannaeyin-
gar are unique. One of only three permanently inhabited
islands in Iceland, Heimaey is the only island directly
impacted by active volcanism. As such, it is imperative
that the community here are included during planning
and development of their own volcano crisis manage-
ment plans.

Our work on Heimaey has developed organically into
a longitudinal study thus far spanning four years, with
hopefully more to come. We have naturally developed
working and personal relationships with the islanders,
and often discussions have evolved beyond the confines
of formal interviews. Specifically, during these past four
years, in addition to our own data collection, we have also
seen this Vestmannaeyingar experiencing the Sundn-
hukagigar eruptions on the Icelandic mainland and their
impacts on the town of Grindavik. Unofficial discussions
have highlighted similarities between the events (e.g. the
emergency evacuations, communities separated, and
backlash around the costs of protecting the town from
advancing lavas) while also noting certain lessons which
have not been learned in the 50years since the Eldfell
eruption (e.g. needing to rescue pets and livestock from
the abandoned town; Meara et al. submitted to this issue;
Morgunbladio 18.11.2023). In both interviews and more
general discussions, there was a feeling that similar mis-
takes were being made, and as such another community
was being let down.

These discussions highlighted how strong emotions
from the events of 1973 still run deep in this commu-
nity, and that these emotions were triggered seeing the
eruptions developing in Grindavik. There is still some
bad feeling linked to interventions by Almannavarnir
and the Icelandic Government limiting access to Hei-
maey in 1973 (Meara et al. submitted to this issue), and
this was reflected in discussions around resident access
to Grindavik. Islanders also noted differences in commu-
nications about the eruptions. In 1973 there were only a
handful of newspapers, radio and tv outlets covering the
eruption and two main scientific voices heard throughout
the process — Porbjorn Sigurgeirsson and Sigurdur Pora-
rinsson. They compared this to modern communications
during the Sundnhtkagigar eruptions and highlighted
the increased number of media outlets reporting on the
events, as well as social media. They noted that at times
information was becoming hard to follow, and that mixed
messages appearing in the press made it hard to know
who or what to believe.

These conversations have brought us to the realisation
that to be ready for future eruptions at-risk communities,
like the Vestmannaeyingar, need long-term engagement
from officials, with relationships built on trust, under-
standing and engagement even during times of quies-
cence. We therefore suggest our own small call to action.
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Communities are not just data sets to be quantified, their
knowledge and understanding not mere resources to be
extracted. It is our responsibility to really know the com-
munities we serve, not just scientifically, not just aca-
demically. It is our responsibility to engage, to learn their
history, culture, and language. We need to understand
and participate in the community’s day to day lives. As
we move away from the practice of “parachute science’,
we need to embrace building long-term relationships
based on trust, respect and empathy with both people
and places.

A simple change in the case of Heimaey for example,
could be a presence at the annual Goslokahétio celebra-
tion (Meara et al. 2024). The festival, held annually on the
first weekend in July, brings together islanders and the
wider diaspora to commemorate the end of the Eldfell
eruption and the town’s recovery. Celebrations include
concerts, sporting tournaments, religious ceremonies
and garden parties. What better time for volcanolo-
gists to engage with a community than during a festival
dedicated to a volcanic eruption? Potential engagement
activities could centre around young people, for example
sponsoring a prize for schoolwork about the eruption or
offering opportunities to meet and dress up like a vol-
canologist. A small, but regular investment of time here
could lead to long-term relationships beneficial to both
scientists and the community.

This work may seem very specific in its targeted
approach towards Heimaey and the Vestmannaeyingar,
and it is. The unique nature of this small island commu-
nity, particularly within the wider Icelandic context, calls
for targeted interventions and discussions. This doesn’t
however, mean that the paper’s findings aren’t applicable
to a wider audience. We hope that this work will inspire
conversations between scientists, government organisa-
tions and impacted communities. Working together to
build collaborative long-term relationships between key
stakeholders, even during times of quiescence, can only
be beneficial to all involved.

Conclusions

This paper set out initially to answer the call by Pyle
(2018) and Pyle and Barclay (2020), who note that his-
torical records should be used to improve eruption his-
tories and understand the social and political impacts
of volcanic eruptions. We engaged with the present and
past voices of the Vestmannaeyingar through interviews,
personal accounts, autobiographies, and historical docu-
ments to create a chronology of Goss Nétt, the first night
of the Eldfell 1973 eruption. In doing so, we identified
several “through lines” (Saldafa 2003) which connected
varied narrative data sets and highlighted shared experi-
ences of the event as discussed in the previous sections.
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Much of the data included is shared here in English for
the first time.

The work highlights how individuals and the wider
community reacted in the early hours of the eruption
and shows the realities of emergency evacuation. We
have shown how the community supported each other
to safety and that despite the unexpected nature of the
eruption, there were no deaths and very few injuries dur-

ing the first day.
Much has changed in the 50+ years since the Eldfell
eruption — monitoring technology, digital banking,

mobile phones and communication systems, social media
etc. However, there are many aspects of human behav-
iour that remain the same. We can all see ourselves, our
friends and families, in the stories shared. Often, the
small details are the most important when understanding
peoples lived experiences.

Until 2023, the eruption of Eldfell was the only Ice-
landic eruption to have occurred close to an urban
settlement. While other Icelandic eruptions have seen
transient impacts for travel and commerce both within
and beyond Iceland, this was an eruption with lasting
consequences for an entire community, uprooting lives
and forever changing the place they call home. Under-
standing the experiences of those involved in the 1973
eruption has clear implications for enabling appropriate
responses to future events, not only on the island of Hei-
maey, but also for communities such as Grindavik on the
Icelandic mainland.

Our research conclusions compliment the findings
of Bird et al. (2009) and others, who note that engaging
with local communities is essential to the development
of national contingency plans. We state that the history,
culture and lived experiences of this island community
make them essential co-producers of the Vestmannaeyjar
Contingency Plan. The community here has unrivalled
experience of the land and sea, the seasons, eruptions
and evacuations. We answer the call to utilise histori-
cal documents to better understand eruptions and their
impacts. But we add a call of our own - that hazard sci-
entists develop long-term relationships with at-risk com-
munities focused on regular meaningful engagement and
communication, even in times of quiescence.
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